Cambodia in Transition: Family, Culture and the New World

Novel:
Exegesis:

Made in Cambodia
Cambodia in Transition: Family, Culture and the New World

Robert Horne

Master of Arts (University of Adelaide)
Graduate Diploma of Education (University of Adelaide)
Bachelor of Arts (University of Adelaide)

A thesis portfolio submitted for the degree of Doctor of Creative Arts
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences
University of Technology, Sydney

February 2017

CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP

I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a degree nor has it
been submitted as part of requirements for a degree except as part of the collaborative
doctoral degree and/or fully acknowledged within the text.

I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help that I have received in my
research work and the preparation of the thesis itself has been acknowledged. In addition, I
certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the thesis.

Signature of Student:

Date:
This research is supported by an Australian Government Research Training Program
Scholarship.

1

Acknowledgments

I would like to acknowledge the assistance of my supervisor, Assoc. Prof. Anthony Macris of
the University of Technology, Sydney. His enthusiastic acceptance of my proposed project
was important to me in the first instance, and throughout the duration of my candidature his
professional advice on literary and research maters has been invaluable. He has a rare ability
to give forthright opinion and at the same time to remain avidly positive about the project.
I would like to thank the following people in Phnom Penh, Cambodia for granting me access
to their students for interviews and for their enthusiastic support: Visal Sou of the Australian
Centre for Education, Sovanthy Dek and Luise Ahrens of the Royal University of Phnom
Penh, and Professor Robert Wiseman of the Norton University.
I am also grateful to Ms Pip Lewin for her assistance with proofreading both the novel and
exegesis section of this thesis. Her understanding of literature and eye for detail has been
invaluable.
I would also like to acknowledge that adapted excerpts of this thesis have been published in
the Sydney Review of Books and The Mekong Review.

2

Table of Contents
Thesis Abstract ………………………………………………………………………. page 5
Part One
The Novel – Made in Cambodia ……………………………………………………

6

Prologue……………………………………………………………………….

7

Part One……………………………………………………………………….

11

Part Two……………………………………………………………………….

91

Part Three………………………………………………………………………

161

Epilogue………………………………………………………………………..

224

Part Two
Exegesis – Cambodia in Transition…………………………………………………….

234

Terminology……………………………………………………………………

235

Historical Overview……………………………………………………………

236

Introduction………………………………………………………………… …

238

Exegesis Chapter Summaries…………………………………………………..

242

Chapter One:
Spirits and Ancestors – Society, Religion and Traditional Literature………….

246

Chapter Two:
Two Cambodias: Symbolic Interaction and Conflict Theory…………………

267

Chapter Three:
Literature and Identity………………………………………………………….

287

Chapter Four:
The Modern State: Life Under International Capital…………………………..

308

Conclusion………………………………………………………………………

330

3

Appendices
One – Cambodian Population Graph…………………………………………..

332

Two – Impact of Industrialisation on Urbanisation……………………………

333

Three – Statistics from Interviews April 2015 and March 2016……………….

334

Four – Interview Questions…………………………………………………….

335

Bibliography……………………………………………………………………………..

336

4

Abstract
In this thesis I examine the current state of relations in Cambodia between individuals, their
families and elite forces, and the direction taken by traditional spirit beliefs since the
introduction of Western capital and education. I argue that Cambodia has been in the control
of elites at least since the days of the Khmer kings from the 7th century, and that the didactic
elements of Theravada Buddhist literature have been a critically important controlling factor.
In my novel and my exegesis I examine the concept of the ‘ideal woman’ at the centre of the
Buddhist social model and discuss the radical changes visited upon young women since the
introduction of internationalism. In my exegesis the sociological theories of Max Weber and
George Herbert Mead are used to show how Cambodian peasant life has been sustained for
centuries by the Symbolic Interaction of individuals with family and Theravada Buddhism; I
argue that in the last twenty years there has been a shift towards Marxian Conflict Theory. In
my novel the advent of capital and factories has been followed by unionism, which I
dramatise through the struggle of industrial garment workers for wage improvements. A
related romance between an Australian man and Cambodian woman links the reader to an
examination of the modern Cambodian family and the state of traditional spirit beliefs. My
exegesis places my novel in the context of modern literature written by outsiders about
Cambodia, and my interviews with five Cambodian writers show the confines still placed by
Government on writing by Cambodians. I look at the impact of new capital on the lives of
young women in the garment factories and examine the various types of relationship between
Western men and Cambodian women. Drawing on my own interviews with forty young
Cambodians, I argue that the new generation of young people has retained family ties and
many traditional beliefs despite new materialism, Western education and often physical
separation from their families. Despite outside influence the family remains strong for now
and, in my novel at least, Western culture can bend to the Cambodian way.
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