
 

Politics of Rationalism Development in the Making in Peri-Urban Cambodia
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pekka Kuusela 
Master’s Thesis 
University of Helsinki 
Faculty of Social Sciences 
Department of Political and 

Economic Studies 
Discipline of Development Studies 
May, 2018  



 

ii 

 

Tiedekunta/Osasto  Fakultet/Sektion – Faculty 

 Social Sciences 

Laitos/Institution– Department 

 Political and Economic Studies 

Tekijä/Författare – Author 

 Kuusela, Pekka 

Työn nimi / Arbetets titel – Title 

 Politics of Rationalism: Development in the Making in Peri-Urban Cambodia 

Oppiaine /Läroämne – Subject 

 Development Studies 

Työn laji/Arbetets art – Level 

 Master’s Thesis 

Aika/Datum – Month and year 

 1.5.2018 

Sivumäärä/ Sidoantal – Number of pages 

 108 + annexes 

Tiivistelmä/Referat – Abstract 

This is a study of dynamics of changes in (public) modes of thinking related to value of land and of the following societal 

consequences. The topic is approached through the analysis of the decision-making mechanisms regarding farmland abdication of 

Cambodian smallholders living in an uncertain frontier on a restless move from rural to urban space. The study aims to contribute 

to a holistic comprehension of commonly observed inconsistency in affected social groups’ (public) reactions to land deals. 

 

The analysis is based upon Marxian, Gramscian, Bourdieusian, and Foucaultian theorisations. Yet only empirical evidence can 

reveal what is a case in question. This study is based on a 7,5 months ethnographic fieldwork conducted in 3 periods between 

2009 and 2017 in and around Cambodian capital, Phnom Penh and by analysing several official policy documents and dozens of 

newspaper reports. 

 

The study seeks to question the often-presented static bipolarisations, including conventional agency/structure controversy and 

power/resistance confrontation. Correspondingly, to avoid shallow interpretations, this study does not explain the on-going 

livelihood changes in the research site towards the capitalist relations as being the residents’ voluntary and preferred choice. Nor is 

the change seen as an unavoidable effect of incentives and lack of alternatives, which would trigger a need for development 

interventions to correct the calculated deficiencies to enhance the freedom of choice as a proof of inherent win-win equilibrium of 

the perfect market. 

 

Rather, especially as it turns out that development interventions actually support the so-called neoliberal logic in one way or 

another, this study underlines the (self-)governance side of the change by concentrating on dynamic aggregation mechanisms 

around opportunities and constraints opened up by tolerances of a new normal. Qualitative enquiry provides fruitful instruments to 

understand residents’ experiences, feelings, visions, mindsets, and actions at the complexity of power relationships and ever-

changing positions, strategies, and environments. 

 

The study concludes that the apolitical rationalisation of compulsion to choose selling transforms farmland sellers to individual self-

made persons responsible for their own destinies. This process also makes sellers to (publicly) consider the promoted 

development as progress and the proper model to follow. Therefore, at the end, a land title starts to mean private exclusive 

ownership, life begins to mean socio-economic competition over personal utilities, living starts to mean self-responsibility, and 

reward starts to be based on effort and productivity. 

Avainsanat – Nyckelord – Keywords 

adjustment, aggregation mechanisms, Cambodia, capitalist relations, commodification, competition, conduct, conflict of interest, 

consciousness, consent, development, ethnography, exclusion, fear, freedom of choice, governance, governmentality, incentive, 

liberalism, market society, narrative, new normal, opportunity, peri-urban, rationalism, risk analysis, strategy, uncertainty, win-win 

Säilytyspaikka – Förvaringställe – Where deposited 

  

Muita tietoja – Övriga uppgifter – Additional information 

  

 



 

iii 

 

Tiedekunta/Osasto  Fakultet/Sektion – Faculty 

 Valtiotiede 

Laitos/Institution– Department 

 Politiikan ja talouden tutkimus 

Tekijä/Författare – Author 

 Kuusela, Pekka 

Työn nimi / Arbetets titel – Title 

 Politics of Rationalism: Development in the Making in Peri-Urban Cambodia 

Oppiaine /Läroämne – Subject 

 Kehitysmaatutkimus 

Työn laji/Arbetets art – Level 

 Pro gradu -tutkielma 

Aika/Datum – Month and year 

 1.5.2018 

Sivumäärä/ Sidoantal – Number of pages 

 108 + liitteet 

Tiivistelmä/Referat – Abstract 

Tämä tutkimus tarkastelee maanhallintaan liittyvän (julkisen) ajattelutavan muutoksia ja muutosten seurauksia periurbaanilla 

alueella Kambodžassa. Tutkimuksen keskiössä ovat epäselvän ja radikaalin muutoksen tilassa elävien pienviljelijöiden 

viljelymaistaan luopumisiin liittyvät päätöksentekomekanismit. Näin tutkimus osallistuu myös yleisempään keskusteluun 

maanhallinnan muutoksista ja siitä, miten pienviljelijät (julkisesti) reagoivat muuttuviin olosuhteisiin.  

 

Tutkimus hyödyntää ennen kaikkea marxilaista, gramscilaista, bourdieuläistä ja foucault’laista teoreettista ajattelua. Työ on 

kuitenkin vahvasti empiirinen, sillä ainoastaan empiirinen aineisto ja analyysi voivat paljastaa millaisesta tapauksesta on kyse. 

Tutkimus perustuu Phnom Penhin läheisyydessä kolmessa osassa vuosien 2009 ja 2017 välillä suoritetun yhteensä 7,5 

kuukauden etnografisen kenttätutkimuksen, virallisten asiakirjojen ja sanomalehtiartikkeleiden analyyseihin.  

 

Tutkimuksen kautta kyseenalaistuvat usein esitetyt vastakkainasettelut toimijuudesta ja rakenteesta sekä vallasta ja vastarinnasta. 

Analyysi haastaa myös pinnalliset tulkinnat siitä, että tutkimuskohteessa käynnissä oleva elinolosuhteiden ja elinkeinojen muutos 

kohti kapitalistisia suhteita olisi pienviljelijöiden suosima vapaaehtoinen valinta. Tutkimus osoittaa, että pienviljelijöiden valintoja ei 

myöskään pidä tarkastella ainoastaan loogisina vastauksina markkinoiden kannustimiin ja vaihtoehtojen puutteeseen. 

Tutkimuksessa esille nousevia ongelmia ei voi korjata asiantuntijuusvetoisilla kehitysinterventioilla, jotka lähtevät 

markkinakeskeisistä analyyseista. 

 

Muutos avaa uusia mahdollisuuksia ja asettaa uusia rajoitteita. Analyysi tarkastelee muutoksen luomaa uutta normaalia ja 

painottaa siihen liittyvää (itse)hallintaa keskittymällä dynaamisiin joukkoistumismekanismeihin, jotka ohjaavat myös (julkista) 

ajattelua ja toimintaa. Laadullinen tutkimus tarjoaa tämän tutkimiseen soveltuvia instrumentteja mahdollistaen syvemmän 

ymmärryksen tutkimuskohteiden kokemuksista, tunteista, tuntemuksista, ajatuksista ja toimista heidän monimutkaisissa ja alati 

muuttuvissa ympäristöissään. 

 

Tutkimus osoittaa miten viljelymaan myymisen rationalisointi, ja siten epäpolitisointi, muokkaa pienviljelijöistä oman onnensa 

seppiä, jotka ovat vastuussa omista kohtaloistaan. Tässä prosessissa pienviljelijät mukautuvat hyväksymään annetun kehityksen 

edistyksenä ja oikeana tapana menetellä. Niinpä lopulta maanhallintaoikeus alkaa tarkoittaa poissulkevaa yksityisomaisuutta, 

elämä alkaa tarkoittaa sosioekonomista kilpailua henkilökohtaisista eduista, eläminen alkaa tarkoittaa omavastuuta ja 

palkitseminen alkaa perustua ponnisteluun ja tuottavuuteen.  

Avainsanat – Nyckelord – Keywords 

epävarmuus, etnografia, eturistiriita, (itse)hallinta, johdattaa, joukkoistumismekanismit, Kambodža, kannustin, kapitalismin suhteet, 

kaupallistaminen, kehitys, kilpailu, liberaalisuus, mahdollisuus, markkinayhteiskunta, pelko, periurbaani, poissulkeminen, 

rationaalisuus, riskianalyysi, sopeutuminen, strategia, suostumus, tarina, tietoisuus, uusi normaali, valinnanvapaus, win-win 

Säilytyspaikka – Förvaringställe – Where deposited 

  

Muita tietoja – Övriga uppgifter – Additional information 

  



 

iv 

Acknowledgements 
 

I admire people with ability to put self in someone else’s shoes. For me it has always 

been rather learning through experiencing. Therefore I feel extremely privileged for 

having had opportunities to be in several social positions at different social climates and 

environments by myself and to meet plenty of diverse people from various walks of life. 

I also feel selfishly lucky for having being able to conduct my field research for this 

study in a place in the middle of processes of profound changes. All in all, this is one of 

those moments which bring in the feeling that those irrational decisions made in the past 

are paying off. 

 

To reach this point has been a long exploration. It would not have been possible without 

my mom and dad’s tolerating forbearance. My gratitude to them is immense. The 

research itself owns everything to Yim Sambo. It is Sambo who suggested to me to pay 

attention to my research-site-to-be already in 2009, introduced me to the commune, and 

co-facilitated and interpreted interactions. Even I have always been treated in a 

welcoming and helpful manner by the residents of my research site it is Sambo who 

inspired them to sacrifice their time and energy for contributing in to my study. I 

express my boundless gratitude to Sambo, my co-pilot in this adventure. And thanks to 

Sanis for Korean translations! 

 

Similarly I am grateful to Anja Nygren and Mira Käkönen for supervising this study. 

Their patient and exceptional support, guidance, and advising have prevented this work 

from falling apart. Of course the outcome and its consistency are solely on my own 

responsibility. I would also like to thank all the staff and my fellow students in the 

discipline of Development Studies at the University of Helsinki for expanding my 

awareness in so many different ways, as have also done all those thinkers, writers, and 

bloggers who have not been named in this thesis. Luckily we do not do this for the fame 

but for the knowledge. 

 

Helsinki, 1st of May, 2018 
 
Pekka Kuusela 



 

v 

Contents 

1 Introduction .............................................................................................................. 1 

2 Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................ 7 

2.1 Agency vs. Structure? ........................................................................................ 8 

2.1.1 Framing the Set ......................................................................................... 10 

2.2 Agency as Capacity to Act ............................................................................... 12 

2.2.1 Literature Review of few Empirical Evidences ........................................ 15 

2.2.2 Power and Resistance ............................................................................... 18 

2.2.3 Will to Power, a.k.a. Power and Resistance as Benefitting ...................... 21 

2.3 Agency as Instrument ...................................................................................... 23 

2.3.1 Consent as Agency ................................................................................... 25 

2.3.2 Mode of Thinking as Governmentality .................................................... 27 

2.4 Building and Maintaining Structure ................................................................ 28 

2.4.1 Commodification of Land, Labour, Money, and Conduct ....................... 28 

2.4.2 Liberal Market Society as the End of Development................................. 30 

2.4.3 Development as Governance .................................................................... 34 

2.4.4 Revolt as Market Disturbance .................................................................. 36 

3 Methodology and Material ..................................................................................... 39 

3.1 Contextual Framework .................................................................................... 39 

3.2 Methodological Framework ............................................................................. 56 

3.3 Analytical Framework ..................................................................................... 66



 

vi 

4 Analytical Description of Empirical Context ......................................................... 69 

4.1 Reading the World Bank’s Policy Papers ........................................................ 70 

4.1.1 Pacification ............................................................................................... 70 

4.1.2 Economic Rationalisation ......................................................................... 71 

4.1.3 Institutional Reformation .......................................................................... 72 

4.1.4 Income Generation ................................................................................... 73 

4.1.5 Conduction through Incitement ................................................................ 74 

4.1.6 Conflict of Interests .................................................................................. 75 

4.1.7 Will to Improve ........................................................................................ 77 

4.1.8 Déjà Vu ..................................................................................................... 80 

4.2 Ethnographic Interpretation of Peri-Urban Cambodia ..................................... 81 

4.2.1 Individualisation ....................................................................................... 87 

4.2.2 Land Selling Dynamics ............................................................................ 89 

4.2.3 Resistive Agency and Passivating Structure ............................................ 91 

4.2.4 Development ............................................................................................. 94 

5 Analysis and Discussion ......................................................................................... 97 

6 Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 105 

Bibliography ................................................................................................................. 109 

Appendix ...................................................................................................................... 119 

 



 

1 

1 Introduction 
 

My research question in this thesis is very simple: why do poor smallholders of a 

Cambodian village sell their farmlands? And more precisely – as with my empirical 

social events – why do they apparently voluntarily change from smallholders to tenant 

farmers and eventually to landless labourers even when they are aware of it? Especially 

when rural farming is their skill, tradition, culture, identity, and livelihood. And 

especially when land tenure is seen as what poor farmers want and need, and is thus 

emphasised through different land reforms, such as Cambodia’s land titling programs. 

To find out the smallholders’ motives for their own agrarian transition and if those 

motives are “rational” or produced – or rationally produced – are important topics to 

study because first of all they reveal some fundamentals about human decision-making 

helping thus also to dismantle simplified bipolarisations and secondly if “development” 

is a natural progress where injustices and malpractices are only fixable failure modes, or 

is it just another governed direction of transformation with inherent conflicts of 

interests. 

 

I approach this enigma from the angle of social sciences, and more precisely through the 

discipline of development studies. Some people consider development studies 

equivalent to development economics, some see it as an applied science for 

development aid, I instead move further from economics, managerialism, and 

administration towards political development studies where the fundamental questions 

are the same ones as in political economics: who wins and who loses, and why and how, 

but paying more attention to surrounding historical socio-political environments and 

climates. Thus my research question expands to a commonly shared amazement by 

fellow researchers about “the varied political reactions to land deals by affected social 

groups” (Edelman, Oya, and Borras, 2013, p. 1518). 

 

My guidebook for this thesis is Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation: the Political 

and Economic Origins of Our Time from 1944. It frames my theorisations by laying 

grounds for understanding profound changes industrial capitalism driven modernisation 

brings along and the permanent nature of conflict of interest. The main paradigm I rely 

on in this thesis is Polanyi’s rarely used notion of market society, an idea that through 
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industrial capitalism human society and social relationships became embedded in the 

economic system – not vice versa as they used to be. In market society labour, land (i.e. 

natural resources), and money become commodities which have to be available. There 

is also more need for stability and predictability. Through colonialism, imperialism, 

economic rationalism, and developmentalism the idea of market society has been and is 

been – not necessarily always intentionally – dispersed all over the world and thus made 

global (e.g. Luxemburg, [1913] 1951; League of Nations, 1920; Easterly, 2002, 2006; 

Hoogvelt, 2001; Escobar, 1995; UN, 1962; Martinussen, 1997; Rist, 2002; Friedman, 

1995; Williamson, 2004; ILO, 1976; North, 1990; Stiglitz, 1998a, 1998b; UN, 2000; 

Stiglitz et al., 2006; Li, 2007). Hence my point of view in this thesis could be described 

as euro-centric. 

 

Furthermore, this thesis grew up to be a very personal endeavour. At first it was 

supposed to be built around power dynamics and their consequences in the context of 

access to irrigation in a rice cultivating Cambodian village. But as that issue was pretty 

much sorted out by a technical innovation (i.e. gasoline, generator, pump, and pipe) to 

utilise ground water straight beneath the farmlands, and as the location and environment 

of the village right next to the capital city Phnom Penh (separated by the Mekong River) 

without any formal land use planning made it tempting in investor-wise, and as that 

temptation was starting to get visible forms, I became able to approach the village more 

from the development perspective. At the same time I realised that I could reflect my 

frustration both at the development industry and at orthodox economists’ societal 

hegemony – and also my personal experiences of disintegrations of national and global 

identities – on this case, as well. Thus my standpoint in this thesis is critical. 

 

As this is ultimately a personal journey, I have written it into a form that reflects the 

accretion. At the same time I hope it will make reading easier also for those who have 

not yet deeply familiarised themselves with concepts, theories, and practices of social 

sciences. I was not either, so this thesis shows also the personal progress. I think this 

approach is meaningful in a sense that to have some real societal impact research must 

make a phenomenon publicly visible and thus create public debate around it so that it 

enters political agenda as well. For that reason I have tried to keep the text dialogical, 

too. 
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My viewpoint of reflecting the world through the frame of market society takes global 

endeavour for economic liberalisation, macroeconomic stabilisation, and capitalist 

relations as given. For developmentalists economic liberalisation supports liberal 

democratisation, as demonstrated in the World Bank’s (Deininger and Byerlee et al., 

2011, p. 113) argument that “[e]ven in countries that lack elected local government 

structures, potential outside investment provides an opportunity to put in place 

structures that can institutionalize participation and create the preconditions for the 

emergence of democratic structures by creating revenue at the local level.” For Sen 

(1999, p. 262) this kind of development would be natural progress because the idea of 

justice or fairness “does not have to be artificially created in the human mind ... through 

moral bombardment or ethical haranguing” because the space for it “already exists”. 

 

But there are also other donors, who do not necessary share all the same objectives with 

developmentalists. China, whose influence on Cambodia has been growing fast again, 

for example supports economic liberalisation but not really political liberalisation. For 

developmentalists economic liberalisation without liberal democratisation creates a 

dangers of rent-seeking activities and exploitation of natural resources in an 

unsustainable manner (e.g. WB, 1997, p. 9), a reality which is happening in Cambodia 

in a large scale violating hence many citizens’ sense of their rights and entitlements.  

 

Even though developmentalists share the idea that the “underutilised resources” should 

be transferred to “the most productive users” because it should increase economic 

growth and hence reduce poverty (e.g. WB, 2007, p. 9), they urge that the transfer 

should be done according to the law of supply and demand between buyer and seller in 

respect of freedom of choice, in other words, through well-functioning markets where 

sellers compete with one another and buyers compete with one another setting thus the 

price right and hence making the transaction free, rational, mutual, legit, just, and 

contracted. Hence, as Sen (1999, p. 249) sees it, “we need behavioural norms and 

reasoning that allow us to achieve what we try to achieve.”  

 

In this sense, Carothers (2002, p. 8) have noticed that developmentalists “have tended to 

hold very high expectations for what the establishment of regular, genuine elections will 
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do for democratization. Not only will elections give new postdictatorial governments 

democratic legitimacy, they believe, but the elections will serve to broaden and deepen 

political participation and the democratic accountability of the state to its citizens.” 

Indeed, in Cambodia organisation of national elections for a constituent assembly was 

one of the first tasks the United Nations engaged itself with after the Paris agreements in 

1991, and today the World Bank (WB, 2016, p. 15) praises how the government has 

made “significant governance achievements” when directing the post-conflict Cambodia 

towards “political stability and reduction of violence”. 

 

However, political paternalism has abode in Cambodian political culture in spite of 

changing political and economic systems. It does not matter if the model for 

‘democracy’ or ‘development’ comes from Maoist or libertarian utopias, still politics 

are carried out through khsae networks1 with one supreme authority at the apex of it, 

and this authority has been all the time the prime minister Hun Sen.2 Hence it indeed 

seems that elections have given the old sovereign new post-dictatorial democratic 

legitimacy, at least in the eyes of developmentalists, making thus all donors actually 

supporting – directly or indirectly – prevailing political harmony in Cambodia. 

 

In the end, developmentalists have assumed that economic liberalisation along liberal 

democratisation will empower people to participate in deciding and acting for their own 

development priorities – in other words, to be champions of their own destiny. By 

creating and strengthening civil society developmentalists believe to be able to push 

forward the needed institutional change. This has clearly not been the outcome in 

Cambodia, even though sometimes, when the feeling of injustice or oppression grows 

big enough and khsae networks do not provide enough protection, Cambodians do stand 

up and confront their powerful superiors, for example in cases of resource-grabbing and 

labour issues. 

 

Of course, academic research should have some academic impact as well. This can be 

confirmation, abolishment, or modification of existing concepts and theories, or creation 

                                                 
1 Networks of social relationships based on support and protection. 
2 Max Weber’s concept of patrimonialism describes a system where power is personified in a sovereign 

to whom everyone else is directly accountable. 
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of new ones. In this thesis I hope to be able to contribute to a holistic understanding of 

“development” powers, dynamics, and processes; their consequences on people’s lives, 

and people’s reactions on them – in other words, mechanisms and dynamics of 

consequences. In this context my driving force has been the often repeated wonder of 

people’s seemingly apathetic attitude to apparent (personal) unequal mistreatments. And 

more precisely – as with my empirical social phenomenon – why do the same people’s 

reactions to seemingly similar incidences fluctuate? 

 

Inside social sciences humans are depicted through the full spectrum from truly 

independent individuals to members of different social collectives3. In Chapter 2 I try to 

make some sense out of that diversity by exploring different theoretical formulations 

created to explain, or rather predict, human conduct, which actually stems from human 

decision-making. The chapter begins with a short presentation of three different 

approaches to preferred societal development and assumptions and goals behind them. 

From there I try to figure out reasons for these differences in understanding when the 

objective, societal improvement, is, nevertheless, shared. Naturally – as disagreements 

around the issue implicate – as the perfect solution is still to be found, there are also 

discontentment by at least some of the so-called beneficiaries with interventions aimed 

at bringing societal improvement amidst them. Therefore I am also interested in 

humans’ repertoire of agency (as capacity to act) from theoretical perspective to 

practical perspective. Realisation of structural conduction leads me finally to look 

reality from the perspective of agency (as instrument), which I then reflect on the 

dominant development paradigm. 

