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CASHEWS, CASH AND CAPITALISM IN 

NORTHEAST CAMBODIA 

Jonathan Padwe 

How have Cambodia's people experienced the economic transformation that is 
now taking place? This chapter investigates the specific implications of Cam
bodia's economic transformation for farming communities in the northeast 
highlands, in this case in Ratanakiri Province, and attempts to understand 
the transformation and its effects from the point of view of its inhabitants. In 
particular, I look at the case of Tang Kadon village - where some 270 people 
live in a cluster of longhouses perched just a few kilometres from Cambodia's 
border with Vietnam - and at one of the principal economic responses that 
highland farmers have given to the increasing integration of the highlands into 
the regional and global economy.l Faced with increasing land scarcity and the 
destabilization of longstanding tenure arrangements, farmers in Tang Kadon 
and elsewhere have intensified their agricultural system, taking advantage of 
the opportunity afforded by their increased access to roads and markets, and 
producing and selling cashew-nuts for the world market. 

Recognizing the agency of farmers at Tang Kadon in adopting this strategy 
and linking their economic and social life to that of a global commodities 
market, I argue that the farmers at Tang Kadon have ushered in a series of 
changes with far-reaching implications for their society. In this chapter, I in

vestigate several of those changes in detail . In particular, I explore the shift that 
farmers there have made from subsistence agriculture to market production, 
from an economy based on "multiple monies" to one in which modern money 
predominates, and from a common property regime to one based on the private 
ownership of land. These shifts represent striking reconfigurations of highland 
society which have occurred in a relatively short period of time, and which have 

I Tang Kadon is a pseudonym for the village where I lived and conducted ethnographic field 
research from 2005 to 2007. 
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repercussions for individuals and institutions in the highlands w�ll beyond the 
immediate economic transformation that they form a part of. To Illustrate these 
repercussions, I look at changes to fallowing and land-management pract �ces 
that have emerged in concert with the increasing privatization of landholdmg, 
and with the gradual displacement of reciprocal labour arrangements by paid 
wage labour. The availability of market goods, the increased availability of mod
ern money, and new ways of displaying wealth and status have also contributed 
to the reconfiguration of village and household living arrangements: wealthier 
families have now left the traditional longhouses, and have used income gen
erated by selling cashew to build "modern" single-family houses. At the same 
time, the changing nature of household income, especially where the sale of 
land and cashews is concerned, has had an impact on the inheritance system 
and on the position of women within the household. 

In analyzing these reorderings, I seek to place the literature on agricultural 
intensification into conversation with the body of work in economic anthro
pology inaugurated by the economic historian Karl Polanyi. One of Polanyi's 
great insights was to demonstrate that society's adoption of the self-regulating 
market as both ideology and organizing societal principle is characterized by 
the "disembedding" of a series of productive relationships from their social 
context. Polanyi based his notion of disembedding on the understanding that 
social relations are created through the actions of people engaging in productive 
activity. The conversion of that activity to a series of economic transactions thus 
necessarily disrupts and reconfigures society.2 I find value in the notion that the 
shift to market production of cashew at Tang Kadon has radically transformed 
a series of productive relationships governing land, labour and money. 

However, this is only part of the story. Rather than see in these events a stark 
story of cash as the disintegrator of social bonds, it is important to bear in mind 
the re-embedding that occurs, as new social relationships form in response to 
new conditions. Furthermore, no great effort is necessary to recognize that pre
vious forms of social relationships were similarly open to inequality and domi
nation. The widespread use of bonded labour and the participation of highland
ers in reciprocal slaving raids in highlands in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries attest to this. Finally, rather than view the current transformation at 
Tang Kadon as a moment of cultural dissolution in the face of a totalizing mod
ernization, it is important to recognize the place of the current encounter within 
the history of wrench ing social changes that accompanied insurgency, war, the 
American bombing, and the radical project of the Khmer Rouge regime. The 

2 Karl Polanyi, ·n,c Great Transformation: TI� e Political a11d Economic Origins of Our Time 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1957_[ 1944 ]). Polanyi's work, 

_
including his notion of disembedding, has 

been met With numerous cntlques. Later sections ot this chapter engage these ideas explicitly. 
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changes that have occurred in Tang Kadon during this period are part of the 
larger political and economic transformation that has occurred in Cambodia 
as a whole. While many of the cultural and political forces that were put into 
motion by war and reconstruction remain important today, in Ratanakiri as in 
other parts of the country military and security concerns have largely ceded 
to market capitalism, economic integration, and "development" as dominant 
forces of social change. And although the region's inhabitants are surely glad 
for the end of armed conflict, no one here is under any misconception about 
who the beneficiaries of this transformation have been: the "peace dividend" 
has accrued almost fully to the political elite and their cronies.3 Indeed, during 
the transition, the vast majority of the natural assets of this region have been 
transferred from the productive care of its inhabitants to the hands of the state 
and to those able to make claims on its power. 

For this reason, the frontier in Ratanakiri is not the free-for-all that it 
sometimes appears to be. The ability of some to act with freedom comes at 
the expense of those who are largely powerless to act at all. In the midst of the 
rapid changes that have occurred here, officials from the Prime Minister on 
down have decried the "anarchic" plundering of the region's natural resources 
and the haphazard nature of land speculation. Those assertions notwithstand
ing, as the other papers in this collected volume seek to make clear, economic 
transitions generally - and markets in particular - do not occur in the absence 
of social regulation. Rather, the exercise of state power coupled with the actions 
of powerful individuals and firms has been critical to the production of the 
current transition. 

From Post-war Transition to Economic 
Transformation in Northeast Cambodia 

In Ratanakiri province, as in other parts of Cambodia where communities 
depend largely on forest resources for their livelihoods, two sequential extrac
tive bonanzas have given expression to the transformation from a post -conflict 

mode of political and social organization to the present period dominated by 
the entrenchment of a particular set of capitalist economic and social relations. 

Thus the timber boom of the 1990s may be understood as a post -war power-grab 
funded through the rapid conversion of forest resources into cash and political 

3 A report that frames the transition from the post-war to the present period of transforma
tion in this way is International Crisis Group, Cambodia: Ihe Elusive Peace Dividend (Phnom 
Penh and Brussels :  International Crisis Group, 2000) ,  http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/ 
docid/3ae6a6e74.html, accessed 1 1  March 2009. 
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capital. The current period, beginning around the turn of the cent�ry
: 

is better 
understood as a land-grab undertaken in the name of economtc tmprove
ment, one marked by the conversion of large areas of land - either inhabited 
or used extensively by communities - into the private property of well-placed 
individuals and well-connected national and international corporate firms and 
investors. In each case, the use of the institutions of the state, and the role of 
development partners and foreign investment interests, have been critical to the 
encouragement of the specific political - economic formations through which 
the business of extraction and dispossession has been accomplished.4 

The shifts in the Cambodian political landscape that culminated in the sign
ing of the Paris Peace Agreement in 1991 also set in motion the timber boom that 
swept through Cambodia's forests throughout the ensuing decade. As Philippe 
Le Billon and others have demonstrated, the rush on Cambodia's forests cor
related not only with opportunities afforded by the end of hostilities in much 
of the country, but also represented efforts by competing factions to fund their 
attempts to gain and hold political power in an unstable political environmentS 

The effects on Cambodia's natural resources were notable. According to FAO 
figures, during a ten-year period beginning in 1990, forested land as a percent
age of national territory had decreased by 8 per cent, a staggeringly high rate.6 

By the end of the decade, the consolidation of power in the hands of the rul
ing party and its affiliated business interests had transformed the political and 
economic regime of the early 1990s. Even as the efforts of the donor community 
and internal reformers resulted in a moratorium on the operations of logging 
concessionaires, a significant shift was occurring in the modalities through which 
large-scale "asset stripping" of natural resources for private and political gain took 
place. Chief among these was the awarding of economic land concessions to pri
vate firms. These concessions are intended to be used for productive enterprises, 
including industrial agricultural plantations of acacia and eucalyptus, palm oil, 
cassava, sugar-cane, corn, rubber, teak and cashew.? Concessions for agricultural 

4 C�roline Hugh�s treats issues of political economy during the transition period in great 
detarl. See Carohne Hughes, The Political Economy of Cambodia's Transition, 1991-2001 
(London and New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003). 

