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Cambodia

Edited by Jonathan Padwe

For much of the past century, Cam-
bodian political life has alternated between authoritarian regimes and periods 
of instability when competing factions struggled to obtain control of state 
power. The most recent such period of political struggle emerg ed in the years 
following the national election of 1993. Organized by the United Nations 
Transitional Authority in Cambodia, the 1993 election was intended to put the 
country on a course for greater autonomy after more than a decade of rule by 
the Vietnamese-backed People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK).1 As it turned 
out, the decade that began with Cambodia’s first relatively free election since 
1951 saw the unfolding of a winner-takes-all competition for political power 
that was analogous in some ways to the immediate postcolonial period—     a 
precarious moment when the future shape of rule was yet to be determined. 
By the beginning of the new millennium, however, that competition had run 
its course: deftly and often ruthlessly outmaneuvering political rivals, Prime 
Minister Hun Sen and his close-knit group of political allies and financial back-
ers were able to take firm control of the levers of state power. “This decisive 
melding of bureaucratic, military and economic power,” writes historian Steve 
Heder, “is rooted in a sea change of socioeconomic transformation driven by 
this . . . predatory entrepreneurial elite.”2 The figures of Cambodian modernity 
presented in this chapter inhabit a terrain shaped by the political struggles of 
the 1990s and by the consolidation of power that followed them. 

It is a terrain marked by expropriation and dislocation, disenfranchise-
ment, and the abuse of human rights. In the early 1990s, Cambodia seemed 
poised to participate in a global phenomenon of democratization set in motion  
by the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. The hopes of 
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76 Cambodia

the international community for such an outcome translated into an outpour-
ing of donor funding for the war-torn country and contributed to the emer-
gence of Cambodia’s burgeoning nongovernmental “sector.” Indeed, the of-
fices of NGOs and internationally sponsored humanitarian projects became a 
prominent feature of the country’s cultural landscape, serving as symbols of 
the possibility of national and personal advancement, inculcating behaviors 
among Cambodia’s numerically insubstantial middle class and, in the process, 
helping to define a contemporary understanding of what Cambodian moder-
nity is all about. Yet for all their determination to strengthen civil society in 
Cambodia, the combined efforts of foreign governments, multilateral institu-
tions, NGOs, and a smattering of local social movements have made little 
headway against a rising tide of patronage and crony capitalism.

With the increasing consolidation of power and wealth that has followed 
the end of armed struggle in the country, inequality has also increased dramat-
ically, a fact that underscores the incongruity of what has become an annual 
political ritual in Cambodia: each year, donor countries hold a consultative 
meeting to pledge new aid to the government (the 2010 pledge was a record 
U.S. $1 billion), and each year the UN Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights releases a new report providing damning evidence of abuses 
such as land grabbing and expropriation, the suppression of free speech, cor-
ruption, and political impunity. The 2007 report noted that “deliberate and 
systemic violations of human rights have become central to the government’s 
hold over power.”3 How has it come to this? Here the prime minister, his op-
ponents, and his critics agree on at least one explanation for the current state 
of affairs: the Khmer Rouge revolution played an important role in bringing 
the country to this point. The legacy of Democratic Kampuchea—the regime 
responsible for the deaths of up to two million people—continues to play an 
important role in social and political life today, and memory of the period 
remains a powerful cultural force.

For Walter Benjamin, to experience the unfolding ruin of the European 
bourgeoisie in the twentieth century was to inhabit a dream that was dreamt in 
the Paris Arcades in the nineteenth, and he quotes Michelet to the effect that 
“every époque dreams the one that follows.”4 Such an insight might help to 
account for a troubling observation that joins the experience of all of the fig-
ures of Cambodian modernity assembled in this chapter: their ability to under-
stand and act within the present moment is conditioned disproportionately by 
events that took place over thirty years ago. If we can imagine, with Giorgio 
Agamben, that “the birth of the camp in our time appears as an event that 
decisively signals the political space of modernity itself,” then perhaps we 
can also imagine that Cambodia was, for a time, the capital of the twentieth 
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century, and that the world of postconflict authoritarianism and postsocialist 
development that these figures inhabit was dreamt during the cataclysm that 
continues to hold sway over their lives.5 

Given the centrality of Democratic Kampuchea to explanations of what 
ails Cambodia’s path to “development” today, it is important to recognize that 
the Khmer Rouge regime represented one possible outcome of the modern 
project.6 The regime’s attitudes toward centralized planning, productivity, and 
the utility of human life reveal high-modernist aspirations that could never 
accommodate social reality, just as the Khmer Rouge rice field, cut into 100 x 
100-meter grids, could never accommodate the realities of hydrology and to-
pography.7 And yet today, the Khmer Rouge regime is imagined as an effort to 
reject or turn away from modernity, rather than as a culmination of its possi-
bilities. So it is without irony that the prime minister uses the word “anarchy” 
(anathipitey) to refer to the Khmer Rouge, whose regime was more fixated 
than most on the centralized control not only of people’s labor and time but 
also of the most intimate aspects of human existence.8 In his oratory, “anar-
chy” serves as a sort of a code word: the prime minister frequently asserts that 
his party’s rule and his government’s muscular use of power is justified by 
the need to overcome anarchical forces that would return the country to war.