 

If Chapter 2 is about my theoretical framework then Chapter 3 consists of my 

methodological, contextual, and analytical frameworks for this thesis. Lund (2014, p. 

225) defines social sciences as “the empirical sciences of historical reality.” For him this 

contextuality differentiates social sciences from natural sciences by making it non-

                                                 
3 Some conceptual differentiations have been made. Methodological individualism refers to the idea 

that all social phenomena can be reduced to independent, rational individuals whose preferences are 
given and constrained only by prices and incomes, whereas in ontological individualism individuals are 
seen interacting with each other thus creating social groups, events, and processes. Methodological 
holism, then, is opposite to methodological individualism as it explains all human action through social 
structures. 
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unequivocal. Thus social sciences is not so much about absolute truths but rather about 

humans’ subjective interpretations, feelings, and emotions in the realm of variety and 

complexity of human observations, perceptions, experiences, preferences, visions, and 

motivations – and consequences for and of all of these. Yet Lund assures that social 

sciences produces knowledge all the same, it is just a different kind of science than 

natural sciences. Social phenomena and events do not just exist, they are consequences 

of something. 

 

In my description of my research methodology for this thesis I start with the 

juxtaposition Lund presents. For not getting lost in nuances I need to make some 

simplifications and generalisations in the beginning, but later on I work my way through 

to a detailed conclusion related to my own discipline of development studies and 

simultaneously present the most suitable approach to interrogate my empirical social 

phenomenon. The chapter continues by applying both my theoretical and 

methodological frameworks straight away in a try to understand better the contextual 

framework of my empirical social phenomenon. The chapter ends by a description of 

the collection of my field research material and how the actual research data is produced 

and analysed out of it. 

 

In Chapter 4 I then use those analytical categories exposed in the preceding chapters to 

unveil an empirical context for my empirical social phenomenon. At first I examine 

ruptures in developmentalists’ transition paradigms and pinpoint what sort of reality 

they have produced in Cambodia, and how that reality is reproduced. I continue by 

reflecting that produced reality onto my empirical social events to see what kind of 

reality it produces in the Cambodian village of Ta Chou, and how that reality affects on 

the villagers’ decision-making. 

 

Finally Chapter 5 ends my analytical movements around my empirical social 

phenomenon and exposes what my empirical social events are a case of by delving into 

social aggregation mechanisms and their societal implications. Moreover, I further that 

line of thought towards the concept of governance. Chapter 6 digests the constructed 

ensemble and concludes by presenting a direction to forward investigations. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
 

As mentioned, there is no consensus among the social scientists when it comes to 

human conduct. I make some simplifications and generalisations here at the start as they 

help to see the boundaries of my inquiry. Surely the reality is not as intransigent as I 

might imply here at the beginning, but then again extreme examples can be found from 

the past when systems of thoughts of individualistic liberalism, collective equality, and 

conservative inwardness have collided4. 

 

Where economic rationalists’ approach differs from the most other social scientific ones 

is that whereas they consider natural state of humans as free, independent, equal, 

informed, and logical – i.e. apolitical – players with strong competition drive and 

individual qualities at the mutual game field with shared rules, other social scientists 

stress the coercive natures of hierarchical socio-economic positions and political 

struggles over access.  

 

This traditional controversy is my point of departure for various analytical movements 

which all contribute to the outcome of this thesis. As Rousseau ([1754] 1913, p. 168) 

advices, “[f]or how shall we know the source of inequality between [humans], if we do 

not begin by knowing [human]kind?” Knowing this is important also because societal 

improvement theories – and especially their practices – are built on narratives of 

sustainable, long-run inequality reduction. To be aware of the fundamentals of these 

theories is important for my research because they help to spot differences – and 

similarities – in logics and in emphasises in modes of thinking, which I can eventually 

reflect on my empirical events to see which logical path(s) they follow (if any) and why 

(or why not). 

 

I start with quickly presenting three societal improvement theories, from where I take a 

sightseeing tour around the subject to reach finally a conclusion. My purpose is to 

weave a web within the frame I create to spot nodes and nuances which could 

                                                 
4 For example, Polanyi himself lived through a very turbulent era when Laissez-Faire was challenged by 

Communism, and later both of them by Nazism. For him (Polanyi, 1944) the reason why these 
collisions can become messy is individuals’ (and social groups’) natural tendency to self-preservation. 
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theoretically explain decision-making of people of my empirical field research. 

Ultimately I tie found nodes to a holistic bundle, exposing thus mechanisms and 

dynamics which altogether shape realities, and interpretations of them. 

 

2.1 Agency vs. Structure? 
 

Since the Second World War5 dominant development theories have been built on the 

assumption of economic growth as the precondition for development. Economic 

growth, then, is defined as increase in economy’s capacity to produce goods and 

services. The main factors believed to be affecting positively to this capacity – in 

addition to natural resources – are new economic sources, technical change, 

specialisation, and growing (and preferably cheap) labour force. In addition, there is a 

need to put these ingredients to work, which in the development context is seen to 

require capital in forms of domestic savings and global investments. Economic 

rationalists’ theory is that this acquired capital must be directed to those individuals who 

will invest it in ways that take advantage of mentioned factors and produce something 

economically viable. Narrative still continues by proclaiming that created new jobs by 

economic growth will guarantee trickle-down of the concentrated capital to the poorer 

strata, too, through the market mechanism.6 (E.g. Galenson and Leibenstein, 1955; 

Rostow, 1960; Chang, 2010, Thing 13; Todaro and Smith, 2003, pp. 227-229.) 

 

                                                 
5 Term “the stage of the development” is already mentioned in the Covenant of the League of Nations to 

justify the mandate system in areas “inhabited by peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under 
the strenuous conditions of the modern world” (League of Nations, 1920, Article 22, p. 55). 

6 In 1803 a French economist Jean-Baptiste Say introduced the Law of Markets. This so-called Say’s law 
says that supply creates its own demand and that all income will be spent (i.e. savings are fully 
invested). Another contemporary classical economist, David Ricardo, built on Say’s law and came to a 
conclusion that income should be directed to the hands of capitalists (in Ricardo’s reality there were 
only three classes (capitalists (profit), landowners (rent), and workers ((subsistence) wage)) and no 
individuals as such) as they would create profit (i.e. savings) which then would increase investment 
which would be beneficial for the whole society. 

Neo-classical Growth Theory shares the classical idea of importance of capital accumulation and how 
it is used. In Trickle-Down Economics (and in Supply-Side Economics) the Laffer Curve is used as a 
justification for tax breaks for the producers of growth – i.e. businesses, investors, savers, owners, 
entrepreneurs, etc. – as tax cuts are supposed to boost economic productivity, i.e. to stimulate 
economic growth, and thus actually increase tax revenue, not to mention all new created jobs, 
reduced social expenditure, and cheaper products. So, at the end all members of society will benefit. 
And even more so when the Kuznets’ Curve – which predicts increasing equality in income distribution 
over time as economy develops (a sort of trickle-down, too) – is also taken into account. 
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Critical political economists strongly contest economic rationalists’ win-win scenario by 

underlining the rules of competition and pursuit of profit. Instead of reducing income 

inequality the market mechanism is seen to cause over-accumulation of capital for few, 

which then demand highly profitable global investment opportunities. So, a tendency to 

seek for maximal profit in the pressure of competition does not only lead to low salaries 

and substitution of capital for labour in production, but also to investing in non-

productive forms of profit creation and speculation. Thus, according to critical political 

economists, the outcome of the market mechanism is capital accumulation by 

dispossession, reserve army of workers, and increasing immiseration of the growing 

proletariat. Therefore they see that to enhance the trickle-down effect – in addition to 

regulation – more effort should be given to increase lower classes’ political power 

through association.7 (E.g. Polanyi, 1944; Kuznets, 1955; Oman and Wignaraja, 1991; 

Harvey, 2003; Li, 2011.) 

 

So, both – economic rationalists and critical political economists – believe in necessity 

of economic growth but differentiate from each other by questions if growth and cost-

effectiveness should be maximised or not and how the fruits of growth should be 

distributed8. At the opposite extreme to the thought of economic rationalism is the idea 

                                                 
7 Also Karl Marx admired Ricardo and built on his Labour Theory of Value. Whereas Ricardo was merely 

pondering about the price of commodity Marx tried to understand the value of commodity. He came 
to a conclusion that only labour created new value, which was then transferred to commodities made 
with capital (i.e. the means of production). The question of the relation between price and value of 
commodity led Marx to the concept of surplus value (portion of the total value of commodity (created 
by labour) not paid in wages), which was the source of non-producers’ (usually the capitalist) profits 
(profit is an essential part of capitalism, it does not work without it). Marx realised that capitalists 
could not really affect on prices of the means of productions (he called this constant capital), therefore 
their profit must come from the other instrument in the production of commodities, i.e. labour (this 
he called variable capital). Competition with the fellow capitalists forced them to find ways to increase 
the rate of surplus value. Once the working hours of labour (i.e. lower relative wages if the wages stay 
the same) could not be increased anymore (absolute surplus value) the only way to do this was to 
make production more efficient (relative surplus value). Now a capitalist could not only sell her/his 
commodity more cheaply but also increase the profit as fewer workers were needed for production, 
production was faster, and demand for products higher. But Marx saw that the rate of profit must 
decline when production becomes more and more capital-intensive as only variable capital is capable 
of producing profit. According to Marx this will eventually lead to the concentration of capital as more 
and more capitalists drop out from the competition and join the proletariat themselves. Thus 
simultaneously with the concentration of capital the value of labour power diminishes. 

8 In the 1970s McNamara (1973) argued that the rural poor’s incentives to become more productive 
were severely eroded as growth was not equitably reaching them, and the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) (1972) noticed a large amount of urban hard working, efficient, and innovative 
people living in absolute poverty because they lacked links with formal sectors. To the World Bank 
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of “the ‘alternative-development’ niche” (Li, 2014, p. 5). According to Li, alternativists 

often interpret the (rural) poor as culturally authentic and subsistence orientated “people 

living tranquilly in harmony with nature and with each other” (p. 15), and with 

committed and balanced “attachment to their lands, forests, and communities, and their 

capacities for self-government” (p. 10). To alternativists poor communities’ alleged 

“culturally rich and environmentally sustainable ways of life” (p. 9) are constantly 

under external threat by corporations and state agencies when their lifestyles should 

instead be protected, conserved, and promoted. Alternativists deem that this is also what 

the poor themselves want. 

 

2.1.1 Framing the Set 
 

Alternativists’ approach reflects rather static than dynamic worldview, which is 

emphasised more by critical political economists and especially by economic 

rationalists. The main difference between the latter two – which both essentially see 

humans as subjects with self-interests – is in their stance on institutions. Economic 

rationalists emphasise individualism and free market over society and regulation, which 

in turn hold central positions to critical political economists. To put the same in other 

words, economic rationalists see that state should intervene in individuals’ lives as little 

as possible, whereas critical political economists see a seed of havoc in (economic) non-

planning (which in Marx’s concept of historical materialism will eventually lead to 

communism)9. Thus the paradox becomes to be that for both economic rationalists and 

critical political economists ‘structures’ is the obstacle to overcome, it is just a question 

of which are the obstructing structures, can they ever be abolished, and what follows if 

they are abolished – especially in poverty and inequality-wise. 

                                                                                                                                               
(Chenery et al., 1974) this all translated as the poor’s lack of capital stock ownership. The Bank also 
saw that transformation of poverty groups into more productive members of society was likely to raise 
incomes of all in the long-run. The view that empowering the poor to be fully contributing members of 
market society is beneficial also in nations’ economic growth sense is reinforced by e.g. Berg and 
Ostry’s (2011) conclusion that in addition of promoting growth, equality also makes it more 
sustainable in the long-run. Indeed, nowadays “developing” is moving more from ‘poverty reduction’ 
towards ‘equality’ (e.g. UNDP, 2016). 

9 However, Marx himself was an internationalist for who nation state appeared as a bourgeois 
construction. Also, Marx did not foresee the rise of the middle class. Instead he predicted that it would 
die out leaving only the classes of proletariat and bourgeoisie left. Neither did he realise that the 
bourgeoisie would allow the proletariat to associate into trade unions which would aim to improve the 
workers’ wages and conditions inside the capitalist system itself. 
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Economic rationalists’ optimism on individuals’ independent choices could be 

explained by the classical preference theory under the utilitarian view of morality10. 

Independent choices are done in the framework of available opportunities. Economists’ 

perspective on the process of choosing from alternatives – or trade-offs as they are 

sometimes called – is based on benefit and cost calculations: rational human being takes 

an action only if s/he believes that it will help in gaining personal objectives – this is 

called as thinking at the margin. But still it is agreed that humans’ decision-making can 

be altered as people respond to incentives.11 All this makes one wonder how are these 

‘preferences’, ‘objectives’, ‘opportunities’, ‘believes’, and ‘incentives’ actually 

moulded. How, why, and by who are they produced and reproduced? How do 

individuals actually make their decisions and on what grounds?  

 

In mainstream economics’ simplified models also the answer is simple: humans are 

perfectly informed and rational by their nature and therefore constantly attempting to 

maximise their personal utility in given environment. Thus economic rationalists’ moral 

sentiment follows rather consequentialist idea of the end – the greatest happiness (which 

is the sum of (positive) pleasures and (negative) pains) for the greatest number – 

justifying the means, whereas Marxian tradition instead build more on Kant’s ([1785] 

2002) categorical imperative saying that humans should not be treated only as means for 

selfish purposes but always as ends themselves. 

 

Furthermore, according to Marxian tradition (Marx, [1961] 2007), humans’ rationalism 

is corrupted by their alienation from their “true” social beings without them even being 

aware of it. In market society this happens through competition between individuals 

over work, resources, money, and commodities. In other words, humans start to value 

things over people, which in Marxian tradition is seen as a dehumanising fetish against 

which they will stand up to resist once they become aware of it.12  

                                                 
10 In his article Oppenheimer (2010, pp. 1149-1158) describes a development path of rational choice 

theory. 
11 Mankiw (2011) presents a list of 10 principles of economics of which I refer here to the first four ones. 
12 In Marx’s reality of class struggle class consciousness evolves from ‘class in Itself’ to ‘class for Itself’. 

This means that once workers become aware of their exploitation they first direct their action against 
individual capitalists, and once they become conscious of their class identity they start proletarian 
revolution. 
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Indeed, Lukes (2011) questions utilitarian interpretation of individuals as the best 

experts of their own personal interests. He sees that “[p]eople can be deluded and 

delude themselves about what is in their interests” because they “can be subject to the 

power of others and of themselves” (p. 24). Gramsci ([1929-1935] 1971), in turn, shake 

the idea of economic determinism by claiming that social change lies rather in the 

domain of ideas than economy13. He created the concept of hegemony to explain how 

ideologies are transformed into cultures, i.e. naturalised. For Gramsci hegemony is 

mainly a negotiation process between the dominant social group and the majority of 

subordinates who will either accept the presented worldview as “common sense” or will 

resist it14. In this sense hegemony is rather about conscious domination. 

 

Hence that before mentioned given environment where human beings attempt to 

maximise their personal utility is framed not only by physical and economic forces but 

also by what in Marxian tradition is called false consciousness, meaning that individuals 

can never be perfectly informed and rational. Rather their consciousness – which direct 

their actions – is produced by discourses and narratives. Althusser ([1970] 2001, pp. 85-

126) goes even that far that he comes to a conclusion that humans’ consciousnesses are 

largely structured by “ideological state apparatuses”. 

 

2.2 Agency as Capacity to Act 
 

So far I have sketched two extreme interpretations of human agency: humans by nature 

essentially in rational conflict (in the field of economics) and humans by nature 

essentially in rational co-operation (in the field of social), but – as viewed by the 
                                                 
13 The idea of economic determinism is that everything in society is subordinate to its substructure (i.e. 

economic system) which determines superstructure of cultural institutions (e.g. laws, customs, 
government, religion, etc.). In Marxian thinking superstructure reflects interests of the ruling class and 
its function is to protect them. For Marx, superstructure changes (i.e. societal change) only when 
substructure changes because (technological) change in the forces of production demands different 
kind of relations of production. Gramsci’s point is that explaining superstructure by economic factors 
only is too simple; it includes manipulation of social consciousness as well. This is possible through the 
dominant social group’s prestige to establish ‘spontaneous consent’ across the society with the help of 
cultural institutions (especially the mass media). Coercive power is then used on minorities which do 
not voluntarily submit to this naturalised superstructure. 

14 Weber presents the concept of authority as the legitimate form of power, i.e. power accepted by the 
subordinates. Authority can be based on tradition, charisma, and/or legal-rationalism. 
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extremists of the both camps – deluded into uniform objects orchestrated by the 

Establishment. Somewhere between is Bourdieu’s ([1979] 1984; [1980] 1990; 1993) 

view that humans’ consciousnesses are internalised through dispositions acquired in the 

early life in the framework of social milieu so that individual’s aspirations and 

expectations to succeed or fail are strongly shaped already at one’s childhood15. But 

Bourdieu leaves some leeway by recognising different types and volumes of capital that 

humans possess16. He claims that even if these capitals are partly inherited as 

dispositions, they can be acquired, accumulated, and struggled over in complexity of 

diverse fields through life career. Thus it is rather personal capitals bounded by past 

experiences of habitus that shape individual’s possibilities for action inside the domain 

of fields’ particular constraints and opportunities. 

 

Ribot and Peluso (2003, p. 164) present a similar idea in a way that “[t]he ability to 

benefit from resources is mediated by constraints [and opportunities] established by the 

specific political-economic and cultural frames within which access to resources is 

sought.” But rather than concentrating exclusively on dispositions, capitals, and fields 

Ribot and Peluso recommend to pay more attention in to access relations which stem 

from individuals’ or social groups’ positions and powers within various, always 

transforming social relationships. Thus it is actually social relations within complicated 

webs of power that constrain or enable individuals benefitting from – or being harmed 

by – resources, or, to use Bourdieusian terminology, actions – or inactions, for that 

matter. Therefore the question is not so much about possibilities for action, it is more 

about consequences – or even rather the variety of (un)consciously calculated 

assumingly plausible consequences – of action. To simplify, basically everyone has a 

possibility and access to steal food, but does an actor benefit from or is s/he harmed by 

the action (if s/he is caught) depends on her/his social prestige and the prevailing socio-

legal climate – in other words, the level of her/his impunity. Thus the actor becomes 

more relevant than the act itself. 

 

However, as Ribot and Peluso (2003, p. 158) notice, “[d]ifferent political-economic 

circumstances change the terms of access and may therefore change the specific 
                                                 
15 The concept Bourdieu uses to describe this is habitus. 

16 Bourdieu has recognised four main kinds of capital: economic, cultural, social, and symbolic. 
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individuals or groups most able to benefit from a set of resources.”17 Swartz’s (2002, p. 

66S), interpreting Bourdieu, claims that humans react to changing conditions so that 

“where the gap between field opportunities and habitus expectations is considerable, 

this sets the stage for retreat (or exit) as the habitus self-selects out of those fields, or 

crisis as the habitus stays and protests.” In her conceptualisation of power Clemens 

(2016, p. 18), in the guidance of Albert O. Hirschman18, adds more dimensions to 

humans’ action pattern by suggesting that individuals have several ways to respond to 

others’ demands: “loyalty, or continuing as before despite dissatisfaction; voice, or an 

effort to engage with the source of dissatisfaction in order to improve the situation; or 

exit.” Whereas loyalty and acquiesce contribute to the ruling elite’s domination19 – or at 

least to the status quo – even passively, exit actually possesses agency as retreating 

critics strengthen the ruling elite’s domination. Clemens (p. 18) summarises this by 

saying that “loyalty [and acquiesce] and exit will figure as important mechanisms for 

the reproduction and transformation of political orders.” 

 

However, in addition to self-centered individualism, humans, in general, have also 

tendency to solidarity, which I define as (invisible) acts of concert, support, and/or 

compassion – in other words, sympathy, including its most extreme form empathy for 

those with conflicting interests. Possibility for invisibility relates solidarity also to 

Kuran’s (1995, p. ix) concept of preference falsification – “the act of misrepresenting 

one's wants under perceived social pressures” – and translates as individual may have 

very radical thoughts but acts conservatively in public, and maybe recklessly in private 

(or vice versa if gets carried away by crowd)20. Thus, solidarity is a force which has 

powers to strengthen, gnaw, and weaken political orders. 

 

Resistance – which Swartz calls protest and Clemens voice – on the other hand, merely 

challenges political orders. Foucault’s ([1976] 1978, p. 95) perspective is that “[w]here 

there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is 

                                                 
17 Cf. substructure – superstructure framework (in the footnote 13). 
18 Hirschman, A. O. 1970. Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations and 

States. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
19 In this formulation ‘loyalty’ is seen as loyalty to the ruling social groups. Of course loyalty can also be 

for resistance, for example. 
20 Related concepts are ‘bystander apathy’, ‘pluralistic ignorance’, and ‘false consensus bias’. 
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never in a position of exteriority in relation to power.”21 But when does this dispersed 

resistance then evolve to a countermovement, to use Polanyi’s (1944) concept? This 

question – along the growing understanding of social relations role in human decision-

making – enlarges my perspective on humans from misinformed, yet autonomous 

(in)actors to misinformed, but interdependent (un)participators in collective action. 

