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The Problem
The modification of primary old-growth forest in Cambodia began about 100 years ago 

with French colonial-modernist ideas about scientific and market-based forestry (e.g., rub-
ber tree plantations), but these ideas never spread too far into the uplands of Northeastern 
Cambodia. This was the location of the largest and incredibly biodiverse forest areas in the 
country, where people practiced what could be called “traditional” forestry, oriented mainly 
around shifting cultivation, hunting, fishing, small-scale mining, and harvesting non-
timber forest products. New modernisms of forestry emerged during the Khmer Rouge 
years, when the Khmer Rouge began logging forests for timber for fast cash in a transna-
tional open market. These efforts resulted in a significant amount of forest destruction and 
contributed to the epidemic human displacements of the time. Under the post-conflict 
Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC), this view of forests as timber for cash has gained 
ascendance, bolstered by expanding market demand for timber in Malaysia, Thailand, and 
Vietnam during the first decade of the twenty-first century, and supported by new legal 
forms of land transfer called “concessions.” Carried out in the name of development, these 
concessions are effectively nontransparent business exchanges of wealth and power for 
natural resources, contracted between the private sector and the state. Concession area sizes 
usually range from 5,000 to 10,000 hectares, although some are smaller and some are much 
larger. The official arrangement typically is that of a long-term lease, many for 99 years. 
The natural resources now targeted for large-scale extraction include not only timber, but 
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also the subsequent conversion of clear-cut forest lands into industrial plantations, mines, 
and dams. In 2006, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization surveyed the 
forests of Cambodia and estimated that 20 percent of the country’s forests had disappeared 
since 1970. But rather than protect what remains, the RGC has since steadily increased the 
issuing of land concessions. In early 2012 it became public knowledge that the RGC has 
conceded over a fifth of the country’s total land area to hundreds of corporations, officially 
including 306 economic land concessions (ELCs), 87 mining concessions (MCs), and 23 
special economic zones (SEZs), many of which were issued just within the last two to three 
years. The recipient corporations are mainly Cambodian, Vietnamese, Chinese, Canadian, 
and Australian. The market is wide open.1

Often these concessions are for lands already in use by people with little money or 
power, including many who self-identify as Indigenous. As companies take possession of 
their concession lands, the groups of people already living there are displaced, often aided 
by local government officials. Increasingly this has led to forced evictions, with an alarming 
rise in the use of state violence and guns against evictees and their supporters. Peaceful pro-
tests and organization against the concessions are legally and locally restricted, and when 
they happen anyway, the protestors may be threatened, photographed, beaten, arrested, 
imprisoned, or, in the recent case of Chut Vutty, shot dead. The legal system has in the last 
four years become reshaped as another potent force for silencing opposition to land conces-
sions, with the adoption of new laws that constrain free expression and public dissent, and 
with a court system widely recognized as biased in favor of the rich and powerful. Poor 
people who are found guilty of dissent face hefty fines they cannot pay and/or doing time in 
extremely substandard prison conditions.2

Mu Sochea, one of the few active political leaders to speak out against the land conces-
sion problem, estimates that land concessions have displaced upwards of 1 million Cambo-
dians over the last ten years (about 7 percent of the total population). Evidence exists that a 
small networked group of elites, who have effectively monopolized the state, are orchestrat-
ing a significant amount of these concessions and are benefitting greatly as a result, while 
the displaced people receive little or no compensation. As the concessions increase, so too 
do evictions, land insecurity, environmental destruction, civil protests, and state violence. 
It is a perfect recipe for the development of disaster. The questions, then, are why is this 
happening and what can be done to change the development of disaster into a different 
outcome?3 Cambodian peoples are the heirs to a world-class cultural and natural heritage, 
and have all the potential to create a very different future.