This combination of a rapidly shifting political economy coupled with a 
postwar that seems never to come to a close is one of the defining character-
istics of the contemporary Cambodian moment. It is a problem that fosters 
the emergence of new forms of governmental and cultural practice, and in 
the process it brings into existence new figures of modernity. The figures pre-
sented in this chapter are all articulated in relation to these projects and are 
positioned among these and a series of concurrent cultural forces. The World 
Musician, Kong Ney, is dislocated for a second time after being evicted from 
the building where he’d taken up residence as a squatter; at the same time, a 
world tour under the auspices of Peter Gabriel’s international musical jug-
gernaut places him directly in the current of the mid-90s moment of global 
opportunity and reconfigures the relevance of his music for young Khmers 
(Mamula). The Government Official, Dr. Dara, occupies a newly open space 
in the bureaucracy, a space from which she is called upon to translate an emerg-
ing international discourse of medical ethics for a national research apparatus 
that is only now taking shape after years of dysfunction (Grant). The Cham 
Modernizer, Abupaka, leads a program of cultural preservation that contends 
not only with the legacy of ethnic and religious persecution under the Khmer 
Rouge but also with the emerging challenges posed by international Islamic 
orthodoxy (Pérez-Pereiro). For these and the other figures assembled here, 
the past provides important material from which individuals construct their 
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present, even as the challenges posed by living in the present inform the ways 
they understand the past.

Cham Modernizer (Neak sakammniyum Cham)
aLBerto pérez-pereiro

Arriving at the village, I was greeted by Abupaka and his band of students—
nine boys and girls. Armed with notebooks, pens, pencils, rulers, and a large 
piece of construction paper, they gathered around a low table, anxiously wait-
ing for the elder to arrive with the texts. One of the girls explained that they 
were going to copy a document onto paper so they could study it without dam-
aging the fragile original. A man in his sixties emerged from his house with a 
bundle of documents. These were texts that he had handwritten himself and 
hidden during the Khmer Rouge period. As the document was produced, the 
students, under the direction of Abupaka, carved out a grid pattern on the pa-
per, with each student taking responsibility for copying a section. Most of the 
text was written in Cham characters, with titles of sections written in Arabic. 
Although the students knew the Cham writing system, they worked slowly, 
sounding out each syllable until the sound in their head matched a word that 
they knew. There are few opportunities for reading and writing in Cham, so 
while they understood the script, they had not fully internalized it. Their dif-
ficulties notwithstanding, it is remarkable to find people in this age bracket 
with any degree of Cham literacy, much less nine at a time.

To be sure, these students did not simply come together on their own. 
They represent an attempt by Abupaka to cultivate a generation of young 
Cham devoted to the protection of their language and culture. Abupaka and 
his students are members of the community of Imam San, a subdivision of 
the Muslim Cham minority in Cambodia. Unlike other Muslims, however, 
they maintain a strong sense of attachment to their history as an independent 
people living along the littoral of the South China Sea in what is today central 
Vietnam. As a result, the community has been loath to abandon practices that 
are believed to originate in their former homeland. Some of these are seen 
as aberrations by the rest of the Muslim community, such as the custom of 
praying once a week instead of five times daily. Others are regarded as fun-
damentally un-Islamic. Most prominent among these is a spirit possession 
ceremony in which members of the community are visited by the souls of the 
royal family of Champa and their court.

The Cham modernizer, as represented by Abupaka, has emerged as an 
agent for making the traditions of this minority group relevant in a con-
text where they are under severe pressure from foreign Muslims to purge 
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their practices of any non-Islamic elements. In recent years, the number of 
Muslims coming from abroad to proselytize and the number of Cambodian 
Muslims traveling abroad to study religion have both dramatically increased. 
Cambodia’s Muslims are often regarded as being on the periphery of the 
Islamic world, without proper access to religious teaching. The community of 
Imam San, with its unorthodox prayer practices and communion with spirits, 
is portrayed as everything that is wrong with this state of ignorance. As a re-
sult, well-funded missionaries from the Middle East, Pakistan, and Malaysia 
have enjoyed considerable success in convincing Muslims to abandon older 
practices and embrace a view of Islam as a pure, unitary religion without local 
variation. There is no place in the new community for those who refuse these 
fundamentalist interpretations. The community of Imam San is excluded from 
charity projects, and its members are scorned for their obstinacy in refusing 
religious teachings from the Middle East—the source of the faith.

Unwilling to abandon their traditions and their connections to historic 
Champa, Cham modernizers have resolved to protect their heritage by adopt-
ing the practices, techniques, and habits of modern people as exhibited by 
the Khmer state and foreign non-Muslims. Trips to the National Museum in 
Phnom Penh have inspired them to undertake their own heritage protection 
projects, such as preserving manuscripts and other cultural artifacts. This is 
done not only as a way of maintaining a connection to an ideal past but also 
as a way of showing both parity with the Khmer in whose state they are liv-
ing and superiority to those “cultureless” Muslims who slavishly follow the 
dictates of foreigners while discarding their own Cham identity.

Abupaka has spent the past several years gathering sympathetic students 
and instructing them on the importance of presenting themselves as modern 
people who are able to speak English and possess documentation of formal 
education and even business cards (whether they have ever been employed 
or not). Abupaka has also been able to provide material support to these stu-
dents, as his job at a local NGO has made it possible for him to subsidize the 
university education of eleven students. These students are seen both to bring 
technical expertise into the community and to act as advocates for the inter-
ests of their people—a task that their grandfathers, for all their knowledge of 
Cham tradition, could never hope to perform without the requisite linguistic 
and social skills.

As the students copy the manuscript, the old man thanks me for attend-
ing, because they would need the help of foreigners to fend off the mission-
aries. Abupaka chimes in, explaining how many foreigners, sympathetic to 
the plight of the community of Imam San, have helped not so much with 
money, although some have, but rather with knowledge. “The young people 
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are protecting our language and culture,” the old man says. “They will learn 
many new things at school and in the city and they will use it to protect the 
community.”