 

2.2.1 Literature Review of few Empirical Evidences 
 

However, I introduce here first a few empirical field researches to concretise some 

points I have presented above, and also to further my inquiry. Weber ([1918] 1978, p. 

53) defines power as “the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be 

in a position to carry out his own will despite resistance, regardless of the basis on 

which this probability rests.” One way to carry out one’s own (deluded) will despite 

resistance is of course violence, or a threat of it. In Cambodian context this can be 

witnessed for example in land grabbings, labour disputes, and attempts to ensure 

political dominance22. 

 

A more sophisticated manner is presented by Li (2007) who describes how 

developmentalists use their self-proclaimed expertise in identifying the poor’s 

behavioural deficiencies to improve their conduct. Li paints a picture where 

developmentalists are driven by altruistic will to correct conditions for better wellbeing 

of the poor, which they see being inherently associated with economic rationalism. 

Resistance by the poor, as Li (p. 10) points out, is doomed to fail as it is seen as the 

poor’s failure to understand what is best for them, or for the society at large23. At the 

end, the undesired conduct is tamed by disciplining structures and mechanisms. 

 

                                                 
21 Foucault challenges the juridical model of power by claiming that it is not something that can be 

possessed but something that surrounds us all.  
22 A media example of each categories: http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/construction-begins-

bloody-eviction-site (also a good example of overall dynamics around land issues in Cambodia), 
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/labour-unrest-continues (also a good example of labour 
dynamics in Cambodia), http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/opposition-protesters-will-be-
beaten-banh (also a good example of Cambodian political intimidation). All sites accessed 22.5.2017. 

23 Li’s (2007, p. 270) sentence in its entirety goes “[r]esistance, or failure to achieve a program’s stated 
aims, comes to be ‘construed as further proof of the need to reinforce and extend the power of the 
experts.’” This need is related to “[t]he will to improve ... all in the name of improvement.” 
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Li (2014), though, explains also how this wanted conduct can be achieved simply by 

narratives, discourses, and commodification. She observed how poor Sulawesi highland 

farmers changed their livelihood patterns without any apparent coercive intervention to 

incorporate them into “capitalist imperatives of efficiency[, competition,] and profit” (p. 

8). All-embracing utilities promised in the narrative of economic rationalism made 

headmen to desire for modernity which “set in motion the profound economic and 

cultural shifts” (p. 13). The headmen’s vision was generally shared by highlanders who 

needed money to sustain their livelihoods as the factors of their production had become 

commodities. The self-taken decision to change to moneywise more profitable tree 

crops in farming led to the individualisation of land rights, creating thus a market for the 

land. Competition over profit led to accumulation of capital for some and immiseration 

for some others who had to search survival from capitalist relations. Thus the nature of 

market changed from opportunity to compulsion. 

 

Auyero and Swistun (2009) also pay attention on narrative and discursive manipulations 

by showing how “government officials, company personnel, physicians, teachers, 

journalists, and lawyers” (p. 5) affect on the poor’s understanding about hazardousness 

of their polluted environment in an Argentine shantytown. Here also it is “external” 

authorities and experts with access to certain knowledge, techniques, and technologies 

who make convincing arguments around the topic. But in cases like this, vested interests 

– inside the frame of tolerated objectives – produce diverse and conflicting, selective 

and even misguiding information from which the poor shape their perceptions of a 

phenomenon. This haziness of truth is amplified even more by the poor themselves. 

Versions of history, rumours, and hearsays are heard, created, and circulated as actors 

try to make sense of the phenomenon and advance their own interests in the midst of the 

conflict of interests.24 

 

So, socially and politically produced individual experiences merge together to form 

collective knowledge (or lack thereof) of the phenomenon, and thus also influence 

                                                 
24 ‘Cognitive dissonance’ is Festinger’s ([1957] 1962, p. 3) concept based on “the existence of nonfitting 

relations among cognitions ... [i.e. among] knowledge, opinion, or belief about the environment, about 
oneself, or about one's behavior”, and as such “a motivating factor in its own right. ... Cognitive 
dissonance reduction can be seen as an antecedent condition which leads to activity oriented towards 
dissonance reduction just as hunger leads to activity oriented towards hunger reduction.” 
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heavily on individual cognitive dissonance reduction processes25. This knowledge 

cannot ever be “the truth”, though, but only noise of social and political domination 

around it.26 Therefore the complexity and haziness of human decision-making should be 

accepted when trying to explain human (in)action and social phenomenon behind or 

based on it. This is done by Auyero and Swistun (2009) by realising – when they try to 

find out “why poor people sometimes accept deadly subordination” (p. 6) – that in a 

place where “risk is constantly normalized, we … need to resort to an alternative 

framework, one that makes the perpetuation of ignorance, mistake, and confusion the 

center of analysis” (p. 8). But they also acknowledge challenges of this move away from 

the sharp edges of binary dichotomies by recognising that “when confronted not with 

cognitive liberation and protest but with the reproduction of ignorance, doubts, 

disagreements, and fears, we are at an analytical and theoretical loss” (p. 8). For their 

part, Ribot and Peluso (2003) have worked on to clarify similar loss around the notion 

of access by reconceptualising it to be comprehended not only as ‘right’ but also as 

‘ability’ to benefit from things. This conceptual broadening enlarges ‘access’ to cover 

not only the field of law but also the fields of social and political, thus revealing 

constraining and enabling mechanisms27. 

 

But when it comes to practise, Auyero and Swistun (2009) notice that literature about 

contamination concentrates yet in (seemingly) clear cases of domination by powerful vs. 

resistance with both sides having solid, collective understanding of the objective reality. 

The situation is akin in land grabbing literature, which can be seen closely related to my 

empirical field research. Correspondingly, Hall, Hirsch, and Li (2011) contest the 

traditional inclusion/exclusion exclusivity which includes the view that “exclusion is 

something imposed on the weak by the strong, something that should be opposed” (p. 

4). For them, inclusion cannot exist without exclusion. Therefore they – inspired by 

                                                 
25 In this context it is good to remember Freud’s ([1921] 1959, p. 7) reminder that “‘social anxiety’ is the 

essence of what is called conscience”, or as Young (2016, p. 67, emphasis in the origin) puts it, “[i]n 
Bion's view … [t]he ultimate sources of our distress are psychotic anxieties, and much of what happens 
in individuals and groups is a result of defences erected against psychotic anxieties, so that we do not 
have to endure them consciously.” (Bion, W. R. 1961. Experiences in Groups and Other Papers. 
London: Tavistock.) 

26 In other words, human knowledge is not itself reality but a representation of it. 
27 Ribot and Peluso include different means, processes, and relations into the term ‘mechanisms’. They 

divide possible variations of mechanisms into subcategories of rights-based, illicit, and structural and 
relation mechanisms. 
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Ribot and Peluso’s (2003) work – redefine ‘exclusion’ to refer “to the ways in which 

people are prevented from benefiting from things” (p. 7, emphasis in the origin) to catch 

better different mechanisms of exclusion. 

 

Although Ribot and Peluso’s ’access’ and Hall, Hirsch, and Li’s ‘exclusion’ shift the 

focus from personal property – you either have it or you do not have it – to social 

competition over resources, they still miss Auyero and Swistun’s (2009) observation of 

human decision-making mechanisms under conditions of uncertainty. Therefore land 

grabbing literature indulges in the habit of depoliticisation28 by mainly explaining 

different kinds of reasons for and consequences of the phenomenon and listing different 

kinds of instruments for exclusion and resistance. Even though the importance of 

economic, social, and political processes between these causalities and dichotomies is 

widely accepted and explained, land grabbing is still seen as a struggle for the uniform 

poor’s moral claim for their entitlements (or for environmental sustainability). Also, by 

concentrating only in observably resisted cases “naturalised” and/or “normalised” land 

grabbing and its implications are lost out of sight. Edelman, Oya, and Borras (2013) 

acknowledge the problem and urge research on land grabbing “to deepen and 

profoundly alter prevailing theoretical assumptions” (p. 1521) by posing several topics 

for academic scrutiny. The last question they introduce is “How may we understand the 

varied political reactions to land deals by affected social groups?” (p. 1518). 

 

2.2.2 Power and Resistance 
 

Auyero and Swistun’s (2009) observation of the strict division between possessors of 

power and possessors of resistance in literature requires deeper scrutiny. It seems that 

Foucault’s insights of power being everywhere and wherever there is power there is 

resistance are often taken as dominant social groups exercising power through 

sovereignty, discipline, and/or hegemony over subaltern social groups, who then resist 

                                                 
28 Processes of depoliticisation are also observed by Li (2007) in developmentalists’ interventions to 

improve the poor’s conduct. When diagnosed deficiencies of the poor are recast in the neutral 
language of science they are simultaneously rendered as apolitical, and thus removed from the 
domain of political discourse. Hence developmentalists’ solutions are instruments to assist weaker 
‘players’ to perform better in ‘the game’. But the omission of political-economic structures conceals 
more powerful actors’ capability to exclude some other actors from ‘the game’. The game field cannot 
ever be mutual, and neither can the rules. 
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against that oppressive power. But the idea of the strong possessing power and the weak 

possessing resistance is against Foucault’s view of more heterogeneous power relations. 

Similarly Foucault’s notion that power is not only restrictive and repressive but may 

also be enabling and productive (Allen, 2002, p. 134) seems to be forgotten. 

 

Foucault ([1975] 1995, p. 194) clarifies: “[w]e must cease once and for all to describe 

the effects of power in negative terms: it ‘excludes’, it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it 

‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it ‘conceals’. In fact power produces; it produces reality”. Hence 

for Foucault ([1976] 1980, p. 98) “individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points 

of application”, and therefore “[p]ower must [be] analysed as something which 

circulates, or rather as something which only functions in the form of a chain. It is never 

localised here or there, never in anybody's hands, never appropriated as a commodity or 

piece of wealth. Power is employed and exercised through a net-like organisation. And 

not only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are always in the position of 

simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power.” So to make it perfectly clear, 

Foucault still stresses “the fact that power is not to be taken to be a phenomenon of one 

individual's consolidated and homogeneous domination over others, or that of one group 

or class over others. What, by contrast, should always be kept in mind is that power ... is 

not that which makes the difference between those who exclusively possess and retain 

it, and those who do not have it and submit to it.” 

 

Ribot and Peluso (2003, p. 159) have digested this by realising that “strands of [access] 

control and maintenance may reside in the same person or be shared among cooperating 

or competing actors. ... This person will be in a dominant position with respect to some 

actors and in a subordinate position to others.”29 Thus, for Ribot and Peluso (p. 160), 

“[s]ocial relations and differentiation emerge from cooperation and conflict over 

benefits ... within particular political-economic moments” and these “[b]enefits can be 

redistributed and captured in the course of changing social relations and legal 

frameworks as new conflicts and cooperative arrangements emerge.” 

 

                                                 
29 Ribot and Peluso (p. 160) describe these strands as mechanisms “by which actors are enabled to gain, 

control, and maintain access to resources.” 
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According to O’Brien and Williams (2013, p. 17) the liberal worldview, though, cherish 

“the idea of a harmony of interests”. But Foucault’s observation of power/resistance-

relationship makes conflict-free world impossible. Hall, Hirsch, and Li (2011) put the 

whole approach upside-down by noticing that whenever someone is included, someone 

else is excluded. Thus, as Polanyi (1944) recognise, there are always conflicts of 

interests in society and representatives of competing interests struggle for domination.30 

To power struggles to grow to countermovements for socio-economic changes depends 

on alliances made between people with common and/or intersecting interests. If the 

shared interest is achieved then new alliances and countermovements might be formed 

and the power struggle for domination – if not suppressed by force and/or structures – 

goes on. 

 

In turn, Granovetter (1978) has taken an interest in aggregation processes and noticed 

that essentially identical crowds can behave totally differently at essentially identical 

situations. Actually even the same crowd can behave totally differently at essentially 

identical situations. Therefore, Granovetter underlines, “it is hazardous to infer 

individual dispositions from aggregate outcomes” (p. 1425) as even “a very small 

change in the distribution of preferences generates a large difference in the outcome” (p. 

1421). Hence he has created a threshold model to make some sense out of the 

phenomenon. It is based on the concepts of instigator who/which is the starter of social 

action and bandwagon effect which describes how others will – or will not – join the 

action. In Granovetter’s model everyone’s zeal to participate in is reduced to one’s 

personal threshold, a percentage of her/his eagerness to take action. 

 

However, Granovetter’s (1978) threshold model does not take any stance on reasons 

behind social (in)activity. It rather follows the ethos of market by reducing humans’ 

collective action to individuals’ “binary decisions ... to do a thing or not to” (p. 1422) at 

that precise historical and situational context based on constant calculations of costs and 

benefits of different (in)actions. Therefore I would like to spice it up a bit by merging it 

with Ribot and Peluso’s (2003) theory of access so that the benefit (and harm) 

distribution is actually a result of aggregation mechanisms. Replacing ‘processes’ with 
                                                 
30 It’s worth noticing, as Polanyi does, that it is not only economic but also (or even rather) social 

interests of different cross-sections of population that might arouse them to (counter)act. 
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‘mechanisms’ – i.e. the set of elements31, means, processes, and relations – brings those 

reasons behind social (in)activity more under scrutiny. Whereas Granovetter’s model 

concentrates on visible collective action, Ribot and Peluso’s theory moves from 

physical action to political power and collective conduct, thus explaining better 

collective inactivity and also invisible activity shaping individuals’ thresholds to 

participate in collective action. 

 

2.2.3 Will to Power, a.k.a. Power and Resistance as Benefitting 
 

So, as Ribot and Peluso (2003) remind, social positions within various social 

relationships are constantly influenced by complex place and time related conjunctures 

and social relations. Hence social positions are always contested through co-operation 

and conflict, and therefore capable to change. Especially Li’s (2014) mentioned 

“economic and cultural shifts” (p. 13), or a “new normal” (p. 4) as she also calls them, 

create good opportunities to challenge status quo and seek for socio-economic 

upgrading. 

 

So far five categories have been outlined to conceptualise human agency: loyalty, 

acquiesce, solidarity, exit, and countermove32. Hence, I would say, taking advantage 

(i.e. benefit, or rather profit) of opened field opportunities to challenge and alter 

constraints – thus improving one’s own social position – should be elevated to the 

position of the sixth element. Clemens (2016, p. 18) kind of includes this in loyalty, 

though, by claiming that “loyalty may be ... reinforced by the provision of services and 

adoption of policies that conform to the preferences of political subjects.” But when put 

in this way it draws a picture of political subjects as passive objects. Swartz’s (2002) 

interpretation of Bourdieu’s thinking, instead, sees new field opportunities only in 

negative light, as something providing nothing else but problems in the form of retreat 

or crisis. 

                                                 
31 Addition of ‘elements’ into Ribot and Peluso’s list is inspired by Li (2014, p. 4) whose analytical 

framework adopted in her book “focuses on the specificity of this conjuncture: the set of elements, 
processes, and relations that shaped people's lives at this time and place, and the political challenges 
that arise from that location.” 

32 I prefer here the term countermove over resistance because resistance exists everywhere but is 
manifested only in countermoves. 
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In turn, for Allen (2002, p. 142) the positive side of power makes it look like that 

“Foucault tends to view power in solely strategic terms” when he defines “relations of 

power as the ‘means by which individuals try to conduct, to determine the behavior of 

others’.” This insight undermines Swartz’s (2002, p. 66S) Bourdieu interpretation that 

the ongoing adaptation occurring when habitus encounters new situations is slow and 

unconscious “and to elaborate rather than fundamentally alter the primary dispositions.” 

Thus Swartz’s (p. 67S) view that “habitus generates strategies on the basis of an 

unconscious calculation of what is possible, likely, or unlikely for people of a certain 

standing” should be enlarged to include conscious calculations ‘of what is possible, 

impossible, and probable for individuals in given sets of conditions of existence.’ 

Strategic calculations make it possible for actor to take a chance to benefit better from 

economic and cultural shifts, hence also affecting on personal ability to social shifts. 

 

The underlying perspective has been here in seizing new opportunities opened up by a 

new normal. Yet, Allen (2002, p. 142) minds that “saying that power is positive and 

productive is not to say that it is normatively positive” and thus she considers 

Foucault’s strategic power as a dangerous force which might even lead to totalitarian 

mass society. Therefore Allen wants to combine it with Hannah Arendt’s 

communicative power33, which she considers as a hopeful force but lacking the 

calculative dimension of Foucault’s notion of power. For Allen (p. 143), together these 

interpretations of power allows power to “emerge out of concerted, reciprocal, 

consensual action” which “binds together social movements – the explosive and 

invigorating power of the people that is let loose in revolutionary movements”. Hence 

also resistance is about (counter)benefitting. This realisation transforms the frame of my 

observation more from power/resistance towards the fields of inclusion/exclusion and 

benefit/harm and the domains of (assumed) consequences of (in)activity, aggregation 

mechanisms, and social relations. 

 

                                                 
33 Habermas, J. 1994. Hannah Arendt’s Communications Concept of Power. In Hinchman, L. P. and 

Hinchman, S. K. (eds.). Hannah Arendt: Critical Essays. Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press. 
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2.3 Agency as Instrument 
 

But what power (and hence its resistance) actually is is still a bit confusing. Foucault 

rather tells what it is not. And saying that “individuals are the vehicles of power” does 

not really clarify it. Actually, if not knowing the context that would sound like some 

New Age self-help aphorism. 

 

Bourdieu has his complex of concepts of habituses, capitals, and (social) fields. Allen 

(2002, p. 135, emphasis in the origin), on the other hand, interprets that “[f]or Foucault, 

individuals are ... subjected to the complex, multiple, shifting relations of power in their 

social field and at the same time are enabled to take up the position of a subject in and 

through those relations.” Combined these paint a picture of individual habitus 

surrounded by constantly moulding social ensembles on altering layers of flexible fields 

under elastic webs of powers. But in this formulation there still exists ‘power’ without 

any explanation. Therefore I need to reconceptualise the presented position so that it 

allows me to continue my quest for realising of what power is. Simultaneously I want it 

to comprehend better dynamic aggregation mechanisms around co-operations and 

conflicts over benefits and harms. 

 

I start by rejecting the view of market force as a natural societal organiser34. Instead I 

turn my eye to the concept of energy35 by viewing Power and Resistance as 

complementary energies36. In fact – playing with the law of conservation of energy – I 

hypothesise Power and Resistance as antipodean, even antagonistic forces which total 

energy remains constant in an isolated system37. Thus they become totally value-free 

forces which merely exist; a bit like an electric field with its positive and negative 

charges38, or a magnetic field with its north and south poles, or matter-antimatter 

                                                 
34 Harcourt (2011, p. 26) talks about how market processes have been naturalised to be interpreted as 

an inherently efficient “system that autonomously can achieve equilibrium”. Yet, state’s legal-rational 
authority (e.g. good governance, rule of law) to guarantee the freedom of market is also emphasised. 

35 Also Freud’s ([1921] 1959, p. 22) notion of libido as “energy, regarded as a quantitative magnitude 
(though not at present actually measurable),” encourages me in this endeavour to conceptualise 
power/resistance-relationship as an abstract energy.  

36 I call these energies as Power and Resistance to distinct them from their materialised forms power 
and resistance used in literature in general. 

37 Similar dualistic interdependency can be found e.g. in Chinese philosophy of yin and yang. 
38 Electricity even employs similarly named concepts: power, resistance, capacity. 
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relations. However, the law of conservation of energy allows, in an isolated system, 

transformation of energy from one form to another as long as its total amount is 

conserved over time.  

 

Yet it is external forces which bring real dynamics into the system. Thus I turn my eye 

to Newton ([1687] 1846, p. 83). His First Law of Motion states that “[e]very body 

perseveres in its state of rest, or of uniform motion in a right line, unless it is compelled 

to change that state by forces impressed thereon.”39 To put it another way, impulse is 

needed to change momentum40. However, Newton’s Third Law of Motion underlines 

that “[t]o every action there is always opposed an equal reaction”. So to impulse to have 

an impact on momentum there must also be a force of friction involved, otherwise 

action and equal reaction will undo each other.41 Impulse can, when friction operates, 

strengthen or weaken motion, but nevertheless it will change momentum. How drastic 

the change will be depends on stability of the previous equilibrium of the motion, in 

other words, the motion’s inertia. 

 

Now, Foucault’s claim of power surrounding us all encourages me to define humankind 

as an isolated system where the total amount of transformable Power/Resistance-energy 

is conserved over time42. Power/Resistance-energy is materialised in an inertia frame43 

at the precise momentum by external frictional impulses which thus challenge the 

equilibrium of the motion(lessness) inside the inertia frame. Hence humankind consists 
                                                 
39 Newton is indebted to Galileo Galilei for this law which is also known as inertia, which means bodies’ 

property to resist any changes in their state of motion. Inertia leads to the important concept of 
inertia reference frames which basically means that reality looks different based on observation posts. 
Thus also the direction and pace of development are relative to reference frames. 

40 The impulse-momentum theorem is an offspring of Newton’s Second Law of Motion which goes “[t]he 
alteration of motion is ever proportional to the motive force impressed”. The Second Law of Motion is 
sometimes called the Law of Force and also even the Fundamental Law of Dynamics. 