5 Philippe Le Billon, '"The political ecology of transition in Cambodia 1989-1999: War, peace 
and forest exploitation;· Development and Change 31 (2000), 801; Philippe Le Billon, " Log
gmg m muddy waters: lhe politics of forest exploitation in Cambodia;· Critical Asian Studies 
34,4(2002):563-586. 
� Food and Agriculture Organisation, Global Forest Resources Assessment 2005: Progress 
fowards Sustamab/e Forest Management (Rome: Food and Agriculture Agency of the United 
Nations, 2005). All r�tes of change and percentages based on FAO figures derive from cal
Lulatrons usmg data !rom Gl?bal Tables I and 4 contained in the report and downloaded at 
http_://www.fao.orgLforestry/tra2Q()�/en/, accessed 7 June 2009. 
7 NGO Forum, Fast-wood Plantations, Economic Cml((:ssions mrd Local Livelihoods in Cam
bodra (Phnom Penh: NGO Forum on Cambodia, 2006), 50-51. 
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and other purposes had been awarded under various laws throughout the 1990s, 
and in 2001 a new land law formalized the process, including a stipulation that 
concessions are not to exceed 10,000 hectares in size. In fact, many of the conces
sions granted to date do exceed that size (the Pheapimex concession in Pursat 
and Kampong Chhnang Provinces alone is over 300,000 hectares big), and in 
many cases the companies obtaining the 99-year leases on these lands have not 
paid uny rent to the government for the use of the land. By 2003, the total amount 
of land granted in concessions was over 800,000 hectares, or 4 per cent of the 
country's land area. 8 It is thus not surprising that between 2000 and 2005 the 
rate of deforestation increased, and indeed accelerated dramatically. This five-year 
period saw another 10 per cent reduction in the amount of standing forest in 
Cambodia, with forested land as a percentage of total land area decreasing by 6.2 
per cent, the third fastest rate worldwide.9 

Economic Transformation as Seen from Tang 
Kadon Village: Cashews, Cash and Capitalism 

It is within this political and economic context that the changes occurring in 
villages and towns throughout the highlands must be understood. Northeast 
Cambodia, which was nominally under Lao and Siamese control until the 
early twentieth century, has traditionally been a marginal buffer area separating 
Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. The area was until recently sparsely populated, 
with the vast majority of inhabitants belonging to highland ethnic minority 
groups that spanned the national borders imposed by the French and modified 
over the course of a century of war and political manoeuvring. Highland peo
ple lived in small settlements and practised swidden agriculture, an extensive 
form of agriculture combined with forest management and heavy dependence 

on forest resources. Swidden farming relies on the cutting of new fields from 
forested land; these are used for several years, after which they are fallowed for 
long periods, reverting again to forest before being cleared again years later to 
begin the cycle anew. 

The Vietnam Wars and the Khmer Rouge regime had a significant impact 
on highland villages in Cambodia, and brought highlanders into a great deal 

more contact with ethnic Khmers, especially in military and government. In 
this respect, the policies of the Lon Nol and some aspects of Khmer Rouge rule 

8 Special Representative for Human Rights in Cambodia, Land Concessions for Economic 
Purposes in Cambodia: A Human Rights Perspective (Phnom Penh: United Nations Cam
bodia Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2004). This figure represents a 
reduction from the high of over 900,000 hectares in 1999. 

9 FAO, Global Forest Resources Assessment 2005. 
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(notably emphases on modernization and relocation) echoed the "Khmeriza
tion" policies of Prince Sihanouk, who had encouraged the migration oflowland 
Khmers to the region in the 1960s)O Yet it was not until recently that significant 
numbers of ethnic Khmers from the lowlands began migrating to Ratanakiri 
and Mondulkiri provinces, where the great majority of Cambodia's highland 
minorities live. The economic transformation of the region has thus also seen a 
significant and rapid shift in its ethnic composition, too. While census data are 
too unreliable to serve as an indicator of the changes that are occurring in the 
highlands, the increasingly important presence of Khmer settlers is felt in even 
the most remote villages of the province. 11 Throughout Ratanakiri's district and 
commune centres small collections of Khmer-owned shops have increasingly 
transformed themselves into market centres dominated by recent arrivals to 
the province. Expanding government bureaucracies, a thriving NGO sector, 
and a host of entrepreneurial activities are dominated by ethnic Khmers, many 
of them first -generation migrants seeking opportunity on a rapidly changing 
frontier. 

Deforestation, large-scale agricultural enterprises, improved road networks, 
and a rapidly increasing population have led to significant changes in land 
tenure and land use patterns, and have significantly transformed the economic 
and environmental conditions within which highlanders practise agriculture. 
These changes can be observed through remotely-sensed data, including aerial 
photographs and satellite images. Studies using historical aerial photography 
coupled with present -day imagery have documented the accelerating fragmen
tation of the landscape and the interruption of the former processes through 
which swidden fallows were allowed to return to forest.l2 Basing their observa
tions on remotely-sensed data, Mund and Seyha suggest that "Over the last 10 
years, major agricultural activities in [the] Cambodian upland[s] have changed 
from mainly swidden and shifting cultivation of smallholders to large-scale 
economic land concessions and the restitution of already existing plantations:'B 

10 Ruth Bottomley, "Contested Forests: An Analysis of the Highlander Response to Logging, 
Ratanakiri Province, Nor theast Cambodia;' Critical Asian Studies, 34.4 (2002), 590. 
11 Regarding the unreliability of population data for Ratanakiri, see Maria Backstrom, Jer
emy Ironside, Gordon Paterson, Jonathan Padwe and Ian Baird, Indigenous Traditional Legal 
Systems and Conflict Resolution in Ratanakiri and Mondulkiri Provinces, Cambodia ( Phnom 
Penh: United Nations Development Programme/Cambodian Ministry of Justice Legal and 
Judicial Reform Programme, 2006), 96. 
12 Jefferson Fox, "Understanding a dynamic landscape: Land use, land cover, and resource 
tenure in northeastern Cambodia;' in Stephen joseph Walsh and Kelley A. Crews-Meyer 
eds, Lmkmg People, Place, and Policy: A GIScience Approach, eds. (Boston, Dordrecht and 
London: Springer, 2002), 113-130. 
�3 Jan Peter Mund and Seyha Sok, "Mapping Land Cover Changes," paper presented at fropentag 2007, (Witzenhausen, Germany: 9-11 October, 2007), online at http://www. tropefililg._de/]007/Qr_Qc_e_e<,ll!l�node355.html, accessed 8 June 2009. 
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Highland society is rapidly changing today, and many of these changes 
represent engagements with changing economic circumstances. While many ac
commodations have been imposed from without, highlanders have also sought 
to take advantage of new opportunities afforded by the expansion of market 
capitalism here. One of the principal strategies has been the adoption of cashew
nut into the agricultural production system. The adoption of smallholder cashew 
production appears to have occurred in almost every farming community in 
Ratanakiri during the past fifteen years, and this rapid transformation of the ag
ricultural system has also led to significant social and cultural shifts in highland 
society. In the following sections I look specifically at cashew farming, and at 
some of the changes occasioned by entry into agricultural production for a world 
commodities market. 