World Musician (Neak pleng antarachiet)
stephen mamuLa

As a charismatic performer both prior to and following the Khmer Rouge 
regime in Cambodia and as a musician who commands increasing attention 
on the “world music” stage, Kong Ney is a difficult man to get ahold of. 
But finally, after repeated interview attempts in July of 2009, I found myself 
waiting for him in the damp heat of a Phnom Penh NGO where he teaches, 
performs, and lives with his family. He emerges from a rehearsal room door 
at Cambodia Living Arts, a tiny but illuminating figure attired in graceful 
white silk, aided by an assistant and smiling generously. It is to his stunning 
presence that I extend my hand, which he carefully clasps and examines tac-
tilely, scrutinizing my character, it seems, via sensoria refined by decades of 
blindness. In his embrace I feel physical frailty and ponder the experiences of 
his life: civil war, revolution, genocide, his displacement and existence as a 
squatter for years, and political instability stretching to the present day.

Facing me, only paces away, Kong erupts in song, his extraordinary tone 
instantly recognizable: wailing, soaring, serpentine, and in this intimate con-
text, unmediated by amplification. In addition to his astonishing voice and 
the chapai, a two-stringed guitar he plays, Kong communicates kinesically, 
grooving bodily to the musical pulsations that he generates and that appear 
to generate song and story in him. Experiencing Kong’s performance sparks 
memories of the great Chicago bluesmen, West African Griots, or Sufi praise 
singers. Their sounds and meanings are similarly oriented: tangibly corpo-
real and inextricably tied to both the suffering and triumphs of the human (or 
divine) spirit. All are steeped in distinct, deeply rooted expressive traditions 
that nonetheless breach boundaries of cultural context, intimating a universal 
communication.

Kong Ney’s significance is multilayered: artistic, social, political, and 
cross-cultural. Within today’s Cambodian modernity, his importance is as a 
mediator between poles of popular and traditional musical style, urban and 
rural geography, stable and dislocated residential experience, and age and 
youth. Not insignificantly, Kong’s musical repertory, style, and instrumental 
technique, which might easily be consigned to the category of highly tradi-
tional folk and classical forms, today serve as flexible templates, adapted by a 
new generation of musicians and syncretically integrated with components   of 
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popular music—electric instruments, modern harmonies, Western song forms, 
and pop dance rhythms. Along with a handful of surviving artists who are of-
ten taken as representatives of an earlier era, the music of Kong Ney reverber-
ates in altered form, in translation, on dance floors of Phnom Penh nightclubs 
and in the diasporic music of North American bands such as Dengue Fever, 
Prach Lee, and the Khmer Fusion Project. These are performers who merge 
traditional form with alternative rock, hip-hop, and experimental jazz styles, 
respectively. On the flipside, this syncretism (and the mass media through 
which it flows) functions as a backdoor intro to classical Khmer styles for 
Cambodian youth. It is one source for the enthusiasm and ease with which 
Cambodian teenage girls will enact a semblance of apsara dance among 
friends or indeed at the request of a Western researcher.

Kong’s artistic import is thus twofold. He is, on the one hand, an icon 
for the revivalists and an anchor of traditionalism in a Cambodia where such 
movements respond at an emotional level to recent history. On the other hand, 
he is also a catalyst for new and emerging creative forms that respond to 
similar cues by moving in the opposite direction. Moreover, and importantly, 
his musical sensibility transcends the purely aesthetic, engaging symbolic 
domains of suffering, dislocation, and survival. His vast repertory of songs 
educates his listeners musically, politically, and historically:

For three years we suffered unforgettable hardship; 
Everything was destroyed.

Blood was spilled and children orphaned;
Cambodia became a place of killing.

They forced the people to dig and plow . . . 
Exhausted they fell . . . to the ground, bodies  
 swollen,  tired and hopeless.

To place Kong in historical context is to foreground the links that connect 
him to a line of performance masters extending back to the age of Angkor. 
Only 10 percent of Cambodia’s musicians, singers, and dancers are estimated 
to have survived the Khmer Rouge. Following their defeat in 1979, Kong 
reemerged publicly within the context of the squatter complex where he lived 
in Phnom Penh. The Bassac complex, built in 1966 and popularly known as 
“the Building,” was designed by Van Molyvann, an icon of postindependence 
Cambodia’s highly stylized period of modernist architecture. The complex in-
cluded the National Theater, in addition to a series of apartment  buildings where 
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Kong lived and that would, in recent years, become renowned for housing  
among its multitude of squatters dozens of highly skilled performers— some 
survivors and some born in the aftermath of war. The Building was partially 
destroyed in 2008 and 2009 to make room for the city’s growing hotel and 
leisure industry—an industry that now has displaced those same musicians it 
employs, forcing them to the outskirts of the city.

Prior to the Building’s destruction, Kong was ascribed “living master” 
status by Cambodia Living Arts. He gained considerable attention in 2006 
when legendary rock artist and world-music producer Peter Gabriel arranged 
for Kong and his pupil Ouch Save to make a three-week performance tour 
through twelve UK cities and recorded him on his internationally distributed 
Real World label.

Listening to Kong play, such a short distance from me, it is easy to be-
come lost in the musical sounds themselves, even as those sounds have pow-
erful roots within the social politics of Cambodian modernity. His placement 
within today’s Cambodia is remarkable for the dual dislocations that frame 
it, the first engendered by a surfeit of violence during the war and the second 
by a surfeit of development after it. And yet, displacements of this sort are 
the norm in Cambodia, and it is displacement that most clearly links what is 
unique and iconic about Kong Ney with what is representative. For in many 
ways, Kong’s experience reflects that of many Khmers. His life has been in-
tricately caught up in the disruptions of the past, yet his current livelihood is 
tied not only to the intrusions of global commerce but also to the opportunities 
it affords. His life is impossible in the absence of an intimate association with 
the formations of modern governance—he lives, after all, in an NGO. He re-
lies on the tourists who buy his recordings, even as their hotels have displaced 
his house. His music is traditional, yet it is a traditionalism mediated by “glob-
al” aesthetics and attached, for Cambodians, to a series of contemporary nar-
ratives about the meaning of the past. Kong Ney’s experiences at once reveal 
the fragility of expressive culture and the multiple forces operating to restore 
it in what continues to be a highly precarious now in Cambodian history.

Village Police Chief (Me pos polis nouv knong phum)
eve zuCker 

Village Police Chief Phal and his partners, Nhim and Por, were engaged in 
banter at the small three-sided palm-leaf shelter that constituted the village 
police post. They were having their evening meal, which today was sautéed 
snake with boiled rice. The repartee, however, was interrupted when a small 
group of men and a woman with sacks slung over their shoulders wandered 
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in from the wilderness to the west. Phal called one of the men over and began 
questioning him: “What’s your name? Where are you from? Where are you 
going? What are you carrying?” The man, initially nervous, seemed to relax 
a little as the questioning eased into mild joking. He was then dismissed, but 
not without a passing final remark: “Carrying personal belongings . . . yeah, 
right . . . carrying weapons!” The exercise of power was clear, even if this time 
it was without the typical extraction of a small fee or bribe for passage. 

Working for the state was nothing new to Phal. He had served in the gov-
ernment armed forces before becoming a policeman, and prior to that he lived 
under the Khmer Rouge. In fact, even his wedding was part of a state plan. 
During Democratic Kampuchea, the Khmer Rouge had selected a wife for 
Phal and married them in a group wedding ceremony. This form of marriage 
was considered a modern replacement for traditional marriages, and it shifted 
the focus from the union of individuals and families to a union with the state. 

Phal, now in his late forties, remains married to the same woman and they 
have three children. He is a practicing Buddhist and a respected member of his 
village community, located just outside the provincial capital. In the remote 
village that is Phal’s post (and my field site), Phal takes his police work very 
seriously. He made this clear to me one evening when taking out his police 
badge, explaining that it empowered him to enforce the law. It is his job, he 
elaborated, to ensure that those in the vicinity of his post act in accordance 
with the law and it is his job to report (and possibly arrest) them if they do not. 
In another conversation, Phal told me he is an outsider to the local population, 
a position that is partly expressed in his living quarters, which consist of a 
small temporary shack shared with other policemen. Here he keeps his uni-
form, his gun, and little else. His family remains back at his large, comfortable 
home near the provincial capital.

In his home village, Phal is viewed as an upstanding citizen, despite the 
fact that much of his earnings have been derived from bribes. In Cambodia 
the police extract bribes at checkpoints and other sites of engagement with the 
local citizenry. The system is pervasive, since state workers’ salaries are too 
low to support an individual and his or her family, and people therefore seek 
to subsidize their earnings by other—often illegal—means. 

Through his activities as a policeman, Phal sees himself as a representa-
tive of the modern Cambodian state. But Phal signifies Cambodian modernity 
in other ways, too. He is extremely good at adapting to shifting ideologies, 
trends, and circumstances—a skill he developed to survive in radically chang-
ing political and social circumstances.9 Like many Cambodians of his age who 
have lived through unimaginable upheaval, Phal expects change and under-
stands that survival means remaining flexible and adapting to new conditions.
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It is perhaps this tolerance of change that allows Phal to be accepting of 
his teenage son’s concerns and lifestyle, which at least on the surface radically 
conflict with his own. This son, at least on occasion, is a kathoey, the Khmer 
term for a transgender individual.10 In Phal’s home, his son’s fashion sketches 
were on display, as were photographs of him appearing as both a male and a 
female. Phal told me that his son has enjoyed dressing in female attire since 
he was a child. At the annual harvest festival in Phal’s village, his son and his 
companions enjoyed creating a spectacle by cross-dressing for the occasion. 
Phal, with some amusement, introduced his son and the “queen” of the group 
to his guests at the festival. Such openness adds layers to Phal’s identity as a 
former soldier and a policeman. It also makes him more “modern,” at least 
according to what today is considered modern in Cambodia. Cross-dressing, 
as Phal explained to me, is considered today to be an act of freedom that can 
only be achieved in peacetime. And so, Phal not only accepts his son’s cross-
dressing as an expression of modern Cambodia, he also sees it as a means for 
him and his son to perform their modernity.

Expressions of Khmer modernity are anchored in Cambodia’s history, 
which has demanded that people craft their identities to suit changing regimes 
and sociopolitical cultures. In the postconflict environment of his police post, 
Phal sees himself—and others see him—as a representative of the state. But 
people also recognize him as an individual who sometimes uses that power for 
illicit personal gain. In Phal’s home village, meanwhile, he is a modern father 
celebrating the freedom of peace vis-à-vis his gender-shifting son while re-
taining respect within his community for his knowledge of tradition. Like his 
son, Phal shifts identities with changing circumstances. For Phal, such shifts 
are intrinsic to being modern in Cambodia.

Broken Woman (Srey kouc)
annuska derks

Mao sat on the floor of a brothel in a slum in the center of Phnom Penh, with 
her friends Li, Rha, and Mom, contemplating their lives as sex workers. They 
were well aware how society judges “broken women” (srey kouc), or “women  
who sell their bodies,” depicting them as “shameless,” “extremely bad,” 
“cheap,” and “lower than the sole of a shoe.” Mao described a scene in which 
an elderly woman walked by a group of sex workers and spat on the floor 
to show her contempt. She thinks a lot about the difficulties she faces and is 
afraid she may die soon. But, as Li remarked, since they were all kouc haey 
(broken or spoiled already), they can just as well continue earning money and 
make the best of it. After all, they agreed, compared to the villages where they 
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came from, now they at least experience some excitement. They can have fun, 
go out with their boyfriends, eat new kinds of food, sleep in concrete houses 
under a fan, and dress up every day. 

After being banned during the Khmer Rouge era, prostitution reemerged 
before booming during the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia 
(UNTAC) period and the economic liberalization of the 1990s. The sex 
worker  has thus become a prominent figure in contemporary Cambodia. Her 
appearance dominates certain corners and times of Phnom Penh’s street scene. 
Her existence has given rise to a whole industry of related professions, from 
running brothels to running shelters. She is said to attract thousands of tour-
ists to the country. She is the main character in numerous reports written by 
concerned NGOs. She is the focus of attention of various health programs and 
experiments. Municipal decrees and national laws are devoted exclusively to 
her. And she stirs discussions about the moral future of a nation that is striving 
to leave behind its recent history of war and destruction and to enter a new era 
of prosperity, development, and modernity. 

Sex work in Cambodia takes many forms, occurs in diverse places, and 
involves various arrangements. The women (and to a lesser extent men) in-
volved are underaged as well as adults, from rural as well as urban back-
grounds, illiterate as well as educated, Cambodian as well as Vietnamese, 
full-time workers as well as occasionally taking up a client. Most engage in 
what consists of a large gray area of commercial sex practices, where blurred 
lines distinguish between what is called direct sex work, offered in brothels 
and in public parks, and indirect forms of sex work, such as those found in 
coin-rubbing places, massage parlors, karaoke shops, bars, beer gardens, or 
under the guise of beer promotion work in restaurants. 

This diversity of venues and forms has emerged in part because of the 
complex politics of prostitution, in which the state’s recurrent repression of 
the practice is intimately tied up with state officials’ involvement in it as pa-
trons and clients of the sex trade, as a source of economic gain and masculine 
status. The periodic crackdown has not contributed to the extinction of sex 
work; it has merely led to a dispersal of the practice and a constant renewal 
of its form. This diversity makes it extremely difficult to actually typify a sex 
worker—indeed, the sex worker does not exist. Yet, as a figure she does reveal 
the tension within contemporary Cambodia between the quest for economic 
gain, power, and modernity and the fear of decay, immorality, and foreign 
influences. 

The sex worker has become intimately linked with this new era but is con-
sidered to have lost what is critical to being Khmer: namely to be proper men 
and women.11 Women like Mao are regarded as “broken” (kouc): physically 
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because of their loss of virginity and socially because of their improper behav-
ior, as they speak in ways, are active at times, occupy spaces, and take liberties 
that are not open to “virtuous” women.12 Hence, to many Cambodians the sex 
worker is associated with the dangers and negative consequences of becom-
ing “too modern” (toansamay peek). This tension is felt at the personal level, 
where women like Mao struggle in their daily lives. Her parents died years 
ago, and as the oldest daughter she was responsible to support her younger 
brother, now staying with an aunt who “comes to get money every day” and 
threatens to leave the boy in the brothel with Mao when she stops providing 
money. Thus by invoking her obligations as a dutiful daughter, Mao validates 
her career as a “broken woman.” 

A year after the discussion that opened this essay, I met Mao again in 
the park near the Independence Monument. It was around 8 o’clock in the 
evening and still early for finding clients. The atmosphere was joyful, with 
groups of young women with whitened faces, red lips, and tight T-shirts 
chatting,  joking, and frolicking with the young men who served as pimps. 
Mao was not dressed up for work, though. The brothel where she had worked 
the year before had been burned down by the government authorities, and 
she had been forced to move. She told me that her boyfriend gave her money 
the nights she did not work and that, instead of taking clients herself, she had 
started putting up sex worker friends with customers in order to earn money. 
Doing sex work had become increasingly difficult, not only because of her 
age (at twenty-three, she was considered “old”) and her dwindling energy but 
also because of the daily struggles with police and clients. Yet it was exactly 
because of her years of experience and her ability to vocalize the growing 
difficulties in sex work that Mao was able to take up a new role—namely as 
the praothien srey, or peer leader, in an NGO effort to empower and increase 
HIV/AIDS awareness among sex workers—a position she hoped that would 
eventually allow her to travel abroad to present the plight of Cambodian sex 
workers at an international conference. It is thus the challenge of being a sex 
worker that informs the way she dreams of a future self beyond a reputation 
of being “broken” or “too modern.”

(Buddhist) Ascetic Who Remembers Past Lives  
(Lok tapos cham chiet)
erik davis

Tong Voddhu sits cross-legged on a low table in his white robes, blessing 
bottles of water and tiger balm by blowing into them. His breath captured in 
the bottles and jars, Voddhu hands them back to the small cluster of visitors 
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sitting on the floor around him. All of us have come to see the prodigy who 
claims to be the rebirth of the most important Cambodian Buddhist of the 
twentieth century. The air just outside the small sanctuary vibrates with the 
noise of the temple’s construction. 

The temple already towers over rice fields in a place that was one of the 
last areas held by the Khmer Rouge in the late 1990s, and it promises to get 
even larger. Like Voddhu himself, the temple’s size and ambition promise a 
sort of outsized redemption: a Buddha image over thirty meters tall sits in the 
center of the complex, and an even taller sanctuary faces this image.

Voddhu is the cult leader at the center of this temple, which is indepen-
dent from and somewhat at odds with the national Buddhist hierarchy. His 
powerful political connections allow him to continue his construction efforts 
and unorthodox practices, but the Ministry of Religion and Cults monitors 
him, and he now wears the white robes of a lay ascetic rather than the saffron 
of the Buddhist monk. He doesn’t live at the temple but arrives in the morn-
ing in a chauffeured Landcruiser; he does not shave his head but sports a thick 
coiffure of shiny black hair above his square face. He encourages visitors to 
address him as Grandfather, though at thirty-three he is younger than most 
of us.

Voddhu and his temple attract visitors because of the way they frame 
Cambodian history in a familiar narrative of death and rebirth. Voddhu’s out-
sized construction ambitions connect his work to the glories of the Angkorean 
Empire, while proclaiming the permanence of his future-oriented vision of 
the world.13 His past-life memories, however, connect him to the glorious 
period of Cambodian independence and the rise of Khmer Buddhist modern-
ism. He remembers his last 1,001 lives, but only that of Venerable Buddhist 
Patriarch Chuon Nath is truly important. Chuon Nath embodied Cambodian 
national aspirations as a powerful force for Cambodian independence and 
Buddhist modernism.14 As Buddhist Patriarch, he translated Buddhist scrip-
tures into Khmer for the first time and published these in codex form; he 
composed the national anthem and authored the first Khmer-language dic-
tionary. Chuon Nath died in 1969, as the country began its free fall into civil 
war.

Voddhu remembers his past life as Chuon Nath and retains his vast knowl-
edge and spiritual powers, both of which lend weight to his moral pronounce-
ments. Voddhu was born just before the Khmer Rouge took over his part of 
the countryside and does not recall a period in this life prior to their reign. 
At the age of three, he escaped his Khmer Rouge village and ran away to 
the depths of a cave deep in the mountains, where a sage who had lived hid-
den inside the mountain’s depths for thousands of years adopted him. Voddhu 
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studied ancient scriptures and magic and subsisted entirely on a diet of fish 
from underground streams while living with this ancient sage in the heart of 
the mountain. When he finally emerged, he came face-to-face with his fam-
ily, fleeing the liberating armies of the Vietnamese. Between these two lives, 
Voddhu recalls a period in heaven, where he met the future Buddha Maitreya. 
Maitreya will come at the end of this world cycle to renew true religion and 
proper social order; according to Voddhu, that period is now, and Maitreya has 
already been born somewhere in Cambodia.

Voddhu’s claim to continuity with Chuon Nath exemplifies a wide-
spread Khmer longing for a renewed moral nation of wealth and promise—a 
connection  to a lost national history. His explicitly millenarian aspects, on 
the other hand, connect to an older image of authority and national longing. 
He builds his temple on a monumental scale and includes such millenarian 
objects as the “gong of victory,” which will magically sound when the future 
and final Buddha Maitreya reveals himself and institutes a new world of 
justice and truth. The statues of Preah Ko Preah Keo—the holy cow and boy 
of Khmer mythology—are also millenarian objects believed to have been 
taken captive by the Siamese during the Khmer Middle Period and that will 
hopefully one day return to Cambodia, bringing their glory, wisdom, and 
power with them.

Voddhu’s story is extravagant in its ambition but common in its themes: 
the recovery of a moral compass and unity for the Khmer nation, the healing 
of past traumas, and the continuity of national identity and moral leadership 
are symbolized and synthesized in the matter of Voddhu’s memory, which 
reaches back to an era before the horrors of the 1970s. Voddhu claims this 
memory, the power to bless people and objects, and he claims authoritative 
knowledge of the imminent arrival of the Buddha Maitreya. Such claims may 
prove a significant attraction for those who share a sense of dismay at Khmer 
history and their own place in it—as victims, perpetrators, bystanders, or all 
three—by promising a new moral unity for a fractured nation.

When the blessing of water bottles, tiger balm, and postcards depict-
ing Voddhu standing in front of his temple monuments is finished, I walk 
outside with a group of Khmer spiritual tourists from Battambang. They’re 
unconvinced by Voddhu’s claims to the memories of Chuon Nath, but they 
seem to accept most of the content of his predictions at face value; like 
Voddhu himself, they imagine their future in terms of different, chosen con-
tinuities with the past. By connecting Chuon Nath and Maitreya in his own 
person, Voddhu places himself at the center of this imagination of national 
moral restoration.
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Government Official (Montrei reachga)
Jenna grant

I last saw Dr. Dara at the beginning of New Year, when I went to her office 
on Kim Il Sung Boulevard in the northwest part of Phnom Penh. Monivong 
and Russian Boulevards were jammed with motos (motorcycles), shiny but 
exhaust-spewing SUVs, and overloaded taxi vans, so my motorcycle taxi fol-
lowed the stream of others along sidewalks. I was anxious I might not catch 
Dr. Dara before she left for lunch and then the holiday. I needed to pick up my 
renewal letter, a letter that would state officially, on blue Ministry of Health 
letterhead, that my research protocol had been approved for a second year.

Dr. Dara is a government official, a medical doctor, and a researcher in her 
own right. She is part of the secretariat for the National Ethics Committee for 
Health Research (NEC) established by the Ministry of Health in 2002 in or-
der to review all health-related research proposals in Cambodia. My previous 
visit to the NEC office had been similar in tenor to other dealings with other 
government bureaucracies in the capital, where one is uncertain what the rules 
are and how they will be applied. Dr. Dara had paged through my applica-
tion, back and forth, and had finally removed her large glasses and shook her 
head. Further changes were required. Dr. Dara’s decision may have seemed 
arbitrary to me that day, but this is what the ethics official does: translates 
standardized rules for conducting medical research in Cambodia to particular 
circumstances of researchers, studies, and populations. It is a second level of 
translation; the first level was adapting international guidelines for biomedical 
research to conditions in Cambodia.

The secretariat of the NEC is representative of a whole class of bureau-
crats that formed over the decade of Vietnamese-backed socialist governance 
in the abrupt twilight of the Cold War, followed by the brief period of neo-
liberal democracy promotion under UNTAC (1992–1993). In contemporary 
urban Cambodia, the government bureaucrat is an intermediary between forc-
es of power consolidation and resource disbursement, where sociopolitical 
structures of authority under the Cambodian People’s Party meet the need to 
address cultures of accountability imposed by international donors. 

Dr. Dara’s day-to-day job is mired in the bureaucratic mundane, but the 
NEC helps to govern the knowledge and value that may be produced from 
Cambodian minds, bodies, behaviors, and fluids. The practical and sym-
bolic work that she performs could only be possible in the present moment: 
when biomedical research is increasingly transnational; when the diseases  
that burden  Cambodians—HIV/AIDS, malaria, TB—are of interest to 
international  researchers  and donors; when a now stable Cambodia possesses 
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the government  and health structures to collaborate with international re-
searchers; when human rights and health are merged into a discourse of moral 
force; and when local ethics committees are seen as a solution to the problem 
of how to protect “human subjects” from risks associated with biomedical 
research. 

Though Dr. Dara and her committee evaluate whether researchers have 
designed their research to minimize harms (and whether they have the correct 
documentation to prove it), the ethics of transnational medical research are not 
merely the domain of health professionals and bureaucrats. The global pro-
liferation of human rights discourse and the link between health and human 
rights, particularly in the case of HIV prevention and treatment trials, means 
research ethics may be contested by a broad public.15 In postwar Cambodia, 
human rights discourse was written into the 1991 Paris Peace Agreements in 
order to prevent abuses like those committed by the Khmer Rouge regime. 
Human rights were promoted during the period of UN administration and are 
now debated vigorously by the multitude of local and international NGOs, 
the press, and the government.16 A recent controversy surrounding the clinical 
trial in Cambodia of tenofovir, a drug that may prevent HIV infection, illus-
trates how activists and even the prime minister utilized the language of health 
and human rights to critique biomedical research.17

But what does it mean to conduct ethical research on or with Cambodians? 
How will they access the benefits—be it knowledge, medicine, profit—gen-
erated through their participation? The figure of the ethics bureaucrat in 
Cambodia emerges along with these questions, which are debated globally by 
academic and industry researchers, activists, and bioethicists. Poverty, lack of 
adequate health care, and limited social and political rights present challeng-
es to mechanisms used to ensure ethical research in more affluent settings, 
such as informed consent. Dr. Dara connects ethical problems with solutions 
acceptable within the biomedical model. Depending on your point of view, 
the ethics committee may increase dialogue on ethics and help ensure ethical 
practice, or it may be a legal-bureaucratic formality that enables research—
and its attendant flow of resources, jobs, and services—to continue. 

For me, at the moment when I was rushing to my meeting with Dr. Dara, 
it was largely a matter of expedience: without approval, my own research in 
Cambodia would be impossible. When I finally arrived at the NEC office, I 
was relieved to find Dr. Dara still there, seated at a far table, her petite frame 
bent over an embroidery project. She smiled warmly at me and had her as-
sistant fetch my renewal letter. She asked what I was doing for New Year, and 
then she told me to be sure to write a good final report.
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3 cambodia

 1. The government of the PRK, later renamed the State of Cambodia, was in-
stalled by Vietnam following that country’s invasion of Cambodia in 1979. 
The invasion liberated Cambodia from the control of the Khmer Rouge re-
gime, but the ruling party put in place by Cambodia’s more powerful neigh-
bor remained in power, with firm Vietnamese control, throughout the next 
decade. See Michael Vickery, Cambodia: 1975–1982 (Boston: South End 
Press, 1984), 189–252; Ben Kiernan, “The Inclusion of the Khmer Rouge in 
the Cambodian Peace Process: Causes and Consequences,” in Genocide and 
Democracy in Cambodia: The Khmer Rouge, the United Nations and the In-
ternational Community, Yale University Southeast Asian Studies Monograph 
Series 41 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Southeast Asia Studies Program, 
1993), 191–272; Steve Heder and Judy Ledgerwood, Propaganda, Politics, 

FOR PERSONAL USE ONLY



262 Notes to Pages 75–84

and Violence in Cambodia: Democratic Transition under United Nations 
Peace-keeping (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1996).

 2. Steve Heder, “Hun Sen’s Consolidation: Death or Beginning of Reform?” 
Southeast Asian Affairs 2005 (2005): 114. Heder points out the similarity be-
tween the recent period of struggle and that which followed national indepen-
dence. For an in-depth analysis of the political-economic bases for this trans-
formation and its social implications, see Caroline Hughes and Kheang Un, 
eds., Cambodia’s Economic Transformation (Copenhagen: Nordic Institute of 
Asian Studies Press, 2010). 

 3. UNHRC, Report of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for 
Human Rights in Cambodia, Yash Ghai, A/HRC/4/36 (United Nations Human 
Rights Council, January 30, 2007), 22. Available at http://www.unhcr.org/
refworld/ docid/47e0db072.html.

 4. Walter Benjamin, “Paris, Capital of the 19th Century,” in Reflections: Essays, 
Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writing (New York: Schocken Books, 1986), 148.

 5. Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 99. While we may join Agamben in 
imagining modernity to be characterized by “the camp,” we needn’t accept 
his position. For a critique of Agamben that takes issue with exactly this 
point, see Paul Rabinow and Nikolas Rose, “Biopower Today,” BioSocieties 1 
(2006): 195–217.

 6. This is, of course, Bauman’s argument about the Holocaust; see Zygmunt 
Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1989), 4–5.

 7. Bert Pijpers, Kampuchea: Undoing the Legacy of Pol Pot’s Water Control 
System (Dublin: Trócaire, 1989).

 8. For an example of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s use of the term, see Judy Led-
gerwood and Kheang Un, “Introduction,” in Cambodia Emerges from the 
Past: Eight Essays (DeKalb, IL: Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Northern 
Illinois University, 2002), 7–8. 

 9. See, especially, chapter 4 in Arthur Kleinman, What Really Matters: Living 
a Moral Life amidst Uncertainty and Danger (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2006).

 10. As noted by Jackson in the Thai context, the term kathoey in Cambodia bears 
culturally specific meanings that cannot be easily translated into Western ter-
minology for transgender persons. Referring to Thailand’s “rich indigenous 
history of complex sex and gender patterns,” Jackson notes that the kathoey, 
as an intermediate category, was “available to both males and females” and 
that “there is no single ‘Thai attitude’ toward homosexuality and transgen-
derism.” There are strong parallels with the Cambodian case; see Peter A. 
Jackson, “Thai Research on Male Homosexuality and Transgenderism and the 
Cultural Limits of Foucaultian Analysis,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 
8, no. 1 (1997): 52–53.

FOR PERSONAL USE ONLY



 Notes to Pages 85–98 263

 11. Judy Ledgerwood, Changing Khmer Conceptions of Gender: Women, Stories, 
and the Social Order (PhD diss., Cornell University, 1990), 325.

 12.  Annuska Derks, Khmer Women on the Move: Exploring Work and Life in Ur-
ban Cambodia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2008).

 13. John Marston, “Clay into Stone: A Modern-Day Tapas,” in History, Bud-
dhism, and New Religious Movements in Cambodia, ed. John Marston and 
Elizabeth Guthrie (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2004).

 14. Penny Edwards, ed., The Buddhist Institute: A Short History (Phnom Penh: 
The Buddhist Institute, 2005); Anne Ruth Hansen, How to Behave: Buddhism 
and Modernity in Colonial Cambodia, 1860–1931 (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai‘i Press, 2007).

 15. On the proliferation of human rights discourse, see Paul Rabinow, “Midst An-
thropology’s Problems,” Cultural Anthropology 17, no. 2 (2002): 135–149.

 16. Judy Ledgerwood and Kheang Un, “Global Concepts and Local Meaning: 
Human Rights and Buddhism in Cambodia,” Journal of Human Rights 2, no. 
4 (2003): 531–549.

 17. Lancet, “The Trials of Tenofovir Trials,” editorial in the Lancet 365 (2005): 1111.

4 laos

 1. Pál Nyíri, “Extraterritoriality,” EspacesTemps.net, Mensuelles, November 19, 
2009. See http://espacestemps.net/document7952.html, accessed March 10, 
2010. The research draws on work by Chris Lyttleton and Paul T. Cohen. The 
Economist reported the casino was forced to close on May 26, 2011. See also 
Aihwa Ong, Neoliberalism as Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and Sover-
eignty (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006).

 2. Aihwa Ong, “Graduated Sovereignty in South-East Asia,” Theory, Culture 
and Society 17, no. 4 (2000): 55–75.

 3. For a discussion of the terms “contemporary” and “modern,” see Paul Rabi-
now, Marking Time: On the Anthropology of the Contemporary (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007).

 4. Grant Evans, A Short History of Laos: The Land in Between (Crows Nest, 
Australia: Allen and Unwin, 2002), 21–25.

 5. Daniel Miller, “What Is a Mobile Phone Relationship?” in Living the Asian 
Information Society, ed. Erwin Alampay (Singapore: Institute for Southeast 
Asian Studies, 2009).

 6. Laurent Thevenot, “Which Road to Follow? The Moral Complexity of 
an ‘Equipped’ Humanity,” in Complexities: Social Studies of Knowledge 
Practices,  ed. John Law and Annemarie Mol (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2002), 59.

 7. Louis Dumont, “World Renunciation in Indian Religions,” in Homo Hierar-
chicus: The Caste System and Its Implications (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1980).

FOR PERSONAL USE ONLY



Edited by 

JOSHUA BARKER, 

ERIK HARMS, and 

JOHAN LINDQUIST

FIGURES OF

SOUTHEAST
ASIANMODERNITY

FOR PERSONAL USE ONLY



figures of 
southeast  
asian  
modernity

UNIVERSITY OF 
HAWAI‘I PRESS
Honolulu

Edited by Joshua Barker, erik harms, and Johan Lindquist

FOR PERSONAL USE ONLY



© 2014 University of Hawai‘i Press 
All rights reserved 
Printed in the United States of America

18  17  16  15  14  13    6  5  4  3  2  1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Figures of Southeast Asian modernity / edited by Joshua 
Barker, Erik Harms, and Johan Lindquist.
       pages   cm
  Includes bibliographical references and index.
  ISBN 978-0-8248-3646-7 (alk. paper)―ISBN 978-0-
8248-3741-9 (pbk. : alk. paper)
 1. Southeast Asia―Social conditions―21st century.   2. 
Southeast Asia―Social life and customs―21st century.   
3. Southeast Asia―Biography.   I. Barker, Joshua, 
editor of compilation.   II. Harms, Erik, Ph. D., editor of 
compilation.   III. Lindquist, Johan, editor of compilation.
  HN690.8.A8F54 2013
  305.800959―dc23
                                                                                                                            
2012029391

University of Hawai‘i Press books are printed on acid-
free paper and meet the guidelines for permanence and 
durability of the Council on Library Resources.

Designed by Julie Matsuo-Chun 
Printed by Sheridan Books, Inc.

FOR PERSONAL USE ONLY

Jonathan Padwe
Cross-Out

Jonathan Padwe
Typewritten Text
2013 (incorrect in this proof)