41 Here I refer to humans as internal mindsets disturbed by external mental impulses, not as physical 
objects, in which case physical external force’s impact would actually be greater the smaller friction 
was, i.e. oppose to my formulation. To clarify, petrol – a form of external energy – impulses car’s 
engine to create an internal force, which is without transitional impact if there is no (or too much) 
friction between tyres and the surface, whereas if external energy comes in the form of physical force 
(e.g. push) then the transitional impact is greater the smaller friction is between tyres and the surface. 

42 Although, Foucault (1982, p. 788) states that “something called Power, with or without a capital 
letter, which is assumed to exist universally in a concentrated or diffused form, does not exist.” By this 
he refers to that power cannot be possessed and individuals are the vehicles of power. Thus the 
formulation ‘web of power’ is preferred. I, however, use the idea of Power/Resistance as universally 
diffused (but unmaterialised) energy merely as an instrument to grasp better what power is. 

43 See also the footnote 39. 
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of inertia frames impacting on each others – in other words, they are not isolated 

systems as such. Power/Resistance-energy levels can increase and decrease inside 

inertia frames as long as total energy level of humankind stays the same. The smallest 

inertia frame is individual human being. S/he can convert – under influences of various 

frictional impulses – Power/Resistance-energy to ability to profit, loyalty, acquiesce, 

solidarity, exit, and/or countermove44. 

 

2.3.1 Consent as Agency 
 

Granovetter’s (1978) threshold model’s beauty is in how it turns attention into dynamics 

of situations with paradoxical outcomes by explaining them as results of aggregation 

processes (or rather mechanisms, as it is modified above) instead of individuals’ 

irrational consciousnesses and behaviours. Granovetter’s point is that “[t]hese situations 

are central in social life” as “many actors behave in ways contingent on one another” (p. 

1442). Li (2014, p. 7) – as well as Auyero and Swistun and Edelman, Oya, and Borras 

earlier and Gaventa later in the text – explains why this is meaningful when she claims 

that, “[a]s anthropologist William Roseberry[45] points out, the emergence of capitalist 

relations governed by competition and profit, and the absence or blocking of such 

relations, are both phenomena that need to be explained. They arise at some 

conjunctures, but not at others, with far-reaching consequences for people whose 

livelihoods depend on their farms.” 

 

Which activity pattern(s) (profit, loyalty, acquiesce, solidarity, exit, or countermove) 

individual then chooses depends on one’s threshold(s) to take the action under the 

overall developments of the momentum. Individual thresholds, as described already 

earlier in text, are heavily affected by ever-changing social positions in various social 

relationships and social relations.46 From inertia follows that people have a tendency to 

                                                 
44 Hence ‘inertia frame’ is less static and constraining than ‘habitus’ which bases on dispositions. ‘Inertia 

frame’ leaves more room for dynamic individual strategic calculations and manoeuvres to achieve 
objectives. 

45 Roseberry, W. 1989. Anthropologies and Histories: Essays in Culture, History, and Political Economy. 
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press. 

46 In other words, individual’s threshold is relative to the inertia frame, and hence appears differently to 
different inertia frames. Therefore it is good to remember again Granovetter’s observation that “it is 
hazardous to infer individual dispositions from aggregate outcomes” (p. 1425). 
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resist changes in their motion47. However, on the other hand, it also means that they are 

willing to support changes that support their motion48. This leads to recognition that the 

threshold to take an action becomes lower when momentum is favourable to promote 

one’s motion. Instigator along the lines of dominant ideology is a celebrated forerunner, 

whereas one who tries to incite revolt is an abnormal troublemaker49. This also 

underlines that instigator against dominant ideology must create bandwagon effect (i.e. 

countermovement) to have any impact, whereas instigator promoting dominant ideology 

benefits fine all by self, too, and still contributes a similar impact on society as 

bandwagon effect would do. I label this phenomenon as forced bandwagon effect. 

 

I have left ‘consent’ out of the activity repertoire because it does not create any 

motion50. Therefore I consider it as frictionless impulse. Foucault (1982) makes a 

similar conclusion when he claims that “[p]ower exists only when it is put into action ... 

This also means that power is not a function of consent” (p. 788). However, he 

continues by saying that this “does not prevent the possibility that consent may be a 

condition for the existence or the maintenance of power” (p. 788). Thus, even consent 

itself is not a materialised form of Power/Resistance-energy, it always has agency. 

 

Now, remembering Clemens’ earlier presented note that loyalty and acquiesce to the 

ruling social groups and exit of dissidents from the situation maintain the dominant 

political order brings forth a realisation that from the point of view of resistance they are 

as good as consent to that domination51. Similarly, when solidarity is not explicitly 

loyalty to resistance, it at least maintains status-quo and can thus be seen as consent to 

it. Therefore, from the perspective of social impact, individual’s six part activity 

repertoire can be reduced to benefit-consent-(counter)benefit tripartite which both 

                                                 
47 Motion refers here to actor’s subjective experience of the objective reality, or as dictionaries define it: 

movement of the mind, desires, or passions; mental act, or impulse to any action; internal activity. 
48 Also in cases when preferences do not have to be falsified anymore. 
49 In a 1975 interview Foucault (2004, p. 95) mentions that “if you are not like everybody else, then you 

are abnormal, if you are abnormal , then you are sick. These three categories, not being like everybody 
else, not being normal and being sick are in fact very different but have been reduced to the same 
thing” (Clare O’Farrell is credited for the translation). Naturally, if you are sick then you are tried to be 
cured, which can happen, for example, through treatment, punishment, or education. 

50 See also the footnote 47. 
51 Or vice versa when loyalty and acquiesce are to resistance and exit is the ruling social groups’ escape 

from the situation. However, in both cases the outcome of loyalty, acquiesce, and exit can be 
interpreted as (temporal) consent. 
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softens the traditional power/resistance dichotomy and underlines the agency of 

consent52. 

 

2.3.2 Mode of Thinking as Governmentality53 
 

Lukes (2011, p. 20) reminds of de la Boétie’s three reasons for submitting to tyranny: 

“cultural inertia, manufactured consent, and patronage.”54 Clemens (2016), in turn, 

realises – this time building on John Gaventa, who wondered why exploitation did not 

produce much resistance among coal miners in Appalachia55 – that status quo can lead 

to general apathy or even to visible support for it (i.e. consent). Clemens’ conclusion is 

that in the Gaventa’s case “[t]he experience of misery and exploitation had become so 

familiar that it had come to seem inevitable, even natural and possibly necessary. ... 

What may have seemed inevitable to miners, however, was assiduously produced and 

reinforced by mine owners and their allies in the press, by many preachers in the 

pulpits, and by the admonitions of social workers and government bureaucrats” (pp. 16-

17). Weber ([1905] 2002), instead, provides an (much debated) example for consenting 

to a new normal by describing how modern capitalism became a new dominant 

economic order56. According to him, when “[t]he Puritan wanted to be a person with a 

vocational calling; today we are forced to be” (p. 123). Durkheim ([1895] 1982) has 

concretised this in the concept of ‘conscience collective’ by which he refers to 

community members’ shared mode of thinking about social norms, which are thus 

social facts “consist of manners of acting, thinking and feeling external to the 

                                                 
52 In this formulation, consent does not mean being without an opinion or a sentiment, it does not mean 

unconditional assenting, it does neither mean not trying to slow down unfavourable processes. It 
means not standing up to contest.  

53 Foucault ([1978] 1991) coined the concept of governmentality to describe the phenomenon of 
modern humans considering themselves as free and responsible individuals fulfilling their desires and 
aspirations when actually they are self-regulating their own actions and appearances to be proper 
productive citizens. 

54 De la Boé e, É. [  1̴550] 1975. The Politics of Obedience: the Discourse of Voluntary Servitude. New 
York: Free Life. 

55 Gaventa, J. 1980. Power and Powerlessness: Quiescence and Rebellion in an Appalachian Valley. 
Urbana, Chicago & London: University of Illinois Press. 

56 Weber’s argument is that modern capitalism’s roots can be traced to the ethics of some Christian 
sects in a sense that work became to be seen as “calling”. This ‘spirit of capitalism’ leads to favouring 
succeeding in pursuit of economic gain as a measurement for both faith (‘good deeds’) and the grace 
of god (‘salvation’). Surely the will to economic rationalism is not limited to Christian individuals only, 
but to become a new dominant economic order it “must first have originated among – and as a mode 
of thinking be carried by – groups of persons rather than simply by isolated individuals” (p. 19).  
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individual, which are invested with a coercive power by virtue of which they exercise 

control over him” (p. 52). 

 

Auyero and Swistun (2009) sum this all up by assuring that actor’s subjective 

experience of the objective reality is an outcome of power relations at that precise 

conjuncture. This insight brings back Foucault’s ([1975] 1995, p. 194) observation that 

“[i]n fact power produces; it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals 

of truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this 

production.” Hence Foucault ([1976] 1980, p. 98) continues by explaining that “[t]he 

individual is an effect of power, and at the same time, or precisely to the extent to which 

it is that effect, it is the element of its articulation. The individual which power has 

constituted is at the same time its vehicle.” Thus it is a time to dismantle 

power/resistance-polarisation for good and to concentrate in ‘power’ more as 

governance through the objectivising of the subject.  

 

2.4 Building and Maintaining Structure 
 

“[T]he objectivizing of the subject” is Foucault’s (1982) concept by which he means 

different ways human beings are normalised in modern society with the help of science 

and other categorising and dividing practices. Thus ideology transforms rather into a 

paradigmatic worldview – than a fabricated culture to maintain domination as in 

Gramsci’s naturalising hegemony – so that the members of dominant social groups truly 

believe in it as well. Indeed, according to Foucault, modern individuals are proposed to 

govern their own conduct to fit in to a (scientifically proven) normal.57 

 

2.4.1 Commodification of Land, Labour, Money, and Conduct 
 

Market society does not arise suddenly from void. It is constructed, and historically its 

construction has started already before industrial capitalism. Already in the 16th century 

                                                 
57 Somewhere between naturalisation and normalisation operates Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of doxa, 

“the ‘taken-for-granted’ domain of social thought on which orthodox [(i.e. domination)] and 
heterodox [(i.e. resistance)] discourses are equally silent” (Gledhill, 2000, p. 140, emphasis in the 
origin). 
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a rapid growth in the demand of wool made British landowners to dedicate arable lands 

for sheep farming as it became more profitable than crop farming. Simultaneously 

tenants were expelled and less labour was needed. Later on laws were passed to mitigate 

arose social problems. In the 18th century science and efficiency entered in European 

agriculture and were strengthen by (and also a consequence of) population growth and 

urbanisation. In England land – both private and commons – started to be enclosed 

again preventing thus traditional usage of customary nature rights. Similarly tenants’ 

land rents were increased considerably above what had been customary. Smallholders 

could have met modern demands, though, if they only had had enough capital to finance 

needed investments for new farming methods. 

 

Marx calls this process as primitive capitalist accumulation, which in effect enabled the 

capitalist mode of production. People who were separated from their means of 

production (i.e. land) became reserve army of workers58 and property owners started to 

enjoy concentration of capital, which both then accelerated industrialisation processes. 

The end of the 18th century is also the time when, according to Polanyi (1944), the great 

transformation started to happen. Along the Industrial Revolution developed not only 

industrial production but also factory system which both “involved long-term 

investment with corresponding risks. Unless the continuance of production was 

reasonably assured, such a risk was not bearable. ... The elements of industry [ – labour, 

land, and money – ] had to be on sale” (p. 75). In other words, for Polanyi, market 

economy can exist only in a society which allows it to operate by its own rules. This 

does not mean though that there have not existed markets before or that markets have 

not been important, it means that before “markets were merely an accessory feature of 

an institutional setting controlled and regulated ... by social authority” (p. 67). A move 

to “self-regulating market demands nothing less than the institutional separation of 

society into an economic and political sphere” (p. 71). 

 

The only relevance Marx gives for land in capitalist production processes is its 

instrumental role in creating labour force – i.e. hired labour, as he calls it. Luxemburg 

([1913] 1951) enlarges the analysis of capitalist accumulation from closed capitalist 
                                                 
58 Marx, though, uses the concept of reserve army of workers to describe unemployed workers in 

already capitalist system. 
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economy (where the domain for substantial accumulation is limited) to dynamic, 

developed capitalist economy (where the domain is enlarged by global financial system, 

colonialism, and wars). Building on Marx and Luxemburg, Harvey (2003) generates the 

concept of accumulation by dispossession to catch better the permanent nature of 

primitive accumulation in the post-Oil Crisis triumph of the capitalist logic. In contrast 

with Luxemburg, Harvey sees the driving force in over-accumulation rather than in 

under-consumption. Indeed, in the second half of the 1970s, supply-side economics 

started to gain favour59. Thus, where for Marx capital accumulation was the initiator of 

proletarianisation process, now in the contemporary era Harvey sees it more in idle 

accumulated capital demanding highly profitable global investment opportunities, 

which lurk especially in non-capitalist modes of production, and even more so in 

speculation. 

 

One big underutilised asset – in the capitalist sense – is, still, land. Edelman, Oya, and 

Borras (2013) argue that since 2007 there has been a global investment/speculation 

boom on land, even a new global land rush. The World Bank (Deininger and Byerlee et 

al., 2011) welcomes a more effective utilisation of “underutilised” land, but emphasises 

that it should be done in an environmentally, socially, culturally, equitably, and legally 

sustainable way. Therefore, as Li (2007) describes, the World Bank’s development 

interventions are needed to set (institutional) conditions to encourage “beneficiaries” to 

conduct as developmentalists want them to conduct. Absorption of appropriate values 

and responsible choices is stimulated by monetary incentives “in a climate of 

competition that rewards performance” (p. 240). 

 

2.4.2 Liberal Market Society as the End of Development 
 

The discipline of development studies is interested in development, i.e. in change, 

which in the context of social sciences means societal transformations. The word 

‘development’ has also a connotation of progress, i.e. change with a forward direction. 

Thus, as a political concept, development is often seen as positive and beneficial, 
                                                 
59 Supply-side economics is another form of trickle-down economics with a heavy emphasis on capital 

concentration. It assumes that long-term economic growth can be created most efficiently by freeing 
up capital for private investors. The main instruments for advocating this ideology are tax cuts and 
deregulation. See also the footnote 6. 
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something to eager for, and something that can be measured. Koponen (2007, pp. 49-

66) changes the attention from a state of affairs to agency by defining ‘development’ as 

an intentional intervention to foster the empirically proven ideal societal process. 

 

Thus in the hegemonic development discourse Development60 is akin to Foucault’s 

([1978] 1991, p. 100) observation of modern government which purpose is “the welfare 

of the population, the improvement of its condition, the increase of its wealth, longevity, 

health, etc.” So, Development – as well as ‘good governance’ – is promised to be a win-

win situation: at the end every individual benefits and has more alternatives to evaluate 

and freely choose from. Developmentalists must cherish this image. 

 

‘Good governance’, in turn, is considered to be a fundamental part of liberal democracy, 

which, according to Carothers (2002, pp. 6-7, emphasis in the origin), is assumed to be 

the outcome of “in some important sense a natural process” where “any country moving 

away from dictatorial rule can be considered a country in transition toward democracy.” 

Virtues of liberal democracy are collected under the concept of ‘global public goods’ 

(GPGs) which are considered to be non-rivalrous and non-excludable61. Moore (2004, 

p. 102) explains how the GPGs have started to gain “credence as a soft alternative (or 

accompaniment) to classic neoliberal ‘development’” since the early 2000s62.  

 

                                                 
60 Here ’development’ is interpreted as Development, the dominant Eurocentric construction of it. 

Surely there is plethora of different definitions for development, and global viewpoints on it can be 
radically different to Eurocentric ones. 

61 Samuelson has been credited for being the first to make a distinction between private consumption 
goods and public consumption goods. (Samuelson, P. A. 1954. The Pure Theory of Public Expenditure. 
The Review of Economics and Statistics, 36:4, 387-389.) 

62 In the 1990s it started to look clear that market liberalism and structural adjustment alone were not 
enough to bring wanted development to developing countries. This realisation and the end of the Cold 
War created development fatigue among donors. But by the mid-2000s enthusiasm had risen again as 
economists had proven that institutions matter too. The so-called New Institutional Economics (NIE) 
restored a state’s role a bit after the most ferocious neoliberal will to deregulate and minimise 
government. The state started to be seen as a facilitator of the right environment for an efficient 
market economy. State’s role became to be a provider of needed institutions, rule of law (especially 
private property rights), and good governance so that it would be less obstructing for not only 
domestic, but also global economic actors to fulfil their assumed rational tendency to seek for 
economic gain. In other words, competition, choice (i.e. rights, information, and access), and market 
were to be made more perfect. Thus, a more focus was started to be put on the micro-foundations of 
economic development. 
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Indeed, as also Rostow (1960) has noticed and been mentioned already in the first 

subchapter, Development is subordinate to capitalist economic growth63. Hence in the 

GPGs discourse also ‘market’ is a global public good. Another considered preconditions 

for Development, and obviously a GPG, is of course peace – or ‘liberal peace’, a 

concept stemming from Kant’s theorisations64. Kurtenbach (2007) explains how 

pacification, democratisation, and economic liberalisation become to be interwoven into 

the practice of peace-building. Hence, especially in countries in transition from war to 

peace, as in Cambodia, it is seen to be essential to forestall or at least mitigate conflicts 

and strifes before they grow to uncontrollable portions, and even then they will affect 

negatively to economic viability of investments, which, to close the loop, is crucial for 

capitalist economic growth.  

 

Yet another transition paradigm is agrarian transition which believes that those who are 

separated from their rural livelihoods by capital and industrialisation will find new 

livelihoods as wage labourers and entrepreneurs. In the World Bank’s the World 

Development Report 2008 (WDR 2008) it is emphasised that “well-functioning land 

markets are needed to transfer land to the most productive users and to facilitate 

participation in the rural nonfarm sector and migration out of agriculture” (WB, 2007, p. 

9)65. In the Deininger and Byerlee et al. report (2011) the Bank stresses that “any land 

transfers will need to be voluntary and negotiated to compensate current land users in a 

way that makes them better off than without the investment” (p. 93), an outcome which 

                                                 
63 Rostow (1960) has created a five stage model for evolution of development in a book he subtitle as ‘A 

Non-Communist Manifesto’. In his model traditional societies make preparations for take-off towards 
maturity, and finally they will reach the climax of human development: the age of high mass-
consumption. In Rostow’s model the shift does not take place without a long transitional era where 
society prepares itself – or is prepared by external forces – for sustained growth, which is needed for 
achieving stages one by one. Even more, Rostow actually claims that the stage of preconditions does 
not even arise endogenously but the traditional people have to be affronted first by more advanced 
societies to awake their national pride. 

64 Kant ([1795] 1917) writes about ‘perpetual peace’. For him war is the natural state (status naturalis) 
among men. Kant sees that only by establishing the republican rule of law a state of peace can be 
achieved because then people will be accountable for themselves. He also reckons commerce as a 
good instrument for building peace as it makes people dependent on each other. The 1903 English 
edition’s translator Campbell Smith introduces that Kant “clearly realised that the spirit of commerce 
was the strongest force in the service of the maintenance of peace, and that in it lay a guarantee of 
future union” (p. 60). In this context global free trade can be seen as a peace project. 

65 From the Bank’s (Deininger and Byerlee et al., 2011, p. 34) perspective this does not mean though 
that smallholders would not be able to utilise land productively, on the contrary, “small farmers and 
large investors can form mutually advantageous partnerships.” 
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is believed to be achieved through land prices “[i]f rights are well defined, if land 

markets function competitively, and if information is accessible to all” (p. 35). 

 

In his reading of the WDR 2008, Oya (2009) has been paying attention to the Bank’s 

formulations too and comes to a conclusion that the Bank’s win-win scenarios always 

come with a ‘but’. Indeed, the Bank (2007) does acknowledge existence of obstacles 

which disturb win-win, but considers them rather as market imperfections resulting 

from deficiencies of others, which only increase developmentalists’ will to improve 

beneficiaries’ conduct through further interventions. Although, already plain liberal 

economic rationalism is believed to carry far here because, according to Sen (1999), 

capitalism’s motivational structures direct morals and codes of behaviour to shared 

understandings of norms, honour, and trust helping thus to recognise “the relevance of 

our shared humanity in making the choices we face” (p. 283). In addition, Sen reckons, 

“development of social values and of a sense of responsibility” might also mitigate need 

for state regulation and for subvention in “effective provision of public goods” (p. 269). 

Furthermore, for Sen, capitalist virtues are the way for developing countries to make 

“use of the opportunities offered by the market mechanism and greater use of trade and 

exchange” (p. 266). 

 

To summarise, developmentalists have a strong belief that Development will start to 

fulfil its pledge of progress for a developing country once there is no disturbing 

conflicts, sustainable economic development reaches the take-off stage, liberal 

democratisation reaches the breakthrough stage, and citizens’ ethics reaches the reason 

stage. Developmentalists consider it as their duty to assist developing countries to 

obtain needed stages. The common denominator to all these variables is well-

functioning global free market based on perfect competition and choice which guarantee 

calculated responsible decisions for free agents. Thus free market needs liberal 

rationalism to function well and, on the other hand, it promises to deliver liberal 

rationalism if allowed to function well. Once the “real” development kicks off there is 

assumed to be perfect win-win and hence no conflict of interest at all. Peace prevails, 

modernisation proceeds, each generation is better off than their parents, and eventually 

the end of development will be achieved in the form of perfect market society where 

social relationships (i.e. rational benevolent capitalist conduct) and political sphere (i.e. 
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liberal democratic institutions) are subjugated to support economic sphere (global free 

market economy) which will create jobs through sustainable economic growth and 

hence will eliminate poverty. 