Data
At the invitation of two Indigenous peoples organizations in Cambodia, I visited the 

country in 2010 and 2011, with the goal of researching indicators of Indigenous peoples’ 
human rights. In general my approach was to adapt with modification the UN Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) indicator framework of structure/
process/outcome indicator variables using an ethnographic and historical methodology 
to ascertain the status of two fundamental rights of Indigenous peoples: the right of self-
determination and rights over traditional lands, territories, and resources.4 My fieldwork 
was centered in the province of Preah Vihear, in several Indigenous Kuy villages that are 
located in the vicinity of the Boeng Peae Wildlife Sanctuary, one of nine such protected 
areas in Cambodia, and part of the Greater Prey Lang Forest region. The central objective 
of fieldwork was to elicit and document the perspectives of Kuy people on the status of 
these rights in their communities. We conducted 45 interviews with community mem-



70 | From Spirit Forest to Rubber Pl antation

ASIANetwork Exchange | spring 2012 | volume 19 | 2

bers, including adult women and men. We also observed land tenure practices, including 
village composition, shifting cultivation, wet rice cultivation, tree resin-tapping, artisanal 
gold mining, burial practices, spirit forest ceremonies, ironworking sites, the remains of an 
ancient pre-Angkorian temple, and community territorial demarcation. Additional research 
was carried out in the cities of Phnom Penh and Tbeang Meanchey, consisting of dialogues 
with nongovernmental organization (NGO) representatives and documentary research in 
the National Archives; in New York City at the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues 
where I have worked with delegations of Indigenous people from Cambodia; and via online 
media and NGO reports. While I continue to analyze these data with the aim of better 
understanding of what development means in contemporary Cambodia, the following is a 
preliminary response to the questions posed above. 

Development as Religion
To address the question of why the land conflict is occurring, I focus on the cultural 

frames within which the leading instigators of this development may be operating. The aims 
are to better understand what causes elite behaviors and move analysis beyond the more 
usual human nature-based explanations of individual greed and corruption to a considera-
tion of the cultural situations in which such behavior occurs. In this way, my study exam-
ines how the international system is as much a factor in the development of disaster as is 
the elite group that monopolizes the political economy of Cambodia. This requires taking 
a Durkheimian approach to the international system as a religion, with the market as its 
sacred, massive social fact, around which human organization has become reoriented.5 If 
the scientific discipline of anthropology has contributed anything, it is the knowledge that 
human behavior and what we think of as human nature and “reality” are in fact thoroughly 
mediated by culture: the symbols and grammars we learn, share, mobilize in our behavior, 
and re-enact in our structures of society and power. These mediating frames, like maps, 
should not be conflated with the territory itself. When we examine the cultural core of 
social formation, we find ritual, generating beliefs, and social structure. Cultural frames 
are not entirely stable or consistent and shift over time in response to changing social and 
physical environments, but they nonetheless demonstrate resiliency and develop structure 
and recursion. The case of gender, race, class, and ethnic discrimination is perhaps the 
most obvious example of recursive cultural construction. The individual behaviors of the 
Cambodian elites currently instigating the land concessions would certainly be disrupted 
if they were all rounded up and put in jail, but it is likely that the problem would continue 
with whatever group replaces them. The problem with land concessions in Cambodia is not 
unique, but is variably replicated in many other countries, constituting a global pattern—if 
not pathology—of economic development that many refer to as “land-grabbing.”6

Again, the position here is that this pattern is not the result of any law of nature; “market 
forces” are the product of human power, history, and cognition. It bears repetition because 
it strikes me that the mainstream theories of neoliberal economics that undergird economic 
practice seem to claim to have discovered the natural law of humanity: that we have always 
been self-interested capitalists underneath it all, and that capitalism is a spirit after all. As 
with most other universalizing and determinate laws of human nature, this one indicates 
the presence of an unverifiable verisimilitude to which science can only reply: although 
humans are limited by their biology, their behaviors are not entirely determined by it.7

It is not a change in personnel that will alter the path of the development of destruction. 
To turn Rostow on his head, it is a change in the cultural and global frames of development, 
along with the social structures that engender them, that is necessary to solve the problem 
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of land-grabbing. The focus of analysis in this paper will be to examine two conflicting 
frames within Cambodia concerning the basic relationship of people and land, one repre-
sented by the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) elites who have captured the state, whom 
I will refer to as the Khmer Riche; and the other by Kuy Indigenous peoples whose lands 
are being grabbed up as corporate concessions. By examining variation in the people/land 
relationship, I hope to develop insights of potential benefit to solving the land-grabbing 
problem. To reiterate, the problem is not in this policy or that; it is in the dynamic frames 
that make policy making appear to be the appropriate solution in the first place, and that do 
not account for the evasive discrepancies between stated policy and actual practice, which 
are in fact fairly ubiquitous in the case of land-grabbing.8

To do so, I reframe the idea of cultural frame as humanly dynamic and multiple. Frames 
are not simply handed to people to look through; they are cognized and constructed 
through dynamic concatenations of social symbols and rituals in recombination with 
ecological, political, and historical conditions. Cognition in this holistic sense is not only 
empirical rationality; it also importantly involves imagination and emotion that aims to 
integrate different aspects of experience, however imperfectly. Nor is it purely intellectual; 
the ideas gain purchase from intentional stereotyped and repetitive behavior, that is, ritual. 
Land-grabbing has become a global ritual.

Cognizing Cognized Environments
The term “cognized environment” originates in the writings of Roy Rappaport as an 

analytical concept for modeling the human-social symbolic cognitive framing of the 
experienced world. It is premised on a basic insight that the discipline of anthropology has 
provided through many years of empirical cross-cultural research: that humans experience 
the world through a sensorial filter of symbolic, physiological, and social processes that we 
gloss as “culture.” These processes already mediate between us and the physical environ-
ment, and are what allow us to form societies and transform the physical world (or what 
Rappaport called the “operational environment”) in which living organisms actually oper-
ate, reproduce, live and die. The cognized environment is a diagnostic way of approaching 
what is commonly glossed as “worldview” or what Freire called generative themes, that is, 
explanatory frameworks people develop in response to the concrete historical conditions 
in which they live. The cognized/operational environment model suggests a paradox of the 
human condition—that we are conscious of our existence, but only to a limited degree. As 
the Mayan Popul Vuh puts it more poetically, when Heart of Sky and Heart of Earth finally 
succeeded in making beings that would be conscious of their existence, at first it was too 
good a creation; the beings could see everything and all of time, just as well as the gods—
so they clouded the vision of the beings they made, so they could only see so much. That 
would be us, the humans, the beings with clouded vision. Cognized models of the world 
provide the underlying rationale and motivation for specific human behavior guided by the 
limited comprehension that humans do possess.9 

In Rappaport’s conceptualization of cognized environment, five different orders of 
cognition are described: ultimate sacred postulates (USPs), cosmological axioms, ritual 
rules of conduct, imported indications of current prevailing conditions, and mundane 
understandings of the everyday world. USPs are the general, nonreferential, and relatively 
unchanging understandings of the cosmos, for example, the existence of spirits or progress. 
As Rappaport put it, USPs are “the unfalsifiable…[that] yields the unquestionable, which 
transforms the dubious, the arbitrary, and the conventional into the correct, the necessary, 
and the natural.”10 Cosmological axioms are the malleable understandings of the structure 
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of the world that follow from USPs, connect them with the physical and social world, and 
suggest general modes of human behavior. While USPs may be relatively fixed, the other 
orders are not. What makes a given cognized model appear not as a model, but as the truth 
about the world, is its performance in ritual, which again may or may not be explicitly 
religious. By themselves, USPs and cosmological axioms are abstractions. Through their 
performance or enactment via human ritual action, they become palpable and emotive. 
Rappaport argued that ritual involves two different streams of messages, self-referential and 
canonical. While postulates and axioms constitute the canonical messages, the knowledge 
of prevailing conditions and everyday life constitute the self-referential messages. But it is 
ritual that combines them and gives them the feel of concrete reality. Cognized models are 
dynamic, because their associated rituals do not simply reflect cognitive understandings; 
they engender them. They are also dynamic because power and history change the prevail-
ing conditions of everyday social life, while the postulates remain relatively stable within a 
shared, cognized environment, and the axioms more prone to change. 

What is proposed here is that all human societies use ritual to generate cognized envi-
ronments in social life. These environments are cognitive structures of the world that are 
enacted through stereotyped and repetitive behaviors that aim at connecting canonical and 
self-referential information for group members. This is what happens in religious ceremo-
nies, but it is also what happens in the practice of global neoliberal capitalism. Cognized 
environments are the frames through which we map onto the world. Effectively enacted 
cognized environments do not appear as maps to actors, but rather as the world itself. 

Rather than Manichean dualism, the relationship between the operational environment 
and the cognized environment is interactive, insofar as the ritual enactments of cognized 
environments result in specific human interactions and transformations of the operational 
environment that can be more or less adaptive, that is, enhancing or destroying the living 
systems in the operational environment. Those confident of current hegemonic develop-
ment discourse use the phrase “creative destruction” to describe the interactions between 
dominant global-scale cognized and operational environments. Cognized environments do 
not exist separately from the operational environment, given that humans are part of the 
living systems of the planet. The operational environment is importantly changed by the 
power relations that are ritually enacted within cognized environments. From this perspec-
tive, there is a survival question about what is being created by capital-intensive creative 
destruction.

The land conflict in Cambodia pits powerful elites against peoples historically con-
structed as powerless. In between these two heuristic poles are many other social relation-
ships that contradict and complicate the dichotomy, but do not eliminate it. There are 
stark differences between these groups not only in terms of socioeconomic status but also 
in terms of their cognized environments. To better understand the elite cognized model, 
I will first provide a brief contrastive sketch of the cognized environment of one of the 
relatively powerless groups, based mainly on my fieldwork. Then I will sketch the cognized 
environment of the elites, whom I will refer to as the Khmer Riche, using available public 
information. Although both sketches are admittedly reductive, they are not fictitious and 
are grounded in empirical data. Based on the disparity between the two, the concluding 
analysis offers recommendations for resolving the conflict.

Sketch #1: Kuy Cognized Environment
Kuy peoples in Cambodia constitute one of the most powerless groups in Cambodia, for 

not only are they poor, they are also culturally different from the majority ethnic group in 
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Cambodia, the Khmer. They are distinct from Khmer peoples in variable terms of religion, 
economics, language, kinship, politics, and various expressive arts. The Kuy peoples are one 
of some twenty-four different groups of people that have historically been referred to by 
colonial and postcolonial hegemons as ethnic minorities or worse and discriminated against 
on the grounds that their traditional cultures were and are inferior and primitive. Since 
2001 these groups have increasingly embraced Indigeneity as a means of expressing and 
asserting their distinct cultures as well as collective rights, although Cambodian hegemony 
still has yet to fully recognize them as such. While the demographics are not definitively 
known, their combined population is estimated at 300,000 to 400,000, distributed across 
fifteen Cambodian provinces, in approximately 400 to 500 communities, many of which are 
located in the upland forests and mountains of the north and northeastern provinces of the 
country, areas rich and diverse in natural resources. Although their combined population 
makes up only about 2 percent of the national population of Cambodia, probably 25-50 per-
cent of the land concessions foreclose on Indigenous traditional territories. In addition to 
the land concessions, Indigenous peoples are faced with significant in-migration of Khmer 
peoples into their territories, which further contributes to culture and land loss. These two 
factors constitute some of the main prevailing conditions changing contemporary Indig-
enous cognized environments. The Kuy peoples are one of the larger Indigenous groups in 
Cambodia. Kuy-speaking peoples are also present in Thailand and Laos. 

Much of the data I collected in my fieldwork confirm what several NGOs have previ-
ously reported, especially within the last five years: that the land-grabbing in rural Cam-
bodia is producing dramatic land insecurity and is destabilizing society. Approximately 95 
percent of the people I interviewed made statements of concern about the loss of their lands 
to unknown powerful business people and corporations; many people provided accounts of 
violence related to the land-grabbing, including coercion, beatings, and murder by the secu-
rity forces hired by the businessmen and corporations. When discussing compensation or 
consultative mechanisms, they reported that there were none. I collected evidence strongly 
suggesting government is complicit in the land-grabbing throughout the four different 
scales of governmental administration, from the larger national scale to provincial, district, 
and local commune levels. 

The cognized environment of Kuy peoples in Preah Vihear is by no means monolithic 
or unchanging, which is at least partially understandable given the history of multiple 
colonizations of their operational environments over the course of the last nine centuries. 
Nonetheless, in the twenty-first century there are observably recurring cognized patterns 
that at least some Kuy share widely with other Indigenous peoples in Cambodia, including 
USPs involving the existence of powerful local spirits, which during fieldwork were most 
frequently referred to as Ahret. Other reported names for this class of spirits include Neak 
Ta, or Phi. They are typically considered as spirits of past ancestors who linger in the forests, 
retain a kind of personhood, and hold acquired mystical power over health and illness. 
Cosmological axioms that follow are that like other persons, Ahrets experience emotion 
and respond reciprocally to the behavior of others around them, including living people; yet 
they are more powerful than living people, and thus also dangerous. They are generally con-
sidered to take up residence in particular places, usually in the forest and in specific trees. 
Ahrets have a moral aspect; they judge and act upon the behavior of people. When the peo-
ple behave well, the Ahrets contribute to their well-being. This judgement extends not only 
to interpersonal relations, but also to what we might call internature relations—the relations 
between people and the natural environment around them. The idea is that so long as the 
Ahrets are content, people’s health and well-being will continue. Illness and death, on the 
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other hand, are the predictable outcomes of behaviors that upset the Ahrets. There is some 
evidence that these USPs formerly provided the basis of Kuy social organization, as commu-
nity settlements formed and reformed around collective recognition of places where Ahrets 
resided. Besides cyclical ceremonies of supplication and thanksgiving, Ahrets are consulted 
and prayed to in the event of sickness or in the need to divine the future. People also seek 
out the agreement of local Ahrets prior to undertaking any sort of “development” in the 
operational environment, such as clearing a new field, digging for gold, or seeking out new 
trees from which to collect valuable resins or other non-timber forest products. As dwell-
ers in the forests and mountains, the Ahrets are perhaps understandably sensitive about 
their habitat. The current prevailing conditions of land concessions are extremely stressful 
to both the canonical and self-referential message-streams in the Kuy cognized environ-
ment, and produce changes in their operational environment that living people experience 
as life-threatening. During my fieldwork my Kuy interlocutors repeatedly informed me that 
land equals life, that the forests and the mountains are places where Ahrets reside, and that 
the destruction of the forests is making the Ahrets very angry, in addition to taking away 
people’s source of livelihood. 

The Kuy cognized environment entails a kind of embedded ecology that has until 
recently yielded a relatively robust maintenance of biodiversity and viable habitat. It is also 
a model that is locale-centric and small-scale, and that is variably replicated among many 
other Indigenous peoples in Cambodia, if not throughout much of upland Southeast Asia 
(which some have argued should be seen as a cohesive region with its own long and distinc-
tive history), as a relatively successful alternative response and resistance to the multiple 
lowland state formations that have developed in Southeast Asia over the last thousand 
years or more. The Kuy cognized environment is not static, but has incorporated new ritu-
als brought about by historical and political changes in the prevailing conditions, without 
significantly altering the USPs that provide the cosmic rationale. As contemporary evidence 
of this, I found that most of the Kuy traditionalists also practice Buddhist traditions, and 
see these as complementary to Ahret-centered ritual. One of the villages I lived in was not 
originally formed around an Ahret, but was formed by the Pol Pot regime as part of its 
arguably hyper-modern and atheist agenda of social relocation. Nevertheless, in the twenty-
first century Ahrets reside near the village and are important sources of local solidarity. But 
the current prevailing conditions of land concessions and in-migration are more difficult 
to incorporate into the Kuy cognized environment because—unlike Buddhism, distant 
state formations, or even Khmer Rouge atrocities—the current conditions threaten the 
entire existence of Kuy peoples and Ahret spirits because they take away the source of their 
future, both cognitively and operationally. The Kuy benefit little from their integration into 
the market because like many other poor Cambodians who are being dispossessed by land 
concessions, they do not receive compensation for the loss of their territories. And because 
of their Indigeneity, the Kuy face the additional cost of cultural negation.11

Sketch #2: Khmer Riche Cognized Environment
The second group is constituted very differently than the Kuy, although both are 

Cambodian and their languages are related. But unlike the Kuy, I was not able to live with 
this group and get to know them personally. Instead this sketch is based largely on media 
reports, NGO reports, and conversations with NGO representatives; it is also corroborated 
in part by my field observations in Preah Vihear. This group consists of Prime Minister Hun 
Sen and his wife Bun Rany, and their close relatives, friends, and business partners in the 
ruling CPP, which appears to constitute a patronage network that is justifiably described as 



75 | From Spirit Forest to Rubber Pl antation

ASIANetwork Exchange | spring 2012 | volume 19 | 2

a “kleptocratic state.” Hun Sen has now been Prime Minister of Cambodia for more than 
10,000 days (27+ years), and in that time he and his group—here referred to as the Khmer 
Riche—have accumulated a massive amount of wealth, while the vast majority of Cambodi-
ans have remained entrenched in dire poverty and fear. The Khmer Riche USPs are formed 
not around ancestor or forest spirits, but around a different sacred entity: the market, with 
the acquisition of wealth and power as one of the central axioms. These axioms are politi-
cally manifested through ritual “strongman” practices of control of government, military, 
and justice systems; limiting opposition parties; and suppressing public dissent and free 
speech. Their wealth comes from the many opaque business deals for natural resource 
extraction they conduct between themselves and with transnational corporations. Another 
important stream of their revenue comes in the form of international aid and investment, 
including, ironically, billions of dollars intended to develop civil society, improve healthcare 
and educational systems, and promote human rights. The kleptocratic and menacing nature 
of the Cambodian state is public knowledge, yet the international aid continues to flow in, 
and public criticism remains largely muted within Cambodia as well as in the international 
arena, which likely enhances the sense of impunity the Khmer Riche feel. The immediate 
issue within the country is not wealth flows per se; it is that the wealth flows do not extend 
outward to the rest of Cambodian society. However, wealth flows per se do constitute a 
structural issue no less immediate, given their increasing recursion in other parts of the 
world economic system.12

I propose the Khmer Riche cognized environment as it is today is produced through 
state rituals of resource appropriation and dominance expression (physical and verbal), and 
that these rituals generate two imbricated canonical message streams that come from differ-
ent sources. The first is about the existence of the market as a powerful spirit entity (or what 
Durkheim would call a “social fact”), the main axiom of which is capital accumulation. 
Durkheim argued that religions are mirrors of society, which are produced by the social 
imaginaire. Their gods are reflections of what the society is. They become a source of futures 
in the collective imagination. The market as sacred being offers a future of progress, wealth, 
and security.13

The second canonical stream is of local Hindu and Buddhist origin, about the existence 
of reincarnation, and a central axiom of which is merit, which in Cambodia seems to recur 
along cultural lines such as the rule of disproportionate revenge. The USPs here are that 
souls reincarnate multiple times, acquiring and losing merit as they go through the cycles 
of rebirth. In a vague but axiomatic way, one’s status in this life is socially understood as a 
result of merit achieved in past lives. It is an axiom of predestination and a key cognitive 
factor in the long history of patron-client relations in Cambodia (which predates market 
integration). The exercise of disproportionate revenge against perceived enemies carries 
with it supernatural undertones.14

What Hun Sen and his group have achieved is a neoliberal fusion of these two message 
streams. They have fully embraced the market economy as national policy and practice, and 
dealt harshly with those who impolitely harm this practice by speaking out against it. In so 
doing the Khmer Riche generate a supernatural aura of seemingly irresistible power about 
themselves, a feeling of cosmic merit in action. As an Indigenous Bunong person explained 
it, there is a feeling in Cambodia that if you make a complaint about a small problem, the 
government response will be to make a bigger problem for you. Or, as Hinton explains 
the rule of disproportionate revenge, if in the Abramic traditions the cosmological axiom 
is “an eye for an eye,” in Cambodian Buddhist traditions the axiom is “a head for an eye.” 
This illuminates the specific Cambodian style of land-grabbing and the subsequent harsh 
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treatment of civilian evictees and protestors as subhuman criminals. It also provides context 
for understanding the tone of Hun Sen’s “strongman” public rhetoric, for example when he 
refers to his political opponents and dissenting civil society groups as bad dogs that he will 
physically discipline, or responds to female dissenters by insulting their womanhood.15

Arguably, in certain respects such as bravado, cunning, and wiliness, Hun Sen bears a 
loose resemblance to some of the Cambodian rulers during the precolonial Angkor and 
post-Angkor periods, who also sought to rhetorically emphasize their greatness over that of 
their perceived enemies, and build their power base around strategic allies, often through 
extensions of kinship. And like the old rulers of Angkor Wat, Hun Sen’s official title sends 
the message that he is not simply the Prime Minister, but suggests he is equipped with 
supernatural power as well. His official title today is “Samdech Akka Moha Senai Padi 
Techo” Hun Sen. The spellings and translations vary, but a rough translation is “his royal 
highness, great of the great supreme ruler, protector.” In 2007, Hun Sen himself reportedly 
compared his title to that of Jayavarman VII (AD 1125-1200), one of the more lauded Ang-
kor kings. The connection to Angkor Wat was also an important axiom of the Khmer Rouge 
under Pol Pot. This connection to past kings and glories continues to be salient in twenty-
first century Cambodian nationalism. How can it not be? As a UNESCO world heritage site, 
the sites of Angkor Wat and other temples in the surrounding region constitute one of the 
main revenue streams driving the Cambodia GDP, that of tourism services. Its three facing 
towers are the central symbol on the Cambodian flag.16

However, the cognized environment of Hun Sen and the Khmer Riche is not simply 
constituted by Angkorean and Buddhist postulates and axioms. Since at least the 1990s, 
new postulates have been imported alongside new conditions, including those of neoliberal 
market integration, and new access to billions of dollars in international assistance to get 
there. Like explicitly religious beliefs, market-based beliefs provide people with a seemingly 
reliable future to believe in, one of economic and social progress resulting from global mar-
ket integration. While these beliefs are commonly couched as secular material beliefs, they 
nonetheless engender the same qualities as explicitly sacred postulates implied in ritual: 
general, vague, and unverifiable presumptions. These have not entirely displaced the local 
postulates, but they have shifted the axioms and ritual rules toward conformity with global 
standards of market-based capitalism. The Cambodian-style supernatural quest for elite 
power continues in a new operational environment in which almost everything becomes 
recast as a market commodity, especially natural resources. The people/land relation in this 
cognized environment is that land and water are sources of capital, especially Cambodian 
upland forests and the Mekong river system. In order for the capital to be released from 
these resources they have to be transformed to fit the market model of export orientation, 
both symbolically and physically. Symbolically this is achieved through national assurances 
of a progressive future based on market integration and legal mechanisms like land conces-
sions. Physically this is achieved by transforming biodiverse forests and rivers into mono-
crop plantations, large-scale industrial mining sites, hydropower sites, or deforested areas. 

In the neoliberal Buddhism of the Khmer Riche, the postulates of reincarnation and 
merit are ritually recombined with that of the market to legitimate new inequalities and 
practices of domination. The acquisition of merit becomes imbricated with the acquisition 
of capital. As a colloquial example of the way cognized environments change, the Buddhist 
orthodox logic of practicing compassion towards all living things as a strategy towards 
greater enlightenment in the next life gets inverted under the prevailing neoliberal condi-
tions into something like this: if you are kind in this life, your next life will be better; but if 
you are bad in this life, in the next life you will be rich.17 This apparent mockery does not 
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fully dislodge the USPs of karma and reincarnation, but it speaks to the changes in the ritual 
rules and axioms that have modified in response to shifting conditions in the operational 
environment. 

That Hun Sen has successfully integrated the market postulate into Cambodia is evi-
denced by the robust growth in the GDP indicator. The Asia Development Bank projects 
that Cambodia’s GDP will grow 6.5 percent in 2012 and 7 percent in 2013.18 It has grown 
from $3.6 billion in 2000 to almost $13 billion in 2011, officially driven by tourism, gar-
ment manufactures, and agriculture. A visit to Phnom Penh confirms a construction boom 
is underway, with high-rise buildings going up in many parts of the city. Foreign direct 
investment in Cambodia has been steadily increasing since 1992, from $33 million in 1992, 
to $783 million in 2010.19 The population has more than doubled since the end of the 1970s. 
Infrastructure projects like paved roads are underway throughout the country. This year the 
government of Cambodia is chairing the ASEAN and has pledged to “continue to intensify 
efforts aimed at building a rule-based, people-oriented and fully integrated ASEAN Com-
munity by 2015.”20 In 2004, while laying out the national rectangular strategy of develop-
ment (“growth, employment, equity and efficiency”), Hun Sen described Cambodia as 
having undergone a “profound transformation… from a region of uncertainty, war, internal 
strife, instability and backwardness into an epicenter of sustained peace, security and social 
order, respect for democracy, human rights and dignity, cooperation and shared develop-
ment.”21 In an advertisement for an “Investment Focus Conference” that took place in April 
2012 at the new tony Sofitel Hotel in Phnom Penh, the opening address was titled “Cambo-
dia Begins to Blossom.”22 Considered from the perspective of its investment environment, 
Cambodia is more robust than ever. A recently released opinion poll by the International 
Republican Institute reports that 81 percent of Cambodians think Cambodia is going in the 
right direction.23 

Several observers have suggested that the international assistance regime in general 
has favored positive economic growth and development over concerns with human rights, 
democracy, and open societies, and this is why the international system remains largely 
blithe about the increasingly deteriorating human rights situation in Cambodia. In terms 
of economic development and GDP, Hun Sen has delivered the goods, and until 2011 the 
World Bank seemed largely pleased with his performance.24 While he may be motivated 
in part by the postulates of ancient Cambodian history and mythology, he seems equally 
motivated to meet the bottom line of the international capitalist system and committed to 
reorienting the economy toward commercial markets. In so doing he increases his power 
and extends his patronage network. These two canonical message streams share a common 
theme of domination and foreboding for the poor and relatively powerless people, whose 
rural subsistence systems are inevitably doomed to be converted into new flows of capital 
carrying benefits elsewhere, and who are bullied into submission on another forced march 
of progress.25 

Conclusions
One does not need to use a cognized model of the environment to understand that there 

is a conflict in Cambodia over the appropriate use of natural resources. What cognized 
models do illuminate are the cultural frameworks within which this conflict has emerged 
in the twenty-first century. The conflict sketched out in this paper is variably reproduced in 
many other parts of the world today. It seems that solving this problem will be difficult if 
we do not understand its emergence. From a cognized environment model, transnational 
capitalism mobilizes ultimate sacred postulates around which human social organization 
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forms, like any other religion. Thus, Durkheim proclaimed a century ago that religion is the 
soul of society. However, it seems increasingly evident that the social forms produced by 
neoliberal cognized environments are no longer societies in any traditional sense, but are in 
fact markets. Instead of Ahrets we increasingly are organized around and by corporations. 
The resulting massive loss of human livelihoods and dignity, in combination with the loss 
of ecological biodiversity and habitat, suggests that this is a world religion that has turned 
pathological. In the case of Cambodia, this pathology presents itself in the current struc-
tures of kleptocracy. That modernist frames of development and progress are inherently 
religious is a point that many Indigenous peoples have long observed. Perhaps it is time for 
the rest of the world to begin to listen, especially in the elite sectors that control structural 
power within nation-states, and even more so at the international level.26

Cambodia could begin to address this problem by reorienting the rectangular strategy 
of development around the growth of human cultural capacity and biodiverse habitat. 
This would require the RGC to reframe the national population as individual and collec-
tive stakeholders in development decisions and require their free, prior, and informed 
consent in decisions such as how to develop the land. If the RGC reoriented the wealth 
flowing into the country toward promoting the health, education, free expression, and self-
determination of the rural and urban poor, an entirely different approach to development 
could possibly emerge from civil society that would be more sustainable than the strategy 
as currently practiced. Cambodia’s heritage includes more than an unending string of brutal 
dominations. It is also rich in art, beauty, wisdom, and compassion, which offer alternative 
canonical message streams. It is important that Indigenous peoples in particular be given 
a seat at the table, as their distinctive traditions, histories, and knowledge—if nationally 
supported instead of nationally rejected—may offer strong, sustainable alternatives to the 
current models of economic development.

However, an ecological human rights-based cognized environment in Cambodia is 
unlikely to take hold so long as the larger global power structure of market-based capitalist 
development maintains its cognitive grip on the imaginations of international donors and 
investors as the only feasible way forward. The current structure provides the axioms for 
Hun Sen to continue business as usual, especially now that China has entered the picture 
as Cambodia’s largest bilateral donor.27 By analyzing this global cognized environment as 
based not simply on rational economic principles, but fundamentally grounded in religious 
imagination about the future, it may be possible to loosen this grip and open the collec-
tive imagination of otherwise reasonable donors to different ultimate postulates for human 
action. But USPs do not simply appear; they are brought into social existence through ritual 
practice. Perhaps we would do better to alter the rituals of the market and its elites in the 
hopes of developing new axioms that enhance human and ecological survival in the opera-
tional environment.  
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