Cashew Production in Cambodia 

Improvements to roads and transportation infrastructure, the increasing capabil
ities of government extension services and various other small-scale develop
ment activities, and the series of policy and economic initiatives that have in
creasingly linked northeast Cambodia to regional trading partners, especially 
Vietnam, occurred just as Vietnam was solidifying its position as one of the 
world's leading exporters and processors of cashew-nut for the world market.l4 

In 1990, Vietnam had become the world's second largest exporter of cashew
nuts, producing 140,000 metric tons annually; by 2000 that amount had almost 
doubled, and by 2005 Vietnam had surpassed India to become the largest 
producer of cashew-nuts for the world market, producing 827,000 metric tons, 
a production valued at USD 5.4 billion.lS Vietnam's entry into cashew produc
tion was similar to the country's experience with coffee production for the 

world market. Vietnam's "coffee boom" occurred throughout the early 1990s, in 
concert with the Doi moi reforms through which Vietnam began experiment
ing with market capitalism. The Central Highlands of Vietnam were the site of 
the coffee boom, and many of the elements of the transformation taking place 

in Cambodia's highlands today were evident during this period just across 

14 Cashew is an increasingly important crop: world production of cashew has grown 6% an
nually since the early 1990s, compared with 2 .2% for other food crops; see Andrew Mc
Naughton, The Cambodian Cashew Industry: Assessment of Opportunities and Constraints 
for Rural Employment and Export Revenue Generation (Phnom Penh: McNaughton and 
Associates/GTZ Cambodia, 2005), 17. 
IS FAO, FAOSTAT Database (Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Na
tions, 2008) ,  http://www.fao.org/es/ess/top/commoditv.html?lang=en&item=217&year=2005, 
accessed 24 November 2008. 
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the border. There, forested lands under communal management were quickly 
transformed into small and large-scale plantations, a transformation made 
possible by development and policy initiatives, a series of rapid investments in 
entrepreneurial activity in the agricultural sector, and the massive migration of 
an ethnically differentiated labour force - in this case ethnic Kinh (Vietnam's 
national ethnic majority) from northern Vietnam seeking economic opportu
nities in Vietnam's sparsely inhabited Central Highlands. When world prices 
for coffee declined rapidly, in part due to the scale of Vietnam's production, 
Vietnamese investors and growers turned to cashew as an alternative crop 
well-suited to the region's climate and soils. 

Because land for cashew production in Vietnam was scarcer and more 
expensive than in neighbouring Cambodia, Vietnamese cashew processors 
and exporters soon began seeking raw cashew-nuts from Cambodian sources. 
This was in keeping with Vietnam's pattern of trade with Cambodia, and was 
encouraged by Vietnamese trade policy and development assistance strategy. 
As trade between Vietnam and Cambodia has increased - it is close to USD 
1.2 billion annually - Vietnam has consistently provided aid in support of 
road-building and other projects to increase Cambodia's ability to continue 
exporting raw materials and commodities for processing in Vietnam. Recent 
trade agreements will allow Cambodian goods to enter Vietnam tariff free, and 
will incentivize the agricultural sector in Cambodia through the construction 
of a processing factory on or near the border.l6 Cambodian leaders similarly 
encouraged market production of cashew in the northeast, a policy that was in 
keeping with a long-standing effort by Khmer, and previously French, adminis
trations to encourage highlanders to "modernize" by producing for the market 
economy. In Ratanakiri, this encouragement took many forms. In speeches, 
successive provincial governors echoed national politicians in calling for 
cashew production as a key development strategy for the province; district and 
sub-district level officials echoed these calls. At the same time, the provincial 
agriculture department launched a campaign to encourage highland villages to 
grow cashew.J7 Medium-scale landowners, many of them new to the province, 
had already begun to grow cashew for export. IS 

16 May Kunmakara, "Processing Plant Aims to Boost Trade with Vietnam;' Phnom Penh 
Post, 12 November 2008, online at www.phnompenhpost.com, accessed 8 June 2009. 
17 See interview with Soy Sona, director of the Provincial Agriculture Department, in Cat 
Barton and Cheang Sokha, "Keeping Farm in Family Hands;' Phnom Penh Post 22 February 
2008, online at www.phnompenhpost.com, accessed 8 June 2009. 
IK According to the World Bank, cashew in Cambodia "has been popular since land was 
prov1ded to mtluential people under economic concessions for agricultural activities:' World 
Bank, Cambodia Agrarian Structure Study (Phnom Penh: The World Bank, 2005), online at h!!QJ.Lg_Q,wod<fuil'l�·org/7TSEISUXJQ, accessed 3 April 2009. 
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Perhaps the most important encouragement, though, was the returns that 
cashew farming offered. A study by the Economic Institute of Cambodia sug
gested that during the period of maximum yield (when trees are aged 10-15 
years), production costs including inputs and labour average $103 per hectare; 
assuming a yield of0.7 tons per hectare, sold at $600 per ton, the net income per 
hectare would be $317; alternatively, Kang and Chan suggest a gross revenue of 
about $300, resulting in a net income of $200 per hectare.I9 It is likely that much 
smallholder cashew farming in Ratanakiri does not live up to the scenarios pre
sented in these analyses. Many planters I spoke with suggested that they had not 
had enough information when they started planting, and that they had planted 
their cashew trees too close to each other. They also complained of poor results 
on the marginal lands they have planted. Additionally, they struggle with wildly 
fluctuating prices. Because almost all of the cashew produced in Ratanakiri is 
processed in Vietnam, the purchase price for cashew is set by Vietnamese buy
ers and depends not only on world demand, but also on the flow of cashew from 
Vietnam and elsewhere through the Vietnamese processing centres .2o Even 
with all of these considerations, cashew plantation has boomed in Ratanakiri 
since the late 1990s. 

Tang Kadon- A Remote Village in a Remote Province 

Cashew farming came later to Tang Kadon village than it did to many parts of 
Ratanakiri. In a province that is often described as remote, Tang Kadon and the 
other villages of Nhang commune lie far away from Ratanakiri's main roads 
and town centres. Tang Kadon village is a circular grouping of longhouses to 

the side of a small road; along the road, a couple of Khmer settlers have recently 
built houses and set up a small shop and rice mill. East and north of the village 
an uninterrupted expanse of farmland and forest extends to the Sesan River and 
the 0 Chatai stream, which form Cambodia's national boundary with Vietnam. 
The remoteness of the area has not spared the village from experiencing the 
signal events of Ratanakiri's recent past. This border area formed part of the Ho 

19 Economic Institute of Cambodia, Cambodia's Export Diversification and Value Addition 
( Phnom Penh: Economic Institute of Cambodia and UNDP Regional Centre, Colombo, 
2006) ,  34; Kang Chandararot and Chan Sophal, Cambodia's Annual Economic Review 
(Phnom Penh: Cambodian Development Resource Institute, 2003), 47; World Bank, Cambo
dia Agrarian Structure Study, 192-198. 

20 Cambodia's only processing plant, which purchased only 150 tons per year, closed in 
2008. A report by the EIC suggested that higher energy prices in Cambodia comprised the 
main barrier to investment in processing capacity there. See Tracey Shelton, "Cashew market 
crumbling;' Phnom Penh Post 29 September 2008, online at www.phnompenhpost.com, ac
cessed 3 May 2009. 
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Chi Minh trail, and was heavily bombed during the American War. For pur
poses of security and control, the Khmer Rouge forcibly relocated Tang Kadon 
and neighbouring villages to the floodplain of the Sesan River, and from 1973 to 
1978 the village was part of an agricultural collective dedicated largely to grow
ing "wet" rice in large, seasonally inundated fields. Agricultural production was 
centrally planned and many aspects of social life were undertaken communally. 
There were many deaths from sickness, hunger and killing during this period, 
and the years following the fall of the Khmer Rouge were marked by dislocation 
and instability. The village was moved several times during the 1980s, before 
returning to a place on the Sesan River near its traditional location. Finally in 
the early 1990s they moved back to the forests where villagers were once again 
cutting small swiddens and growing upland rice varieties. 

The abundance of forest there, and its proximity to Vietnam and to navigable 
waterways made the area an inviting target for illegal logging. A massive logging 
operation took place here in the late 1990s; according to villagers, the logging crews 
were Vietnamese and the operation was undertaken by the Vietnamese military in 
coordination with Cambodian authorities. In 2006, authorities informed villagers 
that the forests they rely on for building materials, food and land for farming had 
been had been granted as an economic land concession and would be converted 
to a larger rubber plantation. The 10,000 hectare concession was awarded to the 
Heng Brothers Development company; no input was sought from the residents of 
the five villages which will be most affected by the project.21 The news provoked 
a minor timber boom as entrepreneurs rushed to beat the concessionaire to the 
forest resources. Villagers worked largely as labourers, cutting luxury wood that 
would be sold illegally to Vietnam. The operation was organized by the chief of 
the Cambodian border police post, who ran crews of Vietnamese woodcutters as 
well, and who arranged for the transfer of the timber across the border to Viet
namese buyers. Finally, in mid-2008, villagers reported that as many as 30 tractors 
had been brought across the border from Vietnam to begin clearing the forest 
for the concession. The work crews were Vietnamese, although as the forest was 
opened up villagers from Tang Kadon and neighbouring villages were recruited 

21 The Heng Company was previously implicated in illegal logging in Botum Sakor national 
park and is best known fo� its role as a logging concessionaire operating in the "special coupe" 
awarded 1

.
n 2006 to prov1de wood for the construction of a new National Assembly build

mg. That 1t 1s Heng Brothers who have been awarded the concession to Tang Kadon's forest 
demonstrates how closely events in a forest-dependent village like Tang Kadon are linked �.o the evolvin�

. 
"crony capitalist" aspects of Cambodia's new economy. In their work on the 

.
speoal coupe , Heng Brothers cooperated with the Ly Chhuong Construction Company, a 

LDmpany reportedly owned by the son-in-law of Cheam Yeap, the CPP Parliamentarian who 
IS also the chairman of the National Assembly Construction Committee- the committee that 
awarded the "special coupe". See Global Witness, Cambodia's Family Trees: ll/egal Logging and 
the Stnpprng of Publzc Ass ets by Cambodia's Elite (Phnom Penh: Global Witness, 2007), IS. 
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to plant rows of rubber seedlings in the area that was formerly the site of their 
forest and old swidden fields. 

The cutting of the forest and the establishment of the large rubber plantation, 
if it goes ahead as planned, will have a decisive effect on the village economy, 
and will dramatically constrain the villagers' agricultural and resource-use 
opportunities. Yet the agricultural system was already in the process of a far
reaching transformation by the time the tractors arrived. One of the most 
important developments in that transformation was the recent introduction of 
smallholder cashew production into the mix of agricultural strategies used by 
farmers. Just as in the rest of Ratanakiri, small cashew plantations, between 
1 and 10 hectares in size, seem to be everywhere you look in Andong Meas 
district, along roads and near villages. During the harvest season, piles of 80kg 
burlap bags full of cashews are stacked near river crossings and in front of local 
stores, where shop-owners purchase the raw cashew-nut from farmers and sell 
them in market towns for a small markup. 

These changes to the landscape are the outward manifestations of a recent 
and profound shift that affects all aspects of highland life. In producing and sell
ing cashews locally, the inhabitants of Tang Kadon and their neighbours have 
linked their economic life to a global commodities market about which they 
have little information, and over which they have little control.22 In doing so, 
they have in a short time become dependent on the annual cash earnings that 
their involvement in that market has generated. Their increasing involvement 
in the market economy has in turn been accompanied by the rapid transforma
tion of long-standing systems of common-property management of land and 
resources into a system of private property in land. And these changes have, 
finally, led to rapid cultural and social changes within Jarai society and between 
the Jarai and their newly arrived Khmer neighbours. In the following sections, 
I address these transformations in turn. 

22 lhe alienation of cashew growers from the final product of their labour is almost complete. 
Not only growers, but buyers and traders I spoke with, who had more formal education and, 
supposedly, more sophistication in the market, had little or no idea what processed, edible 
cashew-nuts looked like, or even that they were used as a food product after processing. 
This is a common attribute of global agricultural commodity chains. That alienation was 
central to Mintz's analysis of sugar production: for Mintz, the processes of exploitation that 
produce the disadvantageous position of agricultural labourers within the world economy 
also assure their ignorance of the final products to which their labour contributes. Sidney 
W Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York: Elisabeth 
Sifton Books, Penguin Books, 1985). 
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Figure 1. The jarai farming system at Tang Kadon. 

The Changing Swidden System 
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Tang Kadon is a village of approximately 270 inhabitants, which in 2008 was 
divided among 50 family units of varying sizes.23 The basic outline of the tra
ditional swidden system is easily grasped. Each family cuts a new field every 
year or two from an unused area of forest. Generally, a farmer will make the 
initial cutting in a new site close to a source of water (see Figure 1). During their 
first year there, the family will build a small house there, where they will spend 
most of the agricultural season. The following year, the farmer will cut another 
field, uphill from the initial location. During this second year, the farmer will 
continue to plant rice and other crops in the initial field. Whether a field is in its 
first year, or has been used previously, is one of several factors a farmer will take 
into consideration when choosing the crops and crop varieties to be used in a 

23 A 'family' in this sense represents the basic domestic unit of production in the village 
economy. Beyond their kinship ties, a family is a group of related individuals who work 
together and hold rights in common to an agricultural field or group of fields. Usually the 
family will include parents, their children who live with them, spouses of children who have 
not yet formed their own 'family,' and grandparents. 
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field. The yield of a swidden drops off precipitously after the first year of plant
ing, as soil fertility drops and weeding becomes more arduous. It is this decline 
in yield that drives the system, necessitating the cutting of new forest. After a 
few years, when a field no longer provides an acceptable yield, it is fallowed, 
and will eventually grow back to forest. How frequently a family cuts new fields 
- and the size of the fields they cut - depends on many factors, including the 
location and purpose of the field, and the size and age of the family farming it. 
These latter factors are especially important, since they determine the supply of 
labour and the ability of the labourers to work. In general, though, newly-cut 
fields are slightly under one hectare in size, and families will cut perhaps three 
out of every four years. 

This image shows a typical set of farm fields. The first fields were cut by three 
families who began working at this site together in 1999 ( Farmers 51, 54 and 59). 
They cut fields near the Ia Bla stream in order to have water for family use, and 
cut new fields uphill in successive years. They were later joined by other families 
at this site. Prior to the introduction of small-holder cashew-nut production, 
the fields cut in 1999 would have been abandoned after they were no longer 
productive, followed by the next year's field, and so on. 

Each year, then, the 50 families of Tang Kadon village cut between 20 and 
40 hectares of forest. In the past, the impact on available forest resources of 
this annual cutting was offset by the constant reversion of old swiddens into 
forest land: for every new field cut, another was abandoned and allowed to 
revert to forest, so that at any given time a family would have only a few 
hectares of land under active cultivation. Furthermore, the village itself would 
move location from time to time, within the boundary of an area that could 
be considered the village's territory. Often these moves were initiated to over
come a spate of sicknesses or accidents, which villagers believe are caused 
by the malevolent activity of ghosts or spirits. Although some swidden fields 

were sited quite far from the village, many were in fact close, so the move 
provided an opportunity for thick forest to grow up in those areas as they were 
abandoned, and brought villagers into areas of forest that had not been cleared 
for a long time. 

Incorporating cashew into this system, and into the diverse portfolio of 
crops that highlanders grow, was not an overly complicated process. Simply put, 
instead of fallowing their fields after three to four years of use, in today's system 
a farmer will begin to plant cashew on a given field in the second or third year 
of that field's existence. The cashew seedlings are planted at regular intervals 
throughout the field, and for the next few years it is still possible to intercrop rice 
and vegetables with the growing trees. After a year or two of intercropping, the 
farmer will cease planting new crops on the field. However, within four years of 
planting, cashews trees will begin to bear fruit. In the meantime, farmers would 
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continue to cut a new field every year 

or so to grow sufficient amounts of rice 
and vegetables for household produc
tion. Cashew production undertaken 

in this way fits well with the annual 
agricultural calendar ( see Table 3). 
Cashew seedlings are planted at the 
very beginning of the rainy season, 
just prior to planting rice and other 
vegetables. And the cashew harvest 
occurs during the rainy season, too; 
that is, it occurs well after the rice har
vest is in, so farm labour is available 
for picking cashews. In fact, money 
from the sale of cashews arrives at an 
opportune time during the year: the 
period that stretches from the end of 
the dry season to the first rice harvest 
is traditionally a period of scarcity, and 
income generated by selling cashew 
allows families to buy rice during the 
shortfall. 

The Jarai count months starting 
with the beginning of the agricultural 
cycle - that is, with the selection of 
a new field site; this accounts for the 
discrepancy between the 'Jarai Calen
dar' and the 'Gregorian Calendar: This 
agricultural calendar is based on per
sonal observation and interviews, on 
conversations with and unpublished 
reports by Jeremy Ironside. 

The shift to cashew production 
represents an intensification of the ag
ricultural system of a sort that is com
mon in swidden systems throughout 
the world. The adoption of smallholder 
cashew is both a response to market 
opportunit ies as well as an intensifica
t ion in the face of increas ing land 
scarcity occasioned by encroachment, 
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concessions and other forms of state-sanctioned enclosure.24 Farmers in Tang 
Kadon began planting cashew in 1997 or 1998, and today all families plant cashew. 
In fact, cashew has become so much a part of the production system now that in 
the past several years there were only a few cases in which farmers fallowed old 
fields, and these decisions were largely made because of labour constraints. Thus 
the villagers of Tang Kadon have very rapidly made the significant and almost 
complete transformation from a long-fallow swidden agriculture system to a 
system of permanent cultivation. It is important to note that the shift to the new 
production system is not, of itself, necessarily permanent. The farmers' ability to 
rapidly alter their farming in response to changing constraints and opportunities 
not only disproves popularly held understandings of highland farming systems as 
archaic and non-dynamic, it also suggests that as conditions continue to change 
farmers are likely to change their strategies. 

The move to permanent cultivation has significant implications for land 
availability and the distribution of farmland over the landscape. With perma
nent cultivation, the cutting of forest to make new agricultural fields is no longer 
offset by the reversion of fallow land to forest, as it would have been in the past. 
In the new system, each year, on average, a given family adds approximately one 
half hectare or so to the amount of land it maintains under cultivation. Were 
families to remain stable in size and age, we could assume that after a certain 
number of years they would no longer be able to provide the labour necessary 
to continue cutting and maintaining additional fields, although for a variety of 
reasons those limits have not been reached in Tang Kadon. Whereas a village 
cutting twenty to forty hectares of forest annually would formerly have had 

little net impact on the amount of available forestland, in today's system con
version of forest to agricultural land is cumulative, and, as might be expected, 
the amount of land under cultivation in Tang Kadon has indeed increased.25 

24 Intensification represents an increased investment of labour, capital or other improvements 
to a given area of land in order to increase productivity per land area, see Harold Brookfield, 
"Intensification and disintensification in Pacific agriculture: A theoretical approach;' Pacific 
Viewpoint 13. 1 (1972) :  78-96; Harold Brookfield, Exploring Agrodiversity (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2001), 200-201. See also Ester Boserup, The Conditions of Agricultural Growth: 
The Economics of Agrarian Change Under Population Pressure (Chicago: Aldine, 1965); Chris
tine Padoch, Emily Harwell and Adi Susanto, "Swidden, sawah, and in-between: Agricultural 
transformation in Borneo;' Human Ecology 26. 1 ( 1998): 3-20; Michael R. Dove, "Theories of 
swidden agriculture, and the political economy of ignorance;' Agroforestry Systems 1.2 (1983): 
85-99; Bryant J Allen and Chris Ballard, "Beyond Intensification? Reconsidering Agricultural 
Transformations;' Asia Pacific Viewpoint 42. 2&3 (2001) :  157-162. 
25 At the end of the harvest in 2006, 2007 and 2008 I conducted surveys of all agricultural 
fields at Tang Kadon. With an assistant I walked the perimeter of each year's cutting of each 
family's set of agricultural fields, using a GPS machine (a handheld device running ArcPad 
software) to record the location and shape of fields, and using ArcGIS software to map and 
analyze the information collected from these surveys. The maps and analyses presented in 
this paper are based in part on this data. 
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In 1997, around the time that farmers began plant ing cashew, it is reasonable 

to assume that vi llagers were actively farming about 90 hectares of farmland. 
In 2007, farmers maintained about 227 hectares under cultivation (and cut a 

further 30 hectares in the 2008 agricultural season) .26 

Not only does the intensification of the swidden system signal an increase in 
demand on available agricultural land, it has also promoted the centralization 

and concentration of land under cultivation. As farmers have adopted cashew

nut production, over time both the amount and quality of available farmland 
close to the village has decreased.27 Farmers suggest that the heavily-forested 

land to the east of the village presents the ideal landscape for cutting new fields. 
Yet even were that area not now claimed by the Heng Brothers concession, it 
is unlikely that anyone at Tang Kadon would actually go so far away to cut a 
new field. Formerly, distance from the village was not a major constraint on 
field location, since whole families lived in their fields for much of the year. Yet 
today it is necessary for farmers to locate farms in areas where they will have 
access to the roads and trails travelled by cashew-nut buyers - the more remote 
their farms, the lower prices they are likely to receive for the nuts. More impor
tantly, because farmers need to harvest cashews at the same time that they are 
planting subsistence crops, they cannot simply leave their existing cashew fields 
untended during the rainy season. Farmers also report that theft of cashews is 
quite common when a family is known to spend long periods away from their 
fields. 

Cashew production is also an important factor contributing to the decline 
in village mobility today. Villagers at Tang Kadon suggest that they are unlikely 
to move the village again. While moving the village provided a number of 
advantages for swidden farming, today village mobility is limited for many of 
the same reasons that constrain farmers from farming in remote locations. In 
both cases, capital improvements promote the tendency to remain in place. 
In farmers' fields, farmers invest labour in planting and maintaining cashew 
trees, and, knowing that they will have a long-term interest in these fields, 
they build sturdier field houses than they would have previously - indeed, 
many of the new houses that villagers are building with machine-sawn posts 

�6 As 
_
I will discuss in the following section, a series of land sales undertaken by villagers, 

mcludmg the sale of many fields under cashew plantation, took place in 2007 and 2008, so 
that the amount of! and managed by villagers in 2009 is in fact less than the 227 hectares that 
were under management in 2007. 
27 Less desired lands include those with poor soil, those on steep hills where erosion is harder to control, or those where the forest is not yet mature enough to produce a good burn. It IS worth notmg that the benefits to be reaped from cashew production incentivize farmers to put more la�d under cultivation: In this sense, the strategy is not only an intensification (the use of addttlonal mputs per umt of land area) but also involves an extensive tendency to use more land for production. 
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and boards are located in their fields. This investment in landesque capital, 
in Blaikie and Brookfield's sense of the term, is mirrored by investments in 
village infrastructure, including the construction of 'modern' style houses, 
or the adoption of state- and NGO- sponsored development projects such as 
tube-wells and latrines.28 

Global Commodities Markets and Markets for Land 

Tang Kadon's entry into production of cashew-nut for the world market repre
sents a significant shift in the nature of the village economy. Traditionally, that 
economy was based on subsistence agriculture: rice and most food was grown 
and consumed by villagers, although as Mathieu Guerin has shown, a system 
of exchange of surplus production between highlands and lowlands helped to 
regulate shortfalls in both areas.29 Furthermore, "subsistence" should not be 
taken to indicate that the society was completely isolated. Rather, highlanders 
produced sesame and collected non-timber forest products including resins, 
honey and various animal products used in traditional medicine, which they 
traded with other highlanders, and with Lao and Vietnamese traders to obtain 
livestock, metal and ritual items including gongs and ceramic jars.30 Trade was 
conducted almost exclusively through barter, and to date most of these tradi
tional trade items continue to be obtained by barter, and are exchanged along 
traditional trade routes.3I 

While in recent years timber extraction, hydro-electric dams, rubber plan
tations and similar projects tied the highland economy to world markets in 

28 See Piers Blaikie and Harold Brookfield, Land Degradation and Society (London: Methuen, 
1987), 9-10. 

29 Analyzing colonial-era records, Guerin found that years of unusually heavy rainfall 
favoured lowland rice production, but adversely affected highland production. Thus scarci
ties in the highlands occurred at the same time that lowland producers were likely to have 
surplus rice available to trade. Highland rice tended to do better during dry years, allowing 
highlanders to trade their surplus rice to lowlanders suffering shortfalls. Mathieu Guerin, 
"Essartage et riziculture humide, complementarite des ecosystemes agraires a Stung Treng 
au debut du XXeme siecle;' Aseanie 8 (2001): 35-55. 
30 Prior to French colonial rule, the slave trade was an additional and important element of 
trade between villages and between lowland and highland societies. Georges Condominas 
(ed. ) ,  Formes Extremes de Dependance: Contributions a /etude de lesclavage en Asie du Sud-Est 
(Paris: Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, 1998). On traditional trading patterns 
see also Georges Condominas, ''Aspects of economics among the Mnong Gar of Vietnam: 
Multiple money and the middleman;' Ethnology 11. 3 { 1972): 202-219. 

31 The very recent monetization of the highland economy may be inferred, for instance, from 
the fact that fines imposed through the traditional justice system continue to be reckoned 
in terms of livestock, although a system of equivalency now allows a fine levied in terms of 
buffalos to be paid with cash. 
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various ways, the adoption of smal lholder cashew production has forceful ly  
l inked individual family welfare to prices determined by an internat ional com 
modity market . Between 2002 and 2007, farmers in Tang Kadon reported 
obtaining prices of between 1400 and 4100 riels per kilo of cashew (between 

about USD 0.30 and 1.00) .  This high degree of variability is the product of the 

particular structuring of the cashew-nut market in Cambodia, where prices are 
determined by the needs of Vietnamese production facilities.32 These fluctua

tions have become more important over time, as farmers have become more 
dependent on cash income for their livelihoods. 

Increasingly, highland farmers depend on cash earned from the sale of 
cashew to purchase rice to supplement annual shortfalls. While there is no data 
available for the purpose of comparison, farmers report that total yields on their 
agricultural fields were higher in years past, an assertion that is supported by 
farmers own recognition that they presently grow rice and food crops on more 
marginal lands for longer periods than before. These reports suggest a sort of 
path-dependent outcome resulting from farmers' initial entry into the cashew 
market. As they have centralized their land-holdings close to the village and 
invested labour and capital in standing cashew plantations, yields from agricul
tural fields have likely declined. As a result, income from the sale of cashew-nut 
is an increasingly important element in the portfolio of production strategies 
employed by farmers to make ends meet. That is to say, as time goes on, farmers 
are producing less rice for their own consumption, and are instead purchasing 
rice with cash obtained from the sale of cashew-nut. The visible expression of 
this change can be found in the increasing percentage of the landscape that is 
occupied by smallholder cashew instead of secondary forest, especially if we 
recognize standing secondary forest to represent a long term investment in the 
building of soil fertility for future farming. 

These changes are indicative of profound shifts in the nature of highland 
society, one of the most important of which is the transformation of the com
man property regime governing land use. It is a transformation that proceeds 
in part from the recent integration of the highlands into regional economic 
and national bureaucratic regimes. The actions of numerous agencies and 
governmental actors (such as government ministries with land-management 
mandates) and the enactment of a number of new legal instruments (such as 
the new Land Law) have sought to impose new bureaucratic and ideological 
norms regarding land ownership, undermining the legitimacy of long-standing 
arrangements governing land use and marginalizing the local institutions that 
enabled communities and families to resolve questions of land allocation.33 

J2 Andrew McNaughton, Tire Cambodian Cashew Industry, 36. 

33 Backstrom, ct a l . ,  Indigenous Traditional Legal Systems . . .  
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Nevertheless, two important economic factors have contributed to the 
shift from a system of common property rights in land to a system of private 
property rights . These are the increasing scarcity of land, on the one hand, 
and the increasing ability of land to produce income over time, on the other.34 
Land scarcity has been produced by government grants of land concessions, 
by the creation of large infrastructure projects, by the increasing amount of 
land occupied by recent Khmer settlers to the area, and by highlanders' deci
sions to rapidly expand their landholdings by keeping fields under permanent 
production instead of fallowing.35 At the same time, land today remains useful 
to farmers for much longer than in the past. Whereas previously land lost its 
immediate economic value after two or three years of use, and was fallowed as 
soon as yields dropped off, today that same field under cashew cultivation will 
produce a stream of income for an indefinite period - perhaps as long as twenty 
years or more. 

Land scarcity coupled with an increase in productivity over time has con
tributed to a shift in the way that land is valued and managed. Under the Jarai 
swidden system, land in a village's territory was controlled by the village, but 
individual parcels of land were not conceived of as the property of individual 
farmers. Rather land was used with the permission of spirits, or yang, who 
inhabited the landscape and required certain rules to be observed and rites be 
performed to ensure the harmonious relationship between the spirit and hu
man world.36 Property that could be transferred from individual to individual, 
or that could be passed down through the inheritance system, was limited to 

34 The literature on common property regimes and their erasures helps to draw attention to 
the role of power and political processes in structuring agricultural intensification; these are 
dimensions that are glossed over when the question is framed only with relation to human 
population or carrying capacity (as the "Boserup versus Malthus" approach to intensification 
often manages to accomplish) .  For an analysis that engages intensification and enclosure, and 
interrogates both through a theoretical reworking of Marx's notion of primitive accumula
tion, see Liza Grandia, Unsettling: Land Dispossession and Enduring Inequity for the Q'eqchi' 
Maya in the Guatemalan and Belizean Frontier Colonization Process, Ph.D. Dissertation, 
Department of Anthropology, University of California, Berkeley, 2006. 

35 Large infrastructure projects can make land unavailable and also displace inhabitants into 
neighbouring areas. The 720 megawatt Yali Falls Dam on the Sesan River in Vietnam has 
had significant downstream effects in Ratanakiri Province, Cambodia. In Nhang commune, 
several villages that formerly relied heavily on fishing in the Sesan have moved from loca
tions along the river to upland areas where they now grow cashew and rely more heavily 
on agriculture than before. See 3S Rivers Protection Network, Abandoned Villages along the 
Sesan River in Ratanakiri Province, Northeastern Cambodia (Banlung, Cambodia: 3S Rivers 
Protection Network, 2007) .  

36 Dournes suggests that for the Jarai, the relationship between the spirit world and the hu
man world corresponds to and is complementary with the relationship between the world 
of humans and that of nature. Jacques Dournes, "Le milieu jorai: Elements dethno-ecologie 
d'une ethnie indochinoise;' Etudes Rurales 53-54-55-56 ( 1974) ,  online at http://etudesru
rales.revues.org/document584.html, accessed 12 August 2009. 
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Table 4. Land Sa les in Tang Kadon by Yea r, D i fferent iated by Sel ler and B uyer. 

Year 
Number of 
Land Sales 

Sold By 

2 003 Vi l l age C h i efs 

2004 3 Vi l l age C h i efs 

2004 Indiv idual  

2 005 3 Vi l l age Ch iefs 

2 005 Ind iv idual  

Vi l l age C h i efs 
2 006 Tang Kadon and 

Neighbou r 

2 006 7 Vi l l age Ch iefs 

2 006 Indiv idual  

2006 2 Indiv iduals  

2 007 Vi l l age Ch iefs 

2007 5 Indiv iduals  

Vi l l age Ch iefs 
2 008 Tang Kadon and 

Nei ghbou r 

2008 Vi l l age Ch iefs 

2008 1 1  Indiv iduals 

Sold To 

Khmer buyer 

Khmer buyers 

Khmer buyer 

Khmer buyers 

Khmer buyer 

Kromhun of loca l  
authorit ies"' 

Khmer buyers 

Jara i  buyer 

Khmer buyers 

Khmer buyer 

Khmer buyers 

Khmer buyer 

Khmer buyer 

Khmer buyers 

Total 
Hectares 

Hectares 
owned by 
outsiders 

1 . 2 8 . 2  

2 . 6 1 0 . 8  

2 1 2 . 8  

2 . 3 1 5 . 1  

5 . 5  2 0 . 6  

1 000 1 02 0 . 6  

8 1 02 8 . 6  

1 . 5 1 040 . 1  

5 . 5  1 045 . 6  

2 . 2 5  1 04 7 . 8 5  

1 7 . 5  1 06 5 . 3 5  

5 0  1 1 1 5 . 3 5  

6 1 1 2 1 . 3 5  

3 0  1 1 5 1 . 3 5  

* A  kromhun i s  a business enterpr ise, i n  th is  case a grou p of buyers composed 
of prominent author it ies inc l uding some of the distr ict governors. 

livestock, harvested crops, ritual trade items like gongs and jars, personal ef
fects, and items such as pots and pans, but did not include land. Rather, an 
individual's use of land was temporary. The clearing of a new field from the for
est established a family's right to farm in the cleared area until the land ceased to 
be used for farming. Furthermore, the use of land was subject to a set of norms, 
and con flicts over land were resolved by meetings of the important men of the 
village. 

I n  Tang Kadon village as elsewhere in Ratanakiri, this common property 
regime is gradually giving way to a system of private ownership of land. Now 
farmers have made informal claims to the land immediately in the path of their 
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Table 5 .  Land Sa l es i n  Ta ng Kadon by Yea r. 

Year Total Land Sales 
Total Hectares 

Sold 

2 003 1 .2 

2 004 4 4 . 6  

2 005 4 7 . 8  

2 006* 1 0  1 5  

2 007 6 2 0  

2 008 1 3  86  

* Not i nc l ud i ng the  1 000 hectare land sa l e  made by 
Tang Kadon and a ne ighbou r i ng v i l l age to a kromhun 
of loca l author i t ies .  

annual cutting of new forest, and have held discussions about other areas where 
they will establish progressions of annually cut fields. Furthermore, those fields 
that are presently under their control are understood to be private property, 
although a number of the norms that govern the traditional common property 
regime continue to be respected.37 Correspondingly, as money has become 
increasingly important in highland society, highlanders have begun to sell land, 
usually to outsiders. In Tang Kadon, in 2003 perhaps 5 to 10 hectares of land 
was being used by Khmer settlers, who had received the land through agree
ments made with the village chiefs. Since then, the number of land sales and the 
amount of land owned by outsiders or newcomers has increased dramatically 
(see Tables 2 and 3 and Figures 2 and 3) . 

Tang Kadon's Great Transformation 

Cashew production at Tang Kadon and other villages in Ratanakiri only be
came possible as roads, communication networks, information and technology 
tied farmers there more closely to a global system of production, circulation 
and consumption of agricultural commodities. Many of the factors that made 
it possible for farmers to adopt this new agricultural strategy, particularly those 

37 For instance, farmers will not cut forest in a known burial site, they will not prevent 
other members of their village from using the paths that crisscross their property, and they 
continue to propitiate the yang inhabiting the areas where they farm. Baird, Various Forms 
of Colonialism, 124 - 37 describes spatial taboos including those governing land use among 
the Brao ethnic group. 
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that follow from the region's increasing connection to the circuits of global 
capitalism, are the same factors that have made agricultural intensification nec

essary. As I have sought to demonstrate in this chapter, the decision by farmers 
at Tang Kadon and neighbouring villages to grow cashew have contributed to 

sweeping changes in the highland agricultural system and in the system of land 

management and property rights. As Jarai highlanders at Tang Kadon have in
tensified their production system, their subsistence system has begun to rapidly 
incorporate elements of market capitalism. The production of one commodity 
- cashew-nuts - has contributed to and has been coincidental with the rapid 
commoditization of large sections of the highland economy. Not only items 

like motorcycles and radios, but also housing supplies and food are purchased 
through the market. Importantly, within a decade or two, throughout the high
lands, land has become a commodity too, not only because the bureaucratic and 
economic orderings of the state have extended to a formerly remote hinterland, 
but also because highlanders themselves sought out the opportunities afforded 
by the market, and invested labour, capital and innovation into their landhold
ings. No sooner was land understood to embody economic value beyond its 
ability to produce subsistence for a few years, than it was traded and then sold 
to others, and the value obtained from those exchanges was used to purchase 
other goods and services. 

Writing about the rise of the market economy as the predominant organ
izing principle of modern society, Karl Polanyi noted that "what we call land is 
an element of nature inextricably interwoven with man's institutions. To isolate 
it and form a market out of it was perhaps the weirdest of all undertakings 
of our ancestors:'38 For Polanyi, it was the commoditization of the factors of 
production - land, labour, and capital - that was a particularly troubling aspect 
of the market economy.39 Because these productive forces were so completely 
ingrained within society, because they were social as well as economic forces, 
treating them as commodities required maintaining the fiction that they could 
be isolated from the systems within which they were embedded. The exchange 

38 Polanyi, The Great Transformation, 178. 
39 �olanyi's formulation of the fictitious commodity addresses land, labour and money, not 
capital per se, but as his emphasis is on the market economy's wresting of these items from 
their role as productive forces, it is money's role as capital that is at stake in his formulation. 
Bob Jessop has made the c_ase that in �n

. 
increasingly knowledge-driven global economy, 

knowledge should be 
,
conside_red a fictitiOus commodity as well. His insight corresponds 

m�
.
ely with Brookfield s assertiOn �hat land intensification is the product not only of farm

er� mvestments of labo�
.
r and capital, but a� so

. 
�f their application of innovation to farming 

te�.:hnique. Bob )esso�: . 
Knowledge as a F1ct1t10us Commodity: Insights and Limits of a 

P�lanyian
_ 
�er:pective, m Ayse Bugra and Kaan Agartan (eds). Reading Karl Polanyi for the 

1 went:- Fmt Century: Market Economy as a Political Project (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007 ) ,  Brookfield, Explormg Agrod1versity, 20 1-202. 
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Figure 2.  Selected area, not showing recent l and sales .  

of these forces as commodities thus necessitates the disruption of the societal 
bonds which they form a part of. 

It is perhaps not surprising to find, then, that the transformation of Cam
bodia's highlands has involved not just the increased use of money and the 
adoption of private property in land, but also a rapid adoption of wage labour in 
place of the forms of labour exchange that were formerly common (and which 
continue to be relevant in various ways) .  Thus, to harvest rice or clear or weed 
fields, today wealthy Jarai farmers are hiring labourers to do the work, often 
labourers from other villages. This new system borrows some elements from 
the system of reciprocal labour sharing that continues to exist side by side with 
wage labour.40 For instance, labourers are invited to partake of a jar of rice beer 
after the harvest is complete, even though they are often paid in cash and not 

with a share of the harvest. And of course, as more options for engaging in 

40 The Jarai system is not very dissimilar from that described by Matras-Troubetzkoy for the 
Brao. Jacqueline Matras-Troubetzkoy, "Lessartage chez les Brou du Cambodge: Organisa
tion collective et autonomie famil iale;' Etudes Rurales 53-54-55-56 (1974),  online at http:// 
etudesrurales.revues.org/document579.html, accessed 19 August 2009.; Jacqueline Matras
Troubetzkoy, Un Village en Foret: Lessartage chez les Brou du Cambodge (Paris: Selaf, 1983). 
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Figure 3. The same area, showing l and sales transacted recent ly. 

wage labour become available, those villagers who need to are engaging in bwa 
kuli, the Jarai term for the much-despised work as a coolie or manual labourer. 
Indeed, at Tang Kadon, several men, young and old, have become day-labourers 
for the Heng Brothers company, planting rubber seedlings on land that was 
formerly part of the village's forest. 

In concluding this analysis of the ways in which highland farmers have 
adopted cashew production and in the process embraced some elements of 
market capitalism in the face of rapidly changing political and economic cir
cumstances, it is worth briefly discussing just one of the social bonds that has 
been reconfigured by this transformation, that between men and women. It is 
said that a Jarai man enters a marriage with nothing but the clothes he is wear
ing, because heritable property passes down from women to their daughters. 
Men plan an active role in obtaining that property through trade, but thereafter 
it is held within the wife's matrilineal clan (called a phung) . For the Jarai, resi
dence is matrilocal - after marriage a new couple settles in the longhouse of 
the bride. This means that longhouses are composed of groups of sisters, their 
husbands and children, their grandmothers , and perhaps their female cous
ins and aunts, along with their immediate families. Children belong to their 
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mother's phung, and marriage to a member of one's own phung is considered 
incestuous and is therefore prohibited. Furthermore, when a woman dies, her 
husband is expected to take one of her available, unmarried sisters as his wife. 
Otherwise, he must return the possessions the couple has acquired to the wife's 
family and additionally must pay a fine in order to sever the obligation. This 
system of sororate marriages is to a matrilineal clan system what the levirate is 
to patriliny - it keeps family wealth within the matriline, and keeps husbands 
attentive to the authority and status of the wife and her kin network. 

The inheritance system and the cultural norms surrounding residence act as 
a brake on men's authority within the village and family. However, the recent 
embrace of private property in land has prompted a re-working of these ar
rangements. While money obtained from land sales may become the property 
of the family, and while wives are consulted when land is sold, the negotiating 
and contracting of land sales is undertaken by husbands (except where an un
married woman is the head of the household) .  Furthermore, in many cases the 
money obtained from land sales is spent on the purchase of new houses, both 
on the farm and in the village. In the village, these are invariably 'modern' style 
houses - houses inhabited by a single family unit (that is, in a strictly economic 
sense, the family-as-unit-of-production which owned the sold land) .  Although 
the new house continues to be considered part of the longhouse from which it 
has broken off, in practice many of the norms governing the longhouse group 
are no longer observed. Thus the basic pattern of sociality within the longhouse 
is dramatically altered by the breakup into single-family units, suggesting that 
in the future the conceptual ordering which understands single-family houses 
as units within an imagined longhouse of a matrilineal clan may perhaps also 
lapse. Importantly, whereas longhouses formerly provided the visual evidence 
of group status within the village, today that status is displayed by the individual 
family house. The sale of land, linked, as it is, to the cashew boom and to the 
demographic and ethnic changes affecting the highlands, is thus intimately 
connected to the breakup of longhouses, and to the reconfiguration of status 
and social relations within the village. 

All of the changes described here - the shift from common-property man
agement to private ownership of land, the increasing use of wage labour, the 
increasing importance of modern money to the highland economy, and the 
changing roles of men and women in relation to property - are strongly linked 
to the current transformation of Cambodia's political economy that this volume 
seeks to understand. And all of these phenomena represent, to some degree, 
the sort of "disembedding" of the economy that Polanyi sought to describe. At 
issue for Polanyi was the importance of the market as a force for ordering social 
life. As he saw it, in market · societies the forces of production and the social 
attachments they help to create become disembedded from the system of social 
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relations within which they formerly inhered, and instead become subject to 
the market and to the processes of atomization and the effacement of social 

connection that markets are said to encourage.4 1  
Yet while it seems evident that certain sorts of disembedding are occurring 

as part of Tang Kadon's transformation, it is necessary to take both the future 

and the past into consideration in applying any moral judgement on markets 

per se as they appear in this story. Longhouses, although they are often inter
preted as embodying the collective spirit of communal living, can nonetheless 
house inequality: in Tang Kadon, the arrangement of longhouses in the village 
still recalls to some residents the former West to East hierarchical ordering of 

village space from elites to commoners to ludn (slaves and debt-bondsmen) . 

And emerging relat ionships among Jarai cashew growers and the Khmer 
traders who now live among them represent a certain freedom to those who 
benefit from them, even as they are sometimes tinged with ethnic tension and 
resentment. It is within this emerging network of relationships that factors of 
production are now becoming re-embedded. 

As the residents of Tang Kadon and their neighbours in the highlands find 
their society increasingly integrated into national and global markets, what is 
perhaps most striking is how complete a reversal this experience is from the last 
great cataclysm to affect social life there: the experience of collectivization under 
the Khmer Rouge, a period during which markets - and money - were reviled. 
Yet for all their ideological differences, these two crises share common traits. 
In both cases, an ideologically justified economic revolution has reached and 
reordered the most intimate aspects of social life, from labour-sharing arrange
ments on the farm to residence patterns in the household. And in both cases, 
there exists the potential that the rearrangements will dramatically transform 
peoples' lives. It remains to be seen what will result from the opportunities, as 
well as the constraints, presented by the present moment. 

�1 Kathryn Ibata- Arens, Julian Dierkes, and Dirk Zorn, "Theoretical Introduction to the Spec1al Issue on the Embedded Enterprise:· Enterprise and Society 7. 1 (2006)· 1-18·  see 1 
D .d G b "D b . I 

. ' a so, av• rae er, e t, v1o ence and impersonal markets: Polanyian meditations " in Ch · Hann an
_
d Keith Hart (eds.),  Market and Society: Tile Great Transformation Today (Ca�� bndge: Cambndge University Press, 2009).  
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