 

2.4.3 Development as Governance 
 

Development frames recommended objectives and encourages people to pursue them 

with the help of institutional settings66. Thus, as Cross (2015, p. 427) observes, 

“populations come to be administrated, managed, and governed in relation to their 

potential for growth and productivity”; a governmental transformation which Ong 

(2006) depicts as a conceptual change from citizenship as protection to citizenship as 

specification.67 Li (2011, p. 293), in turn, notice that, “[a]ccording to the WDR [2008], 

the principal task of governments in the ‘transforming countries’ … is to manage 

transition out of agriculture for rural populations whose labor is surplus to the 

requirements of a more efficient agricultural sector.” Hence, as Li (2007, p. 234) points 

out, ideal government’s task has shifted from planning to “enabl[ing], animat[ing], and 

facilitat[ing]. It [is] to devise appropriate constitutional frameworks for recognizing 

diverse communities, then set them free to find their own destiny”, of which they 

become solely responsible for. 

 

However, as Li (2007, p. 241) asks a relevant question, “[w]hy would a province’s 

senior officials volunteer to submit to World Bank tutelage, or indeed, compete for the 

role of tutee?”, and answers that “[a]ccess to bank money [is] the ‘external contingency’ 

that enterprising leaders would learn to factor into their calculations.” But it is not 

always about money for money’s own sake, it is also about power (more as in a 

Weberian sense). Hughes (2013) gives an example by describing how a provincial 

governor of Battambang province in West Cambodia has made “a successful transition 
                                                 
66 Gordon (1991, p. 36) notes that “[m]odern governmental rationality, Foucault has said, is 

simultaneously about individualizing and totalizing: that is, about finding answers to the question of 
what it is for an individual, and for a society or population of individuals, to be governed or 
governable.” 

67 Obviously there would be need for that ‘high’ moral Sen calls for in society where state’s duty to 
protect has been diminished. Ong, however, does not share Sen’s optimism of capitalism’s 
omnipotence to induce humanistic consensus among humans. For her all this idea of peaceful 
individual rational liberalism – amid its by-product, free market forces – appears as every citizen’s 
personal duty to take care of self increases while moral responsibility to care about others decreases. 
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from warlord to successful peacetime governor” (p. 149) with the help of not only 

donors’ interventions but also thanks to both developmentalists’ will to keep the 

Development process alive and the ruling party’s – the CPP – policy change from 

intimidation to populism. Thus, at the end, the governor of Battambang is reoriented 

from a murderous tyrant to a development champion in the eyes of developmentalists, 

and a possessor of omnaich instead of plain komlang in the eyes of population68. 

Indeed, the strategic partial adaptation to developmentalists’ discourses and procedures 

has “helped the CPP rebuild their hold on the country” (p. 150) and simultaneously has 

enabled the most powerful persons foster the image of saborachon (meritorious 

benefactor), which has been further maintained by public ceremonies and “[a] new 

system of honours and medals” (p. 151). 

 

By (partially and contingently) accepting the development tutelage, the tutees not only 

maintain their own power but they also become the vehicles of power of development. 

As a consequence, in Cambodia patron-client relationships, which – Hughes (2006) 

argues leaning on David Chandler – used to be in pre-colonial era primarily local, face-

to-face, and to an extent responsive and renegotiable in times of stress, are now 

uniquely inflexible and used to tie population across the territory more tightly to the 

more interventionist state69. Hughes (2006) uses Hobsbawm’s concept ‘invented 

                                                 
68 Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox (2013) explain how a politician gain omnaich (unlimited and incalculable 

influence or authority over others) in Cambodia by having “mean (wealth) … to disburse funds to those 
less fortunate or deserving; he must have bunn sak [(social status or rank)], or people would not 
humble themselves before him; and he must have baramei [(possession of charismatic powers of 
persuasion]) or people would not listen attentively to him when he speaks, or follow his commands” 
(p. 18, emphasis in the origin). To have baramei one needs to have both bunn (merit, which is acquired 
in former lives through the working of kamm (karma)) and sel, which can be obtained “by performing 
actions expressing altruistic intentions, without thought of deliberately increasing [personal] bunn” (p. 
12). A more coercive – physical and measurable – power is called komlang, “which can compel people 
to act. … Omnaich is influence over someone. Komlang actually makes them move. … The power of the 
state to force compliance, via the army or police, is komlang” (p. 8, emphasis in the origin).  

69 Hughes (2006) explains how in Cambodia everything works through khsae, networks of social 
relationships based on support and protection. They “operate through patron-client or kin 
relationships that combine pyramidal hierarchies of power and respect with personal dyads of favour 
and reciprocity” (p. 470). Criticism on patron questions her/his omnaich – i.e. social position – and 
thus, Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox (2013) claim, “is likely to produce a vitriolic and often violent response” 
as it must “be emphatically quashed lest his clients suspect he may not possess the requisite personal 
qualities to hold on to his position and power” (p. 18). In that case clients will seek another patron and 
ex-patron’s omnaich is lost. 
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traditions’ to describe this change70. She continues by saying that the power of those 

who dominate tradition is garnered from the mix of traditional relationships with 

modern bureaucracy, and the price of resistance will be bureaucratically administrated 

modern forms of exclusion and punishment that would not have been available to pre-

modern patrons71. Thus the power of development is distributed to constitute the whole 

population too so that “improved well-being [is] within the grasp of responsible 

communities that [make] appropriate choices”, as Li (2007, p. 247) interprets 

developmentalists’ reasoning. 

 

However, and as a consequence, in the less ideal Cambodian case the government’s 

enabling, animating, and facilitating has been directed rather along the lines of 

economic rationalism and personal utility than with the thought of empowering the poor 

to be the champions of their own destiny. 

 

2.4.4 Revolt as Market Disturbance 
 

Along the mentioned demand of rationality of freely made choices, Brown’s (1995, p. 

25) verification that “freedom neither overcomes nor eludes power” questions the 

amount of individual freedom in ‘freedom of choice’, which is the fundamental particle 

of liberal market society. In liberal market society everyone has not only a right but also 

an obligation to choose as one pleases, as long as the decision is well reasoned. Market 

functions well – and people are happy – only when individuals make freely rational 

caring, education, career, consumption, and voting decisions. Therefore it is emphasised 

that, for example, smallholders have freedom to choose to live as they please. If they 

want to continue farming they are free to do so, if they want to sell their land they are 

free to do so, and if they want to seek employment they are free to do so, as well. That 

is, as long as the choice they freely make is rationally plausible amid competition and 

profit. 

 

                                                 
70 Hobsbawn, E. and Ranger, T. (eds.). 1983. The Invention of Tradition. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press. 
71 A concept to describe this is neo-patrimonialism, which combines patrimonial climate with legal-

rational landscape. See also the footnote 2.  
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Hence, for developmentalists, poverty reduction is essentially about providing rational 

opportunities (i.e. access) for the poor to freely choose from. This is especially the case 

with the poor earning their livelihoods through non-capitalist modes of formal 

production – “moving from challenge to opportunity” (Deininger and Byerlee et al., 

2011, p. xlii), as the World Bank sees it and thus has an opposite angle compared to Li’s 

(2014) viewpoint of moving from opportunity to compulsory capitalist relations. 

Capitalist ethos with its values, rules, and relations has become the constitutive rational 

choice – the opportunity – which enables all other rational free choices, in other words, 

opportunities. 

 

As the proper institutional conditions are still to be reached, developmentalists 

recognise “political dissent as an effective part of the democratic process, and hence an 

opportunity, rather than a threat; for the Opposition, it means constructive engagement” 

(WB, 2000, p. 1). Thus opposing is acceptable, but it must be done in a constructive 

way with public transparency at the realm of legal-rationalism so that it does not 

jeopardise social and economic stability, which are crucial for Development.72 This 

undermines totally Kuznets’ (1955) finding that trickle-down occurs only when 

representatives of lower-income groups become more adapt, confident, and organised to 

gain enough political power for institutional modifications73. Instead, as a result of 

developmentalists’ imitation of Western liberal democracy the poor’s domain of politics 

is reduced merely to what Das (2011) calls moral claims based on laws, rights, and 

entitlements while the national elite stays elite as the national middle-class becomes 

only a replication of the Western bourgeoisie with shared aspirations, as clarified by 

Fanon ([1961] 1963).  

 

                                                 
72 Unless if elite is unwilling to conduct properly. Then the use of soft or even raw power to create a 

‘regime change’ is considered legit in the name of “freedom”, “democracy”, “human rights”, and “war 
on terror”. Developmentalists seem to be relying on Acemoglu and Robinson’s (2002) calculation 
showing that actually Kuznets’ (1955) curve is merely a consequence of democratisation processes. 
Their understanding is that increasing economic inequality induces societal unrest that forces political 
elite to find ways to prevent the threat of losing their power. The elite’s best strategy, argues 
Acemoglu and Robinson, is to democratise because it contains a credible promise of future 
redistribution of wealth. 

73 Here is noteworthy that the process was – more or less – endogenous in Europe, not something that 
was forced from outside. 
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Hence Li’s (2007) observation of how interventions in the name of Development 

actually rather strengthen the status quo and exclude key socio- and political-economic 

processes making the poor at the end only targets of governmental programs launched 

in the name of their or common well-being is valid. Developmentalists do, however, 

realise the agency of structural forces in preventing the poor from having the same 

opportunities which are open to other social groups, and they do realise that more 

powerful individuals and social groups are able to exercise their capacity to exclude the 

poor. But whereas critical political economists are arguing that the attention should be 

focused more on a wider range of social relationships that can constrain or enable 

people benefitting from resources (e.g. Ribot and Peluso, 2003) and on deeper analyses 

of causalities, developmentalists are building on well-functioning market, humans’ 

actively participating resourceful and rational nature, and transition paradigms as the 

instruments providing social inclusion of the poor in the long run. 

 

The subjectification (Foucault, 1982) of the poor to agents of their own socio-economic 

change inside the strict borders of transparent legal-rationalism and the climate of win-

win narratives restricts massively their capacity to countermove to better their political 

power. Rather it makes the question ‘how come someone dares to resist?’ more relevant 

than the usual question ‘why do they not resist?’ A point of view which can be reflected 

to Kuznets’ (1955, p. 25) worry that failure to initiate political practices to strengthen 

lower-income classes’ weak position might end up to authoritarian regimes which use 

“population as cannon-fodder in the fight for economic achievement”. 

 

To create more than a temporary change the previous equilibrium of status quo must be 

overcome. Still the change for a new normal must be first instigated, otherwise it will 

not even start to occur. Someone(s)/something(s) has to take the initiative and initiate 

the process. Threshold to do this is, inter alia, influenced by both the climate and 

(assumed) punishment if failing. Similarly, once the process has started, the members of 

community must consider possible punishments or disadvantages for not participating 

to the change, or vice versa if the change fails. In both cases there is not much room for 

negotiations in the hegemonic complex of discourses and actions. Hence the members 

are forced to take a (public) stand for or against the change because in changes also 

consent has agency on aggregation mechanisms. 
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3 Methodology and Material 
 

In this chapter I cement my point of view in this thesis. Along with my theoretical 

framework, my contextual and methodological frameworks define my analytical 

framework for observing, gathering, and analysing my material. 

 

3.1 Contextual Framework 
 

In a sense, ‘analytical movements’ (Lund, 2014) are a lifelong endeavour where every 

new experience shapes one’s subjective reflection of reality, in other words, worldview. 

A model of the world also frames researcher’s inquiries. 

 

 
Picture 1. Interpretive illustration of Lund’s interpretation of observer’s common sense. 

 

Now, there is no point to go through the whole life history here but just mention that 

‘fairness’ – which of course is my subjective interpretation of it – has been my guidance 

through this thesis, which starting point can be traced all the way back to 2008. At that 

time I was studying engineering and participated to a school assignment to develop a 

schooling device for every child in the world. That gave me an idea to research in my 

thesis for Master of Science in Technology how ICT could help in global poverty 

reduction. A big stimulant for choosing this topic was a personal annoyance at the 

international community’s apparent incompetence to eradicate poverty in so-called 
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developing countries even they had been enthusiastically talking about and acting for it 

since the end of the Second World War74. 

 

It looked clear to me that only concentrating on physical and human capital of “the 

poor” was not enough. With this acknowledgement I was even more puzzled by the 

observation that the actual reason for the so-called developed countries’ income 

inequality to follow inverse-U shaped curve was totally ignored in development co-

operation. Kuznets (1955, p. 17) had noticed that in those few Western countries he 

studied “the growing political power of the urban lower-income groups led to a variety 

of protective and supporting legislation, much of it aimed to counteract the worst effects 

of rapid industrialization and urbanization and to support the claims of the broad masses 

for more adequate shares of the growing income of the country.” I was not able to find 

any development interventions explicitly aiming to increasing political power of the 

poor. On the contrary, I learnt from Li (2007) that the so-called development experts 

depoliticise found development deficiencies by rendering them technical and 

managerial, and thus offer only technical solutions. Once socio- and political-economic 

processes are excluded from analyses the poor stop to be seen as political actors and 

they become, as mentioned before, only targets of governmental programs launched in 

the name of their or common well-being. Therefore development interventions focus 

rather on the poor’s capacities for formal action and on physical objects than “on the 

practices through which one social group impoverishes another” (p. 7).75 Ribot and 

Peluso (2003), in turn, clarified those impoverishing processes to me with the concept 

of access as the ability to benefit from resources. They underline that the constant 

struggle to gain, maintain, and control access is mediated by various ever-changing 

social relations. 

 

In product development – which I was studying at that time – great importance is put on 

the end users’ observations, experiences, knowledge, perceptions, and preferences76. 

                                                 
74 The United States president Harry S. Truman’s ([1949] 1964, pp. 114-115) 1949 Inaugural Address’ 

fourth point is considered by some as the beginning of the ‘era of development’ for introducing the 
concept of ‘underdevelopment’. 

75 See also the footnote 28. 
76 User innovation is a concept referring to a notion that products and services are developed by their 

users, not by their suppliers. Von Hippel (1986) developed the lead user method to systematically 
incorporate user innovation into industrial product development process. By a lead user he means 
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Thus I needed to find some poor people living in a developing country to design with. 

The Water & Development Research Group at Aalto University – where I was studying 

at – did extensive research on the Mekong River and kindly helped me to contact with a 

local facilitator they used in Cambodia. Therefore I travelled to Cambodia for two 

months around the turn of the year 2009-2010. The facilitator suggested to me three 

rural villages where we could conduct my research.77 I chose the village of Ta Chou in 

Sarikakaev commune, Lvea Em district, Kandal province close to the capital city 

Phnom Penh. The main reasons for choosing this village were its convenient location 

and virginity in research-wise. 

 

Before my trip I had absorbed understanding of needed attitudes and practicalities on 

site for a successful information gathering, and also understanding of the impact 

facilitators can have on community (e.g. Laitinen, 2002; Li, 2007). I had also been 

minded by Chambers (1983) that the poor is not a homogenous group of homogenous 

people living in a homogenous environment. Thanks to the works of both Chambers and 

Laitinen, it was no wonder that I decided that participatory methods (e.g. Asia Forest 

Network, 2002) would be the right tools and techniques for my research. 

 

After the first formal hierarchical encounter with Ta Chou, I spent time just walking 

around the village and meeting and talking with the villagers at their daily routines. My 

picture of Ta Chou’s reality was supplemented by the village institutions’ (village chief, 

commune chief, police station, health center, and Buddhist monastery) statistics and 

other information. For an even more specific comprehension, and also to increase my 

approval among the villagers, I invited a few villagers to sketch a map of Ta Chou for 

me (Picture 2). I also took advantage of Cambodia’s way of organising villagers into 

groups by hiring group leaders to conduct a survey of the villagers for me. The 

questionnaire I made concentrated in the households’ infrastructure and assets and 

individuals’ health, livelihoods, skills, and societal positions. 

 

                                                                                                                                               
someone “whose present strong needs will become general in a marketplace months or years in the 
future.” In the context of the poor “strong needs” are already general. The task is rather to interpret 
them correctly and acknowledge the poor’s limited access to “fill the need they experience”. 

77 As I did not speak any Khmer nor mastered local cultures and customs nor had any contacts what so 
ever I needed him to help me with my research. I still do not speak any Khmer nor master the cultures. 
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Picture 2. Map of Ta Chou drawn by a few villagers. The map is geographically inaccurate in a sense 
that even the lake at the North-East corner can conquer the whole area during the wettest rainy 
seasons, it should have been located more to the East because the path (marked by the black-red 
dotted straight line and known as the Vilpu-road) actually turns straight to the North at the house (like 
a letter ‘A’) it goes through on the map. Thus everything between the drawn path, the lake, and the 
road (marked by the double red lines) should be rotated accordingly. The empty space hence created 
on the other side of the path on the map is agricultural land. 

 

The purpose of the survey was to comprehend the diversity of the community, and then 

based on that select a few “phenomena” to be studied more thoroughly78. I formed three 

groups consisting of 4-6 people which I considered to represent the poor of Ta Chou. 

With each group I had 3-4 hours session where I tried to figure out the reality these 

people were living in. In those sessions “the participants were asked to produce seasonal 

                                                 
78 I use terms ‘context’, ‘phenomenon’, and ‘case’ to classify the depth of analytical observation. I clarify 

with an example from the world of sports: in an ice-hockey game a context is the venue including all 
attendees, a phenomenon is the actual game including all game participators, and a case is scoring 
including all players in the rink at the time. Even the spectators, referees, teams, ice, equipments, and 
so on affect on the scoring, it is still the specific movements by the players in question which make it 
happen. All in all, ‘casing’ is about trying to find out the root causes which initiate a chain of events. 
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and daily calendars of their lives and different resource, institution, and collaboration 

analyses. Different diagrams and tables were created to visualize outcomes and to rank 

issues. The main purpose was to promote discussion and encourage everyone’s 

participation, and to direct discussions to wanted directions, too. The facilitators [(i.e. 

us)] used also open-ended questions and brought topics into discussion if needed, but 

otherwise we only observed, kept the spirit high, promoted relaxed, flexible, 

confidential and encouraging atmosphere, and let the participants explore fully issues 

that arose into discussion” (Kuusela, 2013, p. 34, (the tense is changed from present to 

past)). Of course, also all the other time I stayed in the village I informally observed and 

participant observed by participating to daily activities and by using open-ended and un- 

or semi-structured interviews to get a better picture of what was and had been going on. 

 

What amazed me the most in Ta Chou was the diversity of livelihoods the villagers had 

and how connected they and their lives actually were with the world beyond the village 

borders. Yet, the most interesting discovery for me was the realisation that some of the 

farmers were able to have two yields per year whereas others had to cope with one yield 

based on the farmers’ uneven access to irrigation. It puzzled me because the area was 

surrounded by water and during the Khmer Rouge regime there had been irrigation 

canal network. I wondered why they did not maintain those old canals so that every 

member of the community could have proper irrigation and hence two yields per year. It 

turned out that the idea was not supported by everyone and farmers without irrigation, 

in other words, the poorest among the farmers, had to accept the situation. This did not 

mean though that the poorest would not wish for irrigation, they just felt that they did 

not have enough prestige and skills to make it happen, and therefore they hoped that 

some NGOs would come and organise irrigation for them. All in all, the poorest felt that 

there was not any solidarity in Ta Chou and everything had to be done by oneself. 

 

Yet, I remembered Li’s (2007) notion that development interventions do not pay enough 

attention to structural forces that prevent the poor from having the same opportunities 

which are open to other social groups, nor to these other more powerful social groups’ 

ability to exercise their capacity to exclude the poor79. Thus I was even more convinced 

                                                 
79 See also the footnote 28. 
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that a sustainable social change – poverty reduction in this case – could not be brought, 

even less forced, from “outside”. It must be an endogenous process, as Fanon ([1961] 

1963) emphasised, with demand and will for action for it inside the group.80 Therefore I 

felt like Ribot and Peluso (2003, p. 154) who argued that attention should be focused on 

a wider range of social relationships that could constrain or enable people benefitting 

from a resource – which in my case was irrigation in the context of Ta Chou. 

 

Ribot and Peluso (2003, p. 158) talk about access relations that are dependent on “an 

individual’s or group’s position and power within various social relationships.” Access 

relations become visible in diverse processes of negotiations around benefit and harm 

distributions between various parties. Basically negotiation is a consequence of conflict 

of interest and deals with bargaining and contesting of domination on the grounds of 

power/resistance setting. The poor’s negotiation/lobbying/contestation power is poor 

and constrained by their obligations based on their marginalised social positions within 

the hierarchical relations of power. 

 

Therefore when I returned to Cambodia – this time as a student of development studies 

– for four months in the beginning of 2016 my idea was to concentrate in my research in 

the poorest’s access relations in the context of irrigation and then draw some 

generalisations from it which could explain some dynamics of poverty, and also to 

generate some solutions to increase the poorest’s negotiation power. This plan was 

ruined straight away when I arrived to Ta Chou again after six years: farmers had 

started to pump ground water on their fields straight under the land they cultivated. 

Thus irrigation was not really an issue anymore. Furthermore, I admitted to myself that 

negotiation processes and dynamics could be long, complex, multidimensional, 

invisible, and transforming – in other words, difficult not only to interpret but even to 

fully observe, especially for an outsider. I rather started to wonder how much the poor 

had agency under the structural pressure, which led me to a conclusion that the poor’s 

access relations were manifested in their livelihood strategies, in those logical or/and 

desperate processes which directed them to select a certain way of acting or to consent 

to their “destiny”. 
                                                 
80 However, people’s desires and aspirations can be moulded also from “outside”, as reasoned in the 

previous chapter. 
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Still, the most visibly striking development in Ta Chou was an earthmoving taking 

place on the farmlands straight next to the residential area. A foreign based company 

had just started to construct a ten hectares81 bed for a satellite city the company planned 

to build on the commune’s land.82 Modernisation in a form of processes linked to real 

estate redevelopment was reaching Ta Chou otherwise as well: now electricity came 

from power plant through wires, water from waterworks through pipes, and the 

thoroughfare was under construction to be paved. So far the Mekong River had 

effectively kept modernisation ideas literally at bay, but it had been just a question of 

time when investors would start to eye Ta Chou – and the surrounding area with its 

many villages – with a keener interest as it provided investor-wise almost a pristine 

playing ground with closeness of capital city’s facilities to innovate new profit 

opportunities. 

 

Land was an issue already in 2010 when I visited Ta Chou for the first time. Villagers 

described to me how they had prevented a land grabbing attempt of almost 500 hectares 

of farming land in 2008 by making the attempt public83. This did not mean though that 

villagers would hold onto their lands by all means necessary. The farmers’ incomes 

were very low, unstable, and irregular. In fact, many of them had difficulties to sustain 

their living as they were at the mercy of weather, moneylenders, and purchasers. The 

common annual cycle of farmers started with borrowing money to buy needed 

accessories to start cultivation, the debt was paid back when the yield was sold, and the 

rest of the year was struggling to make ends meet. Thus, I was told, some of the farmers 

seized the opportunity created by the demand for their lands already around 2006 to get 

rid of their debts once and for all by making a decision to sell their farmlands as they 

then actually had some monetary value. Although the purchasing prices were low, they 

were high enough to create some exuberance among the sellers. This in turn inspired 

                                                 
81 Five hectares in Ta Chou and five hectares in the neighbouring village. 
82 In June 2013 the Phnom Penh Post wrote about “[s]atellite cities a solution for overcrowded Phnom 

Penh”: http://www.phnompenhpost.com/real-estate/satellite-cities-solution-overcrowded-phnom-
penh, accessed 24.4.2017. 

83 The case even made the news when the prime minister himself ordered the company to withdraw: 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/pm-tells-developer-7ng-to-pay-in-land-dispute-57926/, 
accessed 23.4.2017. Figures presented in the article, 482 ha and 290 families, probably includes the 
neighbouring village as well. 
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more farmers to consider of selling their lands – residential or farming ones. Some of 

them had plans to buy then cheaper land from somewhere more remote location or to 

move to live on their farmlands. 

 

But the demand of land had diminished by 2010, which, according to the village 

authority, was caused by the global economic downturn. So by now the party was over, 

literally. As one villager put it, “the other street is not so noisy anymore”, meaning that 

they had more or less spent the money they had got from selling their farmlands. And 

indeed, there was a common agreement among those who had not sold their lands that 

those who had sold their lands had wasted the money on consumer goods and easy life, 

and now they needed to borrow money again. There used to be a credit pool in Ta Chou 

which lent money only for well argued reasons, but once private operators started to 

bypass the credit pool and grant loans straight to the villagers without any interest in 

how the money would be spent the problems with repayments started to manifold. I 

personally witnessed eviction of a family from their home for unpaid debts by six 

different microfinance companies and a few private moneylenders. The mother did not 

look very happy when she was walking towards her mother’s house. 

 

When I returned to Ta Chou in 2016 I realised that land buyers had come back as well. 

The real land boom occurred in 2014 and now there was not much farmland owned by 

the villagers to be sold anymore. Rumours and news about the future prospects of this 

area had reached also the so-called ordinary people in Phnom Penh, some of whom even 

took bank loans to join the rush for land.84 The price of land was expected to skyrocket 

in the near future guaranteeing thus hefty unearned profits for fast and daring. At least 

that was what a casual buyer hoped for. Corporations and big men – as the rich people 

are called in Cambodia – had been purchasing land around the area already for a long 

time before the rush.85 Actually one informant suspected to me that the ruling party CPP 

                                                 
84 In March 2015 the Cambodia Daily wrote that “[a]uthorities are planning to further enlarge Phnom 

Penh by incorporating another chunk of Kandal province’s Lvea Em district into the municipality … for 
development purposes”: https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/phnom-penh-municipality-plans-
city-expansion-80500/, accessed 24.4.2017. 

85 All in all, land has been a quite sensitive issue in Cambodia for some time already, as has been 
witnessed by several researchers as well (e.g. Hall, Hirch, and Li, 2011; Borras and Franco, 2013). I 
experienced it by not getting granted access to land registers. Therefore my main source of 
information of landownership is the villagers of Ta Chou. But even they can only speculate as big men 
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put big men to buy land around the area before general elections 2013 to give an 

impression that the country was developing, attracting investors, and growing 

economically. Or maybe they just were better informed about the future plans of the 

area, or perhaps they actually were the driving force for this direction of development, 

or maybe they were ‘Asian money launderers’, as Baird (2014) suspects. 

 

Hence I started to ponder the future of this area. I went through the online archives of a 

few Cambodian newspapers, visited municipal offices of Phnom Penh and Kandal 

province and a couple of ministries, approached some NGOs and private developer 

firms, talked with people in and between Phnom Penh and Ta Chou, e-mailed to real 

estate agencies, lawyers, activists, researchers and institutions, did plenty of internet 

searches, visited construction sites and new satellite cities, talked with some 

representatives of microfinance companies, and observed. 

 

 
Picture 3. The coloured area on the East side of the river is a part of the Kandal province at the moment 
but will be merged into Phnom Penh in the near future. (Source: the Phnom Penh Municipality.) 
                                                                                                                                               

use paper men in their land deals (as can be interpreted from this the Phnom Penh Post article: 
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/7ng-staffer-allegedly-took-15m-land-scam, accessed 
24.4.2017). Neither do they have any more access to information of secondary market of land than I 
do. 
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It turned out, indeed, that there is a plan to merge this area – which now belongs to 

Kandal province – into Phnom Penh (Picture 3). But before the merge there will not be 

any master plan for the area, which has been rural environment until now.86 Thus the so-

called developer firms have occupied the area and are about to materialise their own 

development plans (Picture 4). 

 

 
Picture 4. A view on the division of the area between different companies. (Source: Vogo Group: 
http://www.vogogroup.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Capture45646.jpg?25bf27, accessed 
1.4.2016.) 
 

                                                 
86 In December 2015 the Cambodia Daily wrote that “[n]ew Phnom Penh Land Master Plan [p]assed”: 

https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/new-phnom-penh-land-master-plan-passed-102872/, but the 
Phnom Penh Post claimed that still “[d]oubts surround Phnom Penh’s master plan”: 
http://www.phnompenhpost.com/real-estate/doubts-surround-phnom-penhs-master-plan, both 
accessed 24.4.2017. 
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The blue circle on Picture 4 marks the site of the satellite city which is planned to be 

built on the fields of Sarikakaev commune. Picture 5 shows how it is planned to look 

like. The exact location of the satellite city is more easily comprehended by comparing 

the picture with the village map (Picture 2). The smaller road on the picture is the 

Vilpu-road and the Road No. 380 is the higher one of those two roads (red) going 

through the village. 

 

 
Picture 5. The planned satellite city on the farmlands of Sarikakaev commune. The bed for the city was 
started to be build in the beginning of 2016. (Source: Vogo Group: http://www.vogogroup.net/wp-
content/uploads/2016/01/Capture588.jpg?25bf27, accessed 1.4.2016.) 
 

 
Picture 6. A part of the planned route of the Second Ring Road of Phnom Penh. (Source: the Phnom 
Penh Municipality.) 
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What really caught my eye were those roads. At the moment the Vilpu-road is a narrow, 

bumpy, and dusty path and the Road No. 380, the main thoroughfare of the village, has 

just recently been upgraded to an around 9 meters wide asphalt road, which looks a 

temporal solution, though. Indeed, there is a plan to transform the Road No. 380 to a 

Phnom Penh – Ho Chi Minh Expressway, and the Vilpu-road is planned to be a part of 

the sketched Second Ring Road (Picture 6, presented also in both Picture 4 and Picture 

7 as a white dashed line). 

 

 
Picture 7. A more detailed picture of construction plans around Ta Chou. (Source: Vogo Group: 
http://www.vogogroup.net/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Capture4577.jpg?25bf27, accessed 
1.4.2016.) 
 

Construction has already started at the junction of the Vilpu-road and the 7NG-road 

(intersection of the yellow roads just a bit to North outside Picture 7). Some private 

developer firms have bought land there to build satellite cities and are upgrading their 

parts of the Vilpu-road. The 7NG-road leads to Vihear Suor where a new industrial park 

has been build and a satellite city is under construction: a peek to the future of the whole 

area, of which one imagined variation from already 2011 can be seen in Picture 8.87 

                                                 
87 In August 2014 the Cambodia Daily wrote that “the transformation from farmland to industrial haven 

has begun”: https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/in-rural-kandal-province-an-industrial-hub-
rises-67182/, accessed 24.4.2017. The article is a good summary of the whole change that is taking 
place. Still the mentioned 7777 ha of land is an overestimation given by an employee of the developer 
firm. A more accurate estimation, 1500 ha – which also resonates with the information given in Picture 
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Picture 8. A future scenario of the area from 2011. (Source: 7NG: http://www.khmer-
bundle.com/img/business/7ng-26-November-2011-10-31-54-965124.jpg, accessed 1.4.2016) 
 

But it is still a long way before any closer version to reality described in Picture 8 

materialises. An informant told me that the Road No. 380’s final route was still to be 

decided and its wideness would depend on foreign finance. Similarly the Second Ring 

Road’s route can change. The biggest surprise to me, though, when I arrived the third 

time to Ta Chou at the end of 2016 for two months field research was to notice that 

nothing had been done on the construction site of the satellite city since I left six months 

earlier. A relative of a villager who worked in the company’s other construction site told 

me that the company had suspended this site and were concentrating on some other site 

in Phnom Penh. 

 
                                                                                                                                               

8, is mentioned in BroadGate Financial’s business announcement of entering into a tripartite joint 
venture to build this industrial park in August 2013 (BroadSight, 2013, p. 8 
(www.broadgatefinancial.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/October-Broadsight-issue-6.pdf, 
accessed 25.4.2017)). The announcement also mentions that the industrial park is located 12 km from 
Phnom Penh, just like in Picture 8. 40 km mentioned in the Cambodia Daily article is by roads and 
through the only existing bridge (the yellow one in the North in Picture 8). 
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This sudden change in the development hype of the area made me realise that 

everything was bounded to bridges over the Mekong River. Those blue bridges in 

Picture 4, Picture 6, and Picture 7 and white bridges in Picture 8 do not exist yet, they 

are only plans waiting to be materialised. In August 2014 the Phnom Penh Post revealed 

that “Kandal property bought up before bridge announcement”.88 Building of two 

bridges over the Mekong River had just been approved by the government but “[r]ich 

people with information ... [had] been buying up land ... for the past three years” 

already, whereas “lots more [had] been buying land there since February, March and 

April.” In Akreiy Ksatr – which is located at the riverbank on Kandal side where the 

Mekong River starts to bend to East, Ta Chou is 5 km further inland – land prices rose 

25 to 30 % in a year and it was estimated that with a bridge the prices would be four to 

five times higher. But by March 2016 “[i]nvestment activity and land prices [had] 

cooled in the [Akreiy Ksatr] area ... as two bridge projects face[d] uncertainties”.89 One 

real estate manager even suspected that “[p]revious talks about the bridges’ plans were 

rumours meant to create a more favourable condition to sell land”. 

 

So, at my late 2016 visit the (inevitable) urbanisation was on hold in Ta Chou. Investors 

were waiting for decisions on roads and bridges, speculators were waiting for land 

prices to go up again and in the meantime rented their lands back to the villagers to 

cultivate them (or in some cases the caretakers of lands rented the lands back without 

new owners knowing it), and the villagers – while cultivating they former lands as they 

had always done – were waiting for clarity on their future. The situation made me see 

Ta Chou as a peri-urban space: not exactly rural anymore, but neither urban yet. My 

realisation of the villagers being in a kind of limbo state – a mixture of rural and urban 

developments – helped me to sharpen my research topic to livelihood strategies of the 

poor living in peri-urban spaces under pressure of demand for land. In my mind I was 

sure that they had no other option than sell their lands because of not only the already 

                                                 
88 http://www.phnompenhpost.com/real-estate/kandal-property-bought-bridge-announcement, 

accessed 25.4.2017. 
89 The Phnom Penh Post: http://www.phnompenhpost.com/post-property/areyksat-cools-down-bridge-

construction-gridlock, accessed 25.4.2017. 
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mentioned debts but also because of low producer prices for their agricultural 

products.90 

 

The vast majority of the villagers are still today somehow dependent on farming. Even 

those who do not cultivate land themselves might work seasonally for farmers; for 

example, labourers help in harvests, animal and machine owners rent their assets to 

farmers when needed, middlemen deal harvests further, service providers and 

shopkeepers’ profits depend on farmers’ incomes, and so forth. More and more villagers 

go to Phnom Penh to work but the farmers are still at the apex of Ta Chou’s economic 

“ecosystem”91. 

 

In 2010 I realised that the producers lacked access to markets. Buyers of their products 

had cartels or had established patron-client relationships based on the chronic lack of 

money on the producers’ side. Overall, the producers considered profits to be low. In 

2016 the situation was exactly the same. Actually at first it seemed to be even much 

worse as the producer price for rice had dropped from 1200 riel/kg to 700 riel/kg, but I 

was told that this was normal yearly fluctuation of producer prices for rice in Ta Chou. I 

also found out that there were two rice dealers – who were also relatives – in the village 

and all the rice produced in Ta Chou went through them to actual buyers.92 

 

This tripartite relationship between demand for land, indebtedness, and low income 

made me create a hypothesis that maybe there was a deeper connection between them as 

I knew that at least one of the developer firms operated also in the fields of 

microfinance and agriculture. Therefore in 2016 I decided to redo the survey I 

                                                 
90 In August 2014 the Cambodia Daily wrote how farmers were abandoning agriculture because “there 

[was] no incentive to farm”. (https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/farmers-set-to-abandon-
farmland-ngo-says-66016/, accessed 26.4.2017.) 

91 Here the term ‘ecosystem’ is a reference to its use in entrepreneur circles as a metaphor for business 
relations and structures. 

92 Rice has been by far the main cultivation product in Ta Chou. According to the village chief over 400 
ha of Ta Chou’s land (around 500 ha in total) is dedicated to rice cultivation. Although when conditions 
are right the farmers might change rice to lotus. For example, in the late 2016 many farmer grew lotus 
instead of rice because there was enough water to do it and their utility from lotus was higher than 
from rice. Another professionally cultivated product is mango. Banana is also cultivated to be sold but 
it is more like a hobby practiced at the residential area. In 2010 fishing was an occupation but by 2016 
it had died out along with fishes. Reasons for the extinction of fish were overfishing and long dryness, 
which had prevented otherwise yearly fish migration from flooding Mekong River to the lake. 
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conducted in 2010, but this time with modified questions. I was still interested in 

livelihoods and incomes, but also in households’ loans, historical and current land 

relations, and migration for work.93 

 

While waiting the completion of the survey, my hypothesis was shot down by 

discussions I had with a few representatives of microfinance companies and a rice 

dealer. In the early 2016 there were almost 30 microfinance companies operating in Ta 

Chou and at least the ones I talked with were not interested in land itself. They 

demanded land for security and forced debtor to sell her/his land if needed, but did not 

want to own it themselves. Similarly, the rice dealer explained to me that all the rice 

produced in Ta Chou went to Vietnam and the villagers had to settle for the price the 

Vietnamese set because Cambodians did not approve the quality of Ta Chou’s rice, and 

therefore there was not any market for it in Cambodia. Actually it turned out that pretty 

much everything produced in the village is transported straight to Vietnam. 

 

My survey did not go in vain, though. The gained information gave me a deeper 

understanding of Ta Chou. It also helped me later to select people to interview with. By 

now I had started to question my previous assumption of the villagers having no other 

option than to sell their lands. But why would they sell their lands then? Why would 

they willingly not only give up their source of security – in other words, income and 

food – but also their skill, identity, culture, tradition, and way of living? And above all, 

why did the same people who had less than a decade ago reacted to the threat of 

dispossession from their lands by joining and standing up together against the 

deprivation, now – when the farmers actually were started to be expelled from their 

traditional livelihoods – did not even raise a voice against it? The village chief – who 

had sent “thank you”-notes for preventing the eviction afterwards all over the place, 

including the prime minister and newspapers’ editors – even wished now that the new 

owners of their former lands would soon start to utilise their plots, thus hopefully 

providing new earning opportunities for the villagers as well. 

 

                                                 
93 In April 2016 Radio Free Asia told that “at least one million Cambodians worked illegally in Thailand 

last year [(i.e. 2015)]”. (http://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/cambodians-travel-en-masse-to-
thailand-in-search-of-jobs-04262016131711.html, accessed 26.4.2017.) 
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Luckily Cross (2015) directed my attention to the concept of anticipation, which led me 

to interpret Ta Chou also as a frontier, a liminal space which opened up opportunities 

not only to the invaders and interventionists but also to (at least some) villagers, giving 

them a chance to reconstruct their identity, commune, and destiny, too. By defining Ta 

Chou as a liminal, peri-urban space it also became a future-oriented zone of potential 

and danger, expectation and uncertainty. My presumption was that the villagers dreamt 

of change for better and were afraid of change for worse. In my vision they were 

calculating different scenarios for plausible alternative decisions they could – or even 

had to – choose from in ever-changing environment. They had to be filled with hopes 

and doubts. 

 

By now I had finally let the idea of activism for righteousness go and started to observe 

more like a social researcher. My questions had moved from practical to more social-

scientific ones. Instead of pondering possible ways to increase the poor’s ability to 

benefit from resources, I concentrated my focus on dynamics of poverty and inequality. 

Politics of anticipation – more precisely: how anticipations are constructed and 

maintained, and in the case of Ta Chou how much that process is influenced, or even 

forced, by the demand of land, struggle for living, and (global) citizenship – became my 

topic of interest. 

 

My enthusiasm suffered a minor setback when I realised that in 2016 quite a few 

villagers actually had – or at least revealed to me that they had – any great excitements 

about the future. They seemed to be just waiting the future to come and bring whatever 

it brings with it. This reminded me of Cronk’s (2002) study about social change of one 

ethnic group – called Yaaku – of Mukogodo-forest in Kenya. There was a will inside 

the group to improve the group’s socio-economic position in relation to other ethnic 

groups. The expulsion of the pastoral Maasai from Mukogodo by the colonial British 

created instruments for the hunter-gatherer Yaaku to abandon their own culture in 

favour of the Maasai. The process was accelerated and made all-embracing by changing 

dowry from traditional beehives to animals. If a Yaaku man wanted to marry he needed 

to possess some livestock. This example made me to think that maybe the same was 

happening in Ta Chou as well. To use the engineering terminology again, the lead users 

grabbed the opportunity and dragged others along if they wanted it or not. 
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But still the lack of resistance puzzled me. Former smallholders94, today’s tenants, 

tomorrow’s proletariat, who had been fiercely struggling against their forced livelihood 

change less than a decade ago, were now impassively waiting for it to happen even they 

did not seem to have any rosy illusions about it. Even the formal plan to widen the Road 

No. 380 did not stir much reaction. Therefore I started to wonder people’s decision-

making processes and how those are affected by changing environments which stage 

their opportunities and identities. How do social structures and relations change along 

the habitat change and how do these changes affect on different people’s decision-

making? Hence my analytical movements around my empirical context have framed my 

thematic category from the poor being objects to the poor being subjects and then to the 

poor being subjective objects. 

 

3.2 Methodological Framework 
 

By now my research question ‘why the smallholders of Ta Chou sell their farmlands’ 

has grown to a research problem to figure out why humans make decisions, how 

decisions are decided and justified, who or what is seen to be responsible for made 

decision, how much of the decision of responsibility is affected by the feel of the level 

of freedom of choice of the decision maker(s), and how does the felt responsibility 

impact on a decision maker’s willingness to take a certain course of action. 

 

Academic research is traditionally about finding facts: whether some event, appearance, 

or claim is true or not true, what are processes and meanings of true events and 

appearances, and what kind of causalities there are between true claims. To be able to 

say anything general about a phenomenon research data must be first of all 

systematically collected, organised, presented, analysed, and/or interpreted, and 

eventually applied to practise. Characteristic to natural sciences95 is strict demands for 

research to be replicable and for unambiguous and measurable, usually numerical 

                                                 
94 Of those 156 households which provided information about the sizes of their farmlands in my 2010 

survey 37 %’s fields were less than 0,5 ha, 37 %’s fields were between 0,5 and 1 ha, 22 %’s were 
between 1 and 2 ha, and the rest 4 %’s were bigger. 1a=10m×10m=100m2=0,01ha, 
1ha=100a=100m×100m=10000m2. 

95 When I talk about natural sciences, in effect I rather think about physical sciences. 
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results. Hence in natural sciences research is often done in laboratory conditions within 

monitored, stable environment. By repetitions appearances and claims can be proved 

and by changing conditions causalities can be demonstrated. But even in laboratory 

conditions environment can get so complicated that all causalities are hard to model in 

so that the outcome truly represents the actual phenomenon. Thus in practise – where 

environment is always both far from laboratory conditions and inconstant – Einstein’s 

(1934, p. 165) notion that “the supreme goal of all theory is to make the irreducible 

basic elements as simple and as few as possible without having to surrender the 

adequate representation of a single datum of experience” is reduced to a guideline to 

make everything as simple as possible, but not simpler. Therefore, in effect, theories of 

applied natural sciences are usually based on few main variables, safety factors, and 

trials and monitoring. 

 

The luxury of simplification in natural sciences is guaranteed by physical constants and 

the laws of nature. Natural phenomena correspond to surrounding coercive physical and 

chemical conditions only. Instead, humans’ conducts are influenced also by personal 

states of minds; socio-economic positions and relationships; social relations, structures, 

and pressures; and institutions, rules, and sanctions of regimes at the time. On the other 

hand, these same parameters make human conduct predictable at some level. Still the 

diversity of variables and complexity of causalities affecting human conduct and 

impossibility to replicate environment to the detail make it practically impossible to 

create any exact formula to represent the phenomenon. Rather in social sciences when 

applying methods of statistics in trying to predict or explain human conduct the 

outcome is often presented in probabilities. Usually this entails a pre-selection of 

(assumed) meaningful variables to be studied in environment based on some general 

presumptions about human behaviour. In this way research in social sciences is tried to 

be levelled with research in natural sciences. By hypothesis testing it is possible to 

determine from the sample data if a relationship between variables is statistically 

significant or not. 

 

However, statistics demands variables to be comparable, in other words, only 

measurable variables can be meaningful, of which follows that if an important variable 
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cannot be measured then variables which can be measured become important96. In 

addition, this sort of quantitative research produces only likelihoods for correlations. It 

does not really tell anything about underlying reasons. Although by showing 

correlations quantitative research can open up fruitful lines of inquiry for studying the 

meaning of those correlations. 

 

In order to truly understand mechanisms of and dynamics for human conduct it is 

essential to ask ‘how?’ and ‘why?’ questions. Thus rather than trying to figure out how 

modes of thinking (i.e. mindsets), agencies (as instruments), and levels of thresholds to 

participate in action could be quantified and hence measured so that they would capture 

the essence of power, it is important to acknowledge the influence of false claims on 

human conduct. Whereas natural phenomena are not concerned with humans’ realities, 

a human’s conduct is variedly influenced by all kinds of humans’ interpretations of the 

reality. Therefore in social sciences the impact of a presented claim on human conduct 

becomes more meaningful than the question if the presented claim is actually true or 

not. Rather in social sciences claims to be studied are actual theories predicting reasons 

and causalities behind and directing human conduct.97 In other words, whereas in 

natural sciences theories are built on constant facts and causalities98, in social sciences 

theories are built around space and time related subjective observations and observed 

causalities. 

 

The subjective and not-exactly-measurable nature of research in social sciences creates 

credibility issues over results. Indeed, sometimes social sciences is called “soft science”, 

“art”, or even “pseudoscience” as research is not seen to be scientific enough by its 

methods99 and measurements100. Surely, rather than relying on any formal coherent 

                                                 
96 With only a hammer everything looks like a nail, as a proverb knows. 
97 Social research produces merely researched interpretations for (formalised) conversations about the 

social reality. These conversations cannot ever reach a shared conclusion as participants look the 
interpretations from their own viewpoints which are corrupted by their subjective worldviews and 
contextual, theoretical, and methodological presuppositions.  

98 Surely, natural phenomena’s compliance with the laws of nature makes it even possible to predict 
natural phenomena without any empirical evidence at sight. 

99 For example, Burawoy (1998, pp. 12-16) explains how methods inspired by natural sciences are 
incompetent in social sciences because of contextuality, reflexivity, and non-replicability. 

100 Measuring in natural sciences is a field of science itself with its own theories, specific equipments, 
technical innovations, and clinical settings. 
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system of units of measurement101, analytical concepts – which can (and should) also be 

coherent, consistent, and unambiguous – are viewed in social sciences as the most 

suitable instruments for not only categorising human conduct and social appearances 

but also for revealing regularities and relations and uncovering processes in human 

conduct. By making processes and dynamics of human conduct visible social sciences 

clarifies forces affecting and altering human decision making, as well as societal 

consequences of made decisions. Whereas natural sciences exposes the constant secrets 

of nature – which have been waiting for to be found – and by using formal sciences 

binds nature’s causalities into exact formulas, social sciences exposes the complex and 

contextual nature of human conduct and by using analytical concepts can reveal some 

underlying factors behind human decision-making.102 

 

Becker (1998, p. 109) defines concepts as “generalized statements about whole classes 

of phenomena rather than specific statements of fact, statements that apply to people 

and organizations everywhere rather than just to these people here and now, or there and 

then. ... [A] way of developing concepts is in a continuous dialogue with empirical 

data.” Becker’s definition leads towards to what Yin (1994) terms as explanatory case 

study. Case study means a detailed research of a (usually) single unit in its own 

environment at everyday situations in a try to understand it as completely as possible. 

The aim, indeed, is not only to describe the unit’s reality but “to provide insight into an 

issue or to revise a generalization” (Silverman, 2005, p. 127). But, as Lund (2014, p. 

224) asks, how does that issue stick out from the description then, and answers that “[a] 

case is an edited chunk of empirical reality where certain features are marked out, 

emphasized, and privileged while others recede into the background. As such, a case is 

not ‘natural,’ but a mental, or analytical, construct aimed at organizing knowledge about 

reality in a manageable way.” To make the process less mental Lund has invented an 

analytical 2×2 matrix which visualises connections between generalisation, 

specification, abstraction, and concretisation (Picture 9). According to Lund (p. 225, 

                                                 
101 For example, in natural sciences quantities are measured by using the International System of Units 

(SI). Also, humans’ genes, emotions, and nervous systems can be measured exactly but they do not 
reveal those actual cognitive processes behind human decision making, or emotions, for that matter. 

102 Said all that, it must be remembered that humans’ realities cannot ever (hopefully) be fully captured 
in any theoretical formulas. 
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emphasis in the origin), “the [analytical] movement between these dimensions ... makes 

us conscious of what our work might be a case.” 

 

 
Picture 9. Interpretive view on Lund’s analytical matrix. 
 

In Lund’s (2014, p. 229, emphasis in the origin) approach theorisation becomes “about 

moving from observation of empirical events, through concepts, to be able to say 

something about the inherent qualities and dynamics in contexts other than the ones 

studied.” Thus in addition to explanatory framework – which he (p. 229) defines as “a 

set of interrelated substantive statements venturing to say something new about the 

social world” – Lund introduces heuristic framework which is “a set of conceptual 

tools, which, rather than telling us anything substantive about the social world, suggests 

ways of approaching it.” But instead of being straightforward process from observation 

through concepts to ready theory theorisation necessitates reiterative practices, in other 

words, analytical movements around the matrix (Picture 10). 

 

So, Lund’s (2014) conceptual tools are for focusing attention on case. Hence concepts 

are instruments for observing, thinking, and analysing. For Silverman (2005, p. 99, 

emphasis in the origin), instead, “[t]heories arrange sets of concepts to define and 

explain some phenomenon.” Therefore ‘concepts’, indeed, has a double purpose (i.e. 

heuristic and explanatory one). A simple example from the physical world elucidates 

conceptualisation. A base quantity ‘length’ is concretised by the concept of metre (m). 
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Another base quantity, ‘time’103, is concretised by the concept of second (s). With the 

help of these heuristic concepts the explanatory concept of (average) speed (m/s) – 

which in some other case could be used as a heuristic concept – can be theorised so that 

it depicts an inherent dynamic of any observed object’s journey from any point to any 

other point in any given time, in other words, length divided by time. This is relevant of 

course only if researcher is interested in the speed of an object. If the interest is more in 

some other research question related to that same empirical event, then concepts must 

be selected differently. Then again, if the interest is in the speed of the object then the 

related heuristic concepts must be chosen, otherwise results will not explain the 

phenomenon. 

 

 
Picture 10. Illustration of Lund’s theorisation process. 
 

                                                 
103 Time itself is actually a quite controversial concept. First of all, it’s relative. And not only social 

realities kind of way, but time is also affected by motion and gravity. Lot of pondering is happening 
also around the arrow of time and its direction. Does it really have to point “forward”? Some physicists 
even claim that time actually exists only in observer’s head as preserved information about 
subjectively experienced events (Podolskiy, D. and Lanza, R. 2016. On Decoherence in Quantum 
Gravity. Annalen der Physik, 528:9-10, 663-676). 
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Social scientists are rarely interested in humans’ average speeds. Rather they are keen to 

know why and how human as a member of society travelled/travels/will travel from A 

to B, being that travel physical or/and mental. Still in both sciences – natural and social 

– researchers are similarly interested in concepts and their heuristic and explanatory 

definitions and uses. The difference is that the concepts of natural sciences are far more 

formalised and standardised. According to Lund (2014, p. 225), the same is “not 

possible for the social sciences as context dependent empirical enquiries of human 

activity.” Therefore a big part of research in social sciences is around heuristic use of 

concepts and definitions of these concepts104 in a sense where “[t]he value ... must be 

assessed in terms of what questions are asked and how they interrogate the empirical 

phenomena” (Lund, p. 229). As such, research in social sciences “can clarify the 

meaning of certain variables and the validity of empirical indicators, suggest alternative 

causal mechanisms and identify overlooked interaction effects” (Vennesson, 2008, pp. 

227-228). 

 

Qualitative research provides good instruments for interrogating empirical phenomena, 

in other words, for conceptualisation105. Like Lund, also Becker (1998, p. 141) points 

out that heuristic concept is a generalisation itself too. At the very beginning it is an 

isolated generic feature of the unit of observation (i.e. empirical context). In other 

words, in the beginning, it is the actual unit of analysis (i.e. empirical phenomenon). 

Theoretical framework provides a perspective to look at that phenomenon with its 

diversity of generic features (i.e. variables, i.e. attributes), and thus guides question 

formulation for teasing out relevant generic features (i.e., to close the loop, heuristic 

concepts) of the phenomenon. Hence, theoretical framework does not only orient 

research, it also informs analysis by relating research to a specific line of thought – thus 

limiting empirical indicators (i.e. thematic categories, or classes with multiple criteria, 

as Becker calls them) of interest – thus reducing the number of interesting defining 
                                                 
104 This happens in natural sciences, too. For example, the definition of the concept of metre has 

changed during the years from a portion of the Earth’s meridian, through a tangible prototype bar, to 
certain wavelengths in vacuum. Similarly, second’s definition has also evolved during the years. A 
portion of the revolution of the Moon around the Earth was replaced by a portion of the revolution of 
the Earth around the Sun, which had then been replaced by radiation periods of caesium atom. Not to 
mention alternative heuristic concepts for length and time. 

105 By its nature qualitative research is holistic and systematic collection of information in real-life 
situations with real-life actors. Qualitative approach comprises a plethora of different methods of 
inquiry. I have introduced the ones I have used in both the previous and following subchapters. 
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attributes of the phenomenon – thus creating a new phenomenon – thus starting the 

process from the beginning again until the core of the issue (i.e. a case) is reached. 

Becker (p. 139) labels this sort of iteration as stripping which “helps us separate what’s 

central to our image of a phenomenon from the particular example it is embedded in”. 

 

 
Picture 11. Interpretive modifications to Lund’s theorisation process. 
 

However, Becker (1998) proposes that defining of which of the attributes (i.e. 

(heuristic) concepts) of a phenomenon are meaningful should be left for empirical 

events around the phenomenon. Otherwise there is a risk to miss elements which do not 

fall into researcher’s preselected conceptual category (or heuristic framework, i.e. the 

set of conceptual tools, as Lund (2014) calls it), thus leading at the worst only to 

verifying existing general theories (i.e. explanatory frameworks).106 Hence Becker 

recommends that all events should be seen as unique models with their own defining 

                                                 
106 For example, returning to that previous natural sciences example of an object’s movements (i.e. an 

event), instead of speed, velocity might be a more interesting concept as it refers to the rate at which 
object changes its position. Velocity is also direction aware as it is a vector quantity. Similarly 
‘acceleration’ would give more profound knowledge about the object’s conduct. 
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attributes, of which all are crucial parts of that particular model. Instead of comparing 

an event to an already beforehand defined phenomenon the whole approach should be 

turned around and compare other events to an event to see better both resonances and 

unresonances between them; in other words, as Lund asks, of what is this a case? This 

kind of analysis increases visibility of variations between events creating hence more 

questions rather than answers. Simultaneously it makes reality to look a bit blurrier 

again forcing thus researchers to refine existing or to create new concepts to capture it 

better. Hence, to use Lund’s term, analytical movements open up another, deeper 

dimension to research because just listing all up-popping defining attributes of a 

phenomenon does not do much, that is, at least social sciences-wise. 

 

Furthermore, Becker (1998, pp. 144-145) recommends that putting concept’s name and 

its conventional contents aside for awhile and rather concentrating on it as a form of 

collective action that is taking place would enlarge the reach of the concept and our 

knowledge. Vennesson (2008), in turn, introduces process tracing as a tool to reveal 

interacting factors and causal or/and constitutive mechanisms which lead to a certain 

collective (in)activity.107 In a sense, this is both a reverse approach and continuation to 

social research described above. In concept tracing (i.e. stripping) a relevant generic 

feature is isolated from variety of discordant empirical processes by analytical 

movements, whereas in process tracing “the goal ... is ultimately to provide a narrative 

explanation of a causal path that leads to a specific outcome” (p. 235). Even more 

important than plain detailed descriptions of different causal paths growing from a 

shared generic feature (i.e. a case) is to spot other generic features which are common to 

all those narratives, in other words, the bundles. Thus, at the end, there will be a pattern 

of (heuristic) concepts (at least partly) responsible for the collective (in)action taking 

place. Recalling Silverman’s (2005) notion of theories as arranged sets of (heuristic) 

concepts leads to a conclusion that a conceptual unity common to all narrative 

explanations of empirical contexts is an explanatory concept, in other words, a theory. 

 

                                                 
107 Cf. also to ‘aggregation mechanisms’ at the footnote 31. 
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Picture 12. Illustration of conceptual unity. 
 

Now isolated generic feature(s) common to all empirical narratives can be named, and 

thus conceptualised. This does not mean though that the constructed generalisation (i.e. 

the concept) would require visible conformity between empirical events/phenomena. 

Rather “the generalizations are … about a process, the same no matter where it occurs, 

in which variations in conditions create variations in results” (Becker, 1998, p. 142). 

 

However, process tracing is not as straightforward and uncomplicated as it sounds. The 

idea of causality (cause-effect, independent-dependent variable) is based on 

presumption that things follow each other in somehow organised manner. In her 

literature review, Héritier (2008, emphasis in the origin) talks about antecedent factors 

(explanans) which generate an event or conduct (explanandum) that would not happen 

otherwise. It is important to notice the plural form: antecedent factors. Explanandum is 
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rarely an outcome of a strict one-to-one relationship but rather a sum of various, and 

variously impacting, factors. Furthermore, as the title process tracing suggests, the 

underlying connecting process(es) between cause and its effect is more telling than just 

pointing out the causal link would be.108 This leads Héritier (p. 70, emphasis in the 

origin) to urge attentiveness with those narrative explanations of causal paths because 

“simply developing an ad hoc story fitting a specific case will not be adequate.” Thus 

she adds ‘why’-element to Vennesson’s (2008, p. 232) “the causal ‘what’ and the causal 

‘how’.” In addition to establishing a causal link between an explanan and an 

explanandum in a specific context process tracing reveals why this particular connection 

exists. Similar dynamic witnessed in other contexts gives explanatory power to it. 

 

3.3 Analytical Framework 
 

My analytical framework is informed by my theoretical, contextual, and methodological 

frameworks and situated in a conjuncture of inertia frames – in other words, in a 

momentum of frictional impulses – at the Cambodian village of Ta Chou in a specific 

historical moment. I observe this location through my field research data of visible and 

invisible features and feelings “to tease apart”, as Li (2104, p. 16) explains it, 

aggregation mechanisms, or lack of them, at play shaping simultaneously conditions of 

individual possibilities and challenges in various constellations of Power/Resistance-

energy, and creating political turbulences around arising conflicts of interests at points 

of colliding and aligning sets of elements, means, processes, and relations. 

 

In addition to various papers and documents and two surveys109, my research journeys 

produced plenty of notes. In my first research visit to Cambodia in 14 Nov. 2009 – 5 

Jan. 2010 my documentation of my encounters relied mainly on photographs, produced 

diagrams and calendars, and poorly organised jot notes, except for 3 audio-recorded 

long Rapid Rural Appraisal sessions with 4-6 people. Six years later, in the second 

research visit in 12 Jan. – 5 May 2016 I documented 98 separate encounters in writing. 

                                                 
108 Still, of seemingly valid antecedent factors, an attention must also be paid to separate genuinely 

causal relations from not only plain correlations but also from coincidental associations. 
109 As mentioned before, my 2009/2010 survey concentrated in households’ assets and household 

members’ skills, livelihoods, and health. The 2016 survey, instead, concentrated in households’ land 
governing histories and relations and household members’ livelihoods, debts, and migrations.  
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I also went through the World Bank’s Cambodia policy papers since the first coming of 

Development in the country in 1990s to understand better the climate and environment 

where the villagers of Ta Chou have to make their decisions. I concentrated on what 

Broad (2006) calls ‘paradigm maintenance’ through instruments of domination and 

hegemony by analysing used narratives and discourses. This produced reality was then 

reflected to another reality produced by some Cambodian media. 

 

In my late 2016 visit to Ta Chou I concentrated on changes in the villagers’ lives and 

living environments, and how they themselves comprehended them and future. I created 

a narrative around my topics and designed thematic interviews based on it. My initial 

plan was to conduct first some open-ended semi-structured interviews and focused 

participant observations with selected households about fact-based issues and then 

select few individuals for more focused ‘life history’/’time line’-sessions to discuss 

more about feel-based issues. But time constrains forced me to combine my themes. 

 

Based on my surveys and other previous information I selected households to interview 

with. I had representatives from those who had sold land, rented land, bought land, 

intermediated land, those who refused to sell land, those who benefitted from land deals 

otherwise, those whose land ownerships were denied by someone else’s actions, and 

those who had never owned any (farming) land. I started with those who had sold 

farmland. Straight away I realised that my interview sessions were bound to be too long 

and complex, thus my approach had to be modified. I also noticed that abstract 

questions about feelings did not generate much response, thus I needed to use examples 

from their own reality to help them to associate with my intentions. In addition, I spent 

a lot of time to go through my interview guide with my co-facilitator so that actual 

interview sessions would go smoothly. This included also long discussions about 

conductional and practical expectations I had for sessions, as well as about my co-

facilitator’s role in interviews. Sure our ethnic and genderised socio-economic positions 

cannot be totally diminished so that they would not affect on informants at same level. I 

recorded interviews every time I was allowed to because it enabled me to concentrate 

fully to the interview, the interviewee(s), and her/his/their gestures and expressions. 

 



 

68 

Thus in my third research visit in 15 Nov. 2016 – 15 Jan. 2017 I documented 58 

separate encounters of which 32 were beforehand thoroughly selected, planned, and 

designed. Of these 32 interviews 20 were audio-recorded and the rest were recorded in 

writing. One related drawback was my sickness on the last week of my last field 

research trip which prevented me to conclude my interviews as I wanted. I wish I could 

have had proper interview sessions with mediators too, but now I only talked with some 

of them at informal occasions. 

 

The vast majority of my interactions went through a Khmer/English interpreter. Thus 

words, terms, and concepts seemingly used by villagers are actually my Cambodian co-

facilitator’s translations of them. Therefore when I, for example, describe a villager 

using the word ‘development’, it means that s/he has used a word which is translated as 

‘development’ by the interpreter.110 Another factor of uncertainty is the coverage of my 

field research data. On which certainty can I claim that my informants are sufficiently 

representative sample of the villagers so that I can make some conclusions from the 

data? For example, I was not allowed to live in the village. Therefore I spent time there 

only in daytime, which is exactly the same time when labourers are working in Phnom 

Penh. Thus my firsthand knowledge of their visions is weak. On the other hand, short 

field researches can unveil only fragments of realities, anyway. Hence it is sound to 

concentrate more on issues which are better covered in research data. I my case it is 

land governance instead of, for example, labourers’ deep feelings, attitudes, and views. 

 

What comes to research ethics – in addition to normal polite, honest, respectful, 

trustworthy, and confidential conduct – I still follow the same guideline I had for myself 

in 2009/2010 (Kuusela, 2013, p. 33): “all interventions … [have] political impacts 

[which] either strengthen prevailing power structures or reorganize them. It is really 

important to realize that a facilitator intervenes to other peoples’ and societies’ lives. As 

important is to be aware of possibility that one’s actions and views have consequences. 

Once the visitor has left, the locals still have to live with each other, and also with the 

officials.”  

                                                 
110 This also reminds to ponder how well euro-centric concepts actually can describe non-western 

realities. 
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4 Analytical Description of Empirical Context 
 

Cambodia – like all other nations – is a hybrid which has been shaped by complex 

global and national forces. External ideas have been moulded on a way and also in 

Cambodians’ interpretations of them. India-born Buddhism with its belief in karma and 

the circle of life is already conceived as an intrinsic part of Cambodian culture (e.g. 

Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox, 2013; Hughes, 2006, 2013). Much newer – and hazier – 

imports to Cambodia are Western based democracy, communism, socialism, capitalism, 

modernisation, development, and so forth. 

 

The latest twist occurred in the early 1990s when following the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the Vietnamese withdrawal Cambodia “was almost without funds” 

(Chandler, 2008, p. 286). The United Nations Transnational Authority in Cambodia 

(UNTAC) arrived to sort things out, implemented strategies “to change the local norms 

and values of the society towards a more Westernized idea of democracy” (Lilja, 2010, 

p. 296)111, and thus “free elections were held that resulted in the establishment of a 

democratic government in 1993” (WB, 1995, p. 1). 

 

Fortunately, from the World Bank’s perspective, “[t]he political settlement also opened 

the door to the resumption of official development assistance to aid in Cambodia’s 

reconstruction” as it was “hard to imagine a country more in need of international 

assistance” (WB, 1995, pp. 1-2). Yet the Bank was optimistic about the future because 

“Cambodia’s long-term development potential [was] good” as its “long-run economic 

potential [was] good” (WB, 1995, p. 5). Of course the Bank’s ultimate goal was to 

“promote broad-based and sustainable development that [resulted] in a rapid reduction 

in poverty” (WB, 1995, p. 8). In this chapter I examine what kind of place reconstructed 

liberal democratic Cambodia has developed to be and its implications to Ta Chou. 

                                                 
111 ”Implementation was supposed to be achieved through human rights awareness courses, published 

information and the establishing of a wide range of human rights groups as well as Khmer cultural 
media, such as singers, puppets, comics, local artists, radio and television. These were all sites, or 
means, for meaning-circulation in the promotion of, for example, ‘human rights’ and the idea of 
‘fundamental freedoms’. It was generally realized that the resources available would not be sufficient 
to create a rapid change in norms and values, but the UN hoped that there would be a snowball effect, 
setting off a generally accepted discourse, via foremost the media, the universities and different 
organizations” (Lilja, 2010, p. 296). 
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4.1 Reading the World Bank’s Policy Papers 
 

The material for this subchapter consists mainly of the World Bank’s Country 

Assistance Strategies for the Kingdom of Cambodia from 1995 to 2011, the Bank’s 

Final Report and Recommendation on Request for Inspection of the Boeung Kak Lake 

evictions, the Bank’s Country Engagement Note for the Kingdom of Cambodia for the 

Period FY2016-2017, and several newspaper articles from the Cambodia Daily and the 

Phnom Penh Post. I have used the help of my theoretical, contextual, and 

methodological frameworks to classify my observations into analytical categories 

(which I continue to do in the other subchapter (4.2) as well). I use a lot of direct quotes 

in the text to upkeep the authenticity and original nature of the material. 

 

4.1.1 Pacification 
 

In reality, the 1993 established government was not so democratic. The only legal party 

of the Vietnamese era, which had renamed itself as the Cambodian People’s Party 

(CPP), lost the elections to a royalist party called FUNCINPEC. But the CPP and its 

leader Hun Sen (the prime minister of Cambodia since 1985) refused to accept defeat. 

By the end of 1993 these two parties had reached an agreement to form a coalition 

government. However, “[d]ay-to-day political power in the form of provincial 

governorships, defense, the national police, and the entire civil service remained under 

CPP control. The royalist party soon lost its voice in decision making as well as its 

freedom of maneuver” (Chandler, 2008, pp. 288-289).  

 

By 1997 the tension between two parties had grown so big that Hun Sen launched an 

attack against FUNCINPEC troops, officials, and supporters in Phnom Penh killing over 

a hundred, “several of them after being arrested and tortured” (Chandler, 2008, p. 290). 

However after the 1998 elections the CPP had to still form a coalition government with 

FUNCINPEC, but “[i]n the first years of the new century, Hun Sen, who relished the 

title of strong man, astutely consolidated himself in power” (Chandler, 2008, p. 293). 
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So, by the new millennium the CPP had consolidated its power again112 and the Bank 

reproclaimed that “Cambodia [was] at peace. Political stability [had] been restored and 

democratic institutions [were] being rebuilt” (WB, 2000, p. 1). From the Bank’s 

perspective this situation was essential to maintain as it “created an unprecedented 

opportunity for economic reform and social progress” (WB, 2000, p. 1), whereas armed 

conflict would be “the biggest obstacle to poverty reduction” (WB, 2000, p. 1). 

 

4.1.2 Economic Rationalisation 
 

Natural for a bank, macroeconomic stability was the first objective that came into the 

World Bank’s mind. The Bank considered that in Cambodia it would “require continued 

fiscal and monetary restraint” and “a range of structural reforms aimed at increasing 

private saving and investment” (WB, 1995, p. 6). Foreign investments were naturally a 

good thing as they could “be a positive force for development” (WB, 1995, p. 4), but it 

would be “essential for domestic savings to increase and to provide a growing share of 

the financing for development” (WB, 1995, p. 3). 

 

All in all, for the Bank, “[t]he private sector [needed] to play a central role in 

Cambodia’s development” (WB, 1997, p. 5). To support this it was necessary “to 

establish a Private Sector Forum for constructive dialogue between the private sector 

and government to address investment issues” (WB, 2000, p. 26). For the Bank’s 

gladness “[t]he Prime Minister [had] already chaired discussions with private 

businesses” (WB, 2000, p. 26), and for the prime minister Hun Sen’s gladness he could 

now “count on the support of the army, most of the CPP, and local business interests 

buttressed by unconditional aid from China” (Chandler, 2008, p. 293). Indeed, the 

private sector development included commercialisation and privatisation of state-owned 

utilities (SOEs); strengthening Cambodia’s competitiveness, also as a location for 

foreign direct investments (FDI); and improving financial opportunities for domestic 

entrepreneurs, micro-enterprises, and small and medium size enterprises (SMEs). 

 

                                                 
112 In her paper Hughes (2006) presents several symbolic and coercive tactics the CPP has used during 

the years to improve its outcome in democratic elections. 
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In addition, the Bank emphasised that “[p]rivate sector development [would] also 

facilitate Cambodia’s further integration into the regional and global economies, thus 

providing it with larger markets” (WB, 2000, p. 11). As would memberships of 

ASEAN, its Free Trade Area (AFTA), and WTO do as well. 

 

4.1.3 Institutional Reformation 
 

The World Bank’s second objective was capacity building through legal, administrative, 

military, and tax reforms. The Bank reasoned that conversations between political and 

economic elites were not adequate enough as the absence of “many critical areas of 

economic, financial, and business laws” created “serious security and governance 

problems that [hindered] the investment necessary for sustained growth ... by generating 

an uncertain environment in which firms and households [had] no confidence that they 

[would] reap the benefits of their activities” (WB, 1995, p. 6). To put it in a word: 

“eroded confidence in the rule of law [was preventing] Cambodia from realizing its full 

potential in terms of investment” (WB, 2000, p. 3). 

 

The Bank was concerned about the possibility of lack of political will to commit and 

implement because of politicians’ possible vested interests. But whereas the prime 

minister and local private business tycoons used the opportunity to support their vested 

interests, the Bank wished – maybe based on Amartya Sen’s (1999) assumption of the 

capitalist moral compass – that “[p]rivate enterprises could take a more active lead in 

improving the business climate by advocating regular and open dialogue with 

government on key issues and concerns” (WB, 2000, p. 11). Similarly “by promoting 

activities that [fostered] greater participation and transparency” (WB, 2000, p. 30) the 

Bank hoped to create “a vibrant civil society that [could] effectively engage in the 

national debate on good governance, development priorities, and protection of the 

country’s resources” (WB, 2000, p. 8). This was planned to be achieved by 

“support[ing] decentralization, and complement this with additional interventions 

designed to ... build up ... the capacity of citizens, individually and in civil society 

organizations, to hold politicians and government officials accountable” (WB, 2005, p. 

22). 

 



 

73 

Thus the establishment of a harmonised, consistent, functioning, and transparent judicial 

system was seen essential. This included “the importance of clarifying and 

strengthening the land law to facilitate the market-based development of agriculture and 

other economic activities;” land use planning “to allocate land to economically 

productive uses, to protect against environmental degradation, and to discourage land-

related abuse and corruption ... in particular the conversion of productive agricultural 

land to construction or of forestry land to agricultural use”; and land titling to prevent 

the land market distortions through usurpation, encroachment, and land speculation by 

unscrupulous officials and other influential social groups (WB, 2000, pp. 5-6). 

 

4.1.4 Income Generation 
 

The World Bank’s vision was that “[t]here [were] too many civil servants” and their 

amount needed to be reduced “by 20 % by 1997” (WB, 1995, p. 6). The Bank estimated 

that “[t]he military and civil service reforms [would] release several tens of thousands 

of workers from the public sector. However, if the economy [grew] at the targeted rate 

of 7-7.5 %, absorbing these workers into the expanding private sector should not be a 

problem”, the Bank proclaimed (WB, 1995, p. 7). However, later on the Bank became a 

bit worried that “[t]he downsizing of the civil service and the military [might] lead to 

social unrest if the private sector and rural communities [were] unable to absorb 

retrenched workers and veterans quickly enough and if land allocation issues [were] not 

adequately handled” (WB, 2000, p. 29). A related risk was the public sectors’ real 

wages which were “well below the poverty line or below sustainable household 

incomes ... As a result, civil service productivity [had] deteriorated and rent-seeking 

[was] widespread” (WB, 2000, p. 1).  

 

Hence the aim became to make civil servants and “soldiers productive agents of 

society” (WB, 2000, p. 3) so that economic growth would be pro-poor. Indeed, the third 

objective was agricultural development and natural resource management as they 

continued to be “the backbone of the Cambodian economy for the foreseeable future 

and [would] provide employment for the great majority of the population” (WB, 1995, 

p. 7). Reforms started to be built “on the grounds that secure access to land and 

transparent management of national resources in the public interest [were] of vital direct 
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importance to Cambodia’s rural majority” and “on the grounds that the private sector 

[would] need to play the central role in achieving poverty-reducing growth” (WB, 2005, 

p. 21-22).  

 

4.1.5 Conduction through Incitement 
 

The World Bank saw a risk in that “the private sector [might] not fully respond to the 

improved environment and the opportunities for robust growth and markets” (WB, 

2000, p. 14). Therefore, “to help the country realize its growth potential,” (WB, 2000, p. 

16) it was needed to demonstrate “that there [were] viable business opportunities” (WB, 

2005, p. 27), which would then eventually lead to “substantial increases in private 

savings, private investment, and exports” (WB, 2000, p. 14). Hence “[e]ntrepreneur 

training and business services for small and medium enterprises” wanted to be made 

available (WB, 1997, p. 15). 

 

However, the Bank also underlined as “the fact that poor governance [was] the 

fundamental brake on Bank Group effectiveness and the achievements of development 

outcomes in Cambodia” because “governance constraints (cumbersome, non-transparent 

and corruption-prone legal and regulatory frameworks which impose unnecessary costs 

on firms) [were] currently the primary obstacle to competitiveness, investment, 

employment and profit in Cambodia” (WB, 2005, p. 21).  

 

Therefore – even though Cambodia’s economic performance was improving as a 

“response to the Government’s initial program of liberalization, stabilization and market 

reforms” – the World Bank reminded that government’s dedication to upkeep reforms 

could not be taken for granted (WB, 1997, p. 7). If needed measures would not be 

maintained, the Bank warned, “entrepreneurial energies would be channeled into rent-

seeking activities” (WB, 1997, p. 9). Another danger was that “Cambodia’s natural 

resources would be exploited in an unsustainable manner with inadequate resources 

accruing to the state” (WB, 1997, p. 9). For these reasons the Bank decided that “[t]he 

size and composition of the Bank’s lending program would depend on the 

Government’s macroeconomic management, implementation of the reform program, the 

findings of the poverty report, and the performance of the Bank’s portfolio” (WB, 1997, 
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p. 20). In other words, the Bank provided incentives to cooperate by putting up a 

competition where the proper conduct would be rewarded. 

 

The Bank made it clear that “Cambodia was ‘at a crossroads’” and 2005 “CAS 

[(Country Assistance Strategy) was] intended to support the Government in choosing 

and following the harder path of systematic reform” (WB, 2005, p. 51). If the 

government would fail to comply then it would “push the World Bank’s program in 

Cambodia into a low case” (WB, 2005, p. 47) and “[t]he Bank [would] engage in those 

sectors in which there [were] credible signs of a domestic leadership for reform” (WB, 

2005, p. 23). Although, also in that case the outcome might not come to be as the Bank 

calculated as Hun Sen was genuinely “popular in the countryside where patronage 

networks were largely controlled by the CPP and where his alleged personal largesse 

(often financed by foreign donors) … produced short-term waves of adulation” 

(Chandler, 2008, p. 293). 

 

4.1.6 Conflict of Interests 
 

In 2009 Cambodian citizens demonstrated to the World Bank that they could hold 

responsible accountable. But it was not only Cambodian politicians and civil servants 

but mainly the Bank itself and private businesses that affected citizens were unpleased 

with. The Bank was assisting a project which was “designed as the first phase of a long 

term program aimed at supporting good governance and greater access for the poor to 

basic social services and economic opportunities” (WB, 2010, p. 2). The project itself 

was a “program of actions, objectives and policies designed to improve land tenure 

security and promote the development of efficient land markets” (WB, 2010, p. 2). 

However, the affected communities by the project at the Boeung Kak Lake (BKL) in 

Phnom Penh argued that “the Project, which aimed at creating a centralized and formal 

land registration process, in fact weakened and degraded the land tenure of the 

customary land owners because the Project ‘failed to formalize their tenure’ and did not 

‘transfer their customary rights under formalized land titles’” (WB, 2010, p. 3). Indeed, 

the residents’ “requests for land claim investigations [were denied] on the ground that 

these lands were within a development zone”, and “when the developer [firm] began its 

work, residents of the communities started facing pressure and intimidation to leave the 
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area and, a year later, many families received formal eviction notices giving them a one-

week deadline to accept one of three compensation options” (WB, 2010, p. 3). In 

addition, “‘further pressure to relocate was brought to bear’ on the residents when the 

developer started filling the BK lake causing structural damage and flooding to people’s 

housing” (WB, 2010, p. 4). 

 

The Bank defended itself by claiming that “proper procedures were not followed in the 

adjudication of the Sras Chok commune” (WB, 2010, p. 5). When in 2008 “the 

Government issued a sub-decree to convert the area from State Public land [(on which 

“possession rights cannot be claimed on”)] to State Private land” (WB, 2010, p. 4) the 

BKL area should have been demarcated and titled. Instead, the Municipality of Phnom 

Penh had already in 2007 signed “a 99-year lease covering the BKL area with a private 

developer” (WB, 2010, p. 4). 

 

To improve the overall situation the Bank announced “its commitment to initiate a 

dialogue with the Government of Cambodia and other Development Partners to develop 

concrete actions for communities that were evicted and the ones that face involuntary 

resettlement” (WB, 2010, p. 7). In the case of the BKL the concreteness was the will to 

“work with the Government and Development Partners towards ensuring that the 

communities who [were] resettled from the BKL area [would] be supported in a way 

consistent with the agreed Resettlement Policy Framework” (WB, 2010, p. 5) even so 

that “[i]f the Government did not respond on this, [the Bank] Management ... would 

request the Government to allow the Bank to carry out the assessment on its own so as 

to develop a plan [and use its own funds] to mitigate negative impacts and improve 

social and economic opportunities” (WB, 2010, p. 6). 

 

The residents responded that “they welcomed the Bank’s efforts since February 2009 

but noted that ‘the harm caused by seven years of inadequate supervision of the project 

[had] in no way been mitigated by the Bank’s recent efforts.’ They reiterated that 

hundreds of families were already evicted from their land and had to accept ‘inadequate 

compensation under conditions of duress’ because they lacked legal assistance” (WB, 

2010, p. 3). 
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To save its face the Bank gave an ultimatum that “it would initiate a consultative 

process to redefine the Bank’s role in Cambodia and to identify areas of support and 

cooperation with the Government” (WB, 2010, p. 6) once the CAS was to be redefined 

next time. And so it happened that in 2011 the Bank’s country director Annette Dixon 

announced that “until an agreement is reached with the residents of Boeung Kak lake 

we do not expect to provide any new lending to Cambodia. The government is 

continuing to implement existing programmes and we are working with the government 

to ensure that all its legal obligations under those projects will be met.”113 

 

Three days after the Bank’s lending freeze announcement the prime minister Hun Sen 

tried to save the situation and gave an order to allocate more than 12 ha of land in the 

BKL area to the residents living under the eviction threat. However, the act came too 

late to turn the Bank’s head – which might be a reason for the dictation’s slow 

materialisation, although it has not been forgotten by the evictees.114 

 

4.1.7 Will to Improve 
 

The suspension of new lending lasted five years as the World Bank returned to 

Cambodia in 2016. In reality the Bank had been still financing not only pre-existing 

projects but also some new ones through trust funds it hold for other donors. Therefore 

the crucial moment came to be 2015 when the Bank’s original Social Land Concession 

(SLC) project ended. The Bank considered it as an extremely successful undertaking 

and wanted to continue with an expanded and improved one called Land Allocation for 

Social and Economic Development (LASED) project115. To be able to do that the Bank 

needed to end its new lending halt, which it did in 2016. 

 

This time the Bank praised – along with its own achievements – Cambodia’s “long 

period of rapid economic growth and poverty reduction” (WB, 2016, p. 1). But the 

Bank also admitted that this new “WBG [(the World Bank Group)] engagement 

                                                 
113 Dixon’s statement is referred e.g. in the Guardian: https://www.theguardian.com/global-

development/2011/aug/10/world-bank-suspends-cambodia-lending, accessed 30.8.2017. 
114 Related the Cambodia Daily newspaper articles can be found in Appendix 1.1. 
115 Views on the successfulness of the Bank’s land allocation projects differ a lot. Related the Cambodia 

Daily newspaper articles can be found in Appendix 1.2. 
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program with Cambodia [(i.e. the Country Engagement Note (CEN))] carrie[d] high 

risks”, which could though be managed by “[s]trong execution of the overall CEN 

program” (WB, 2016, p. 26). In this context, it was welcoming that the CPP, which had 

“been in power since 1993”, had “focused on achieving peace, security, and stability, as 

well as the delivery of infrastructure and rapid economic growth” (WB, 2016, p. 2), on 

which “[o]ver the last few years, construction [and real estate had] been the most 

dynamic engine of growth” (WB, 2016, p. 10). The Bank emphasised also the 

importance of (inter)national transport connectivity and logistics for Cambodia in its 

role in “Factory Asia”; integration of light manufacturing industries’ “production 

facilities across borders to link factories” in South-East Asia (WB, 2016, p. 11). 

 

When the Bank returned to Cambodia it hoped that the BKL issue would have been 

already dealt with and remembered rather as a mishap in an otherwise successful 

initiative. But at least some (ex-)residents and NGOs had not forgotten the promises the 

Bank had made to them and rose up again to demand accountability116. Actually already 

during the Bank’s absence they had protested against the CPP and the prime minister 

Hun Sen himself, against the Phnom Penh municipality and court officials, against the 

National Assembly, against companies – and their country representative embassies, 

planning to buy land from the BKL area, and once a CPP senator who had leased the 

land for 99 years was going to sold a bit of it to a Singapore associated company117 they 

launched a formal complaint with the Anti-Corruption Unit, they had destroyed gifts 

they had received from the CPP, thrown eggs at buildings, burned tyres, blocked roads, 

clashed with police and security forces – some of them had even been jailed, they had 

also delivered a petition to the U.S. embassy and “solicited the help of the E.U. and 

almost every other foreign embassy in the city on many occasions”.118 

                                                 
116 Some others, however, protested against these anti-eviction activists by accusing them only causing 

public disorder by twisting reality. A few NGOs defended themselves by claiming that they had only 
protected human rights and democracy and provided legal help. The related newspaper article does 
not specify the protesters’ motivation, however. (https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/new-
boeng-kak-group-petitions-world-bank-33746/, accessed 4.9.2017.) 

117 The company is alleged to be owned by the prime minister Hun Sen’s sister 
(https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/hun-sens-sister-tied-to-company-in-boeng-kak-land-sale-
62344/, accessed 4.9.2017). However, the company withdrew from the deal later. The senator’s firm 
Shukaku has also negotiated with a few Chinese based investors about real estate developing at the 
area, and finally in the late 2015 construction began (https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/chinese-
firm-begins-construction-at-boeng-kak-96025/, accessed 4.9.2017). 

118 Related the Cambodia Daily newspaper articles can be found in Appendix 1.3. 
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Once the Bank prepared its return the protesters started to shift their focus more on the 

Bank again by sticking chicken blood covered ‘ghost money’ on the Bank office’s front 

gate and stating that “[i]f the World Bank does not respect its own stance in responding 

to people who suffered, we condemn the World Bank, which has sucked the blood of 

the Cambodian people and colluded with the government to commit corruption and 

serious violations of human rights”. Indeed, the protesters accused the Bank of violating 

the fundamental liberal democratic principles it claimed to advocate, promulgate, and 

stand up for. And when it became clear that the Bank was really returning the protesters 

egged the office and demanded it to leave Cambodia for good because “the Bank’s 

money causes many families to suffer from the government’s development projects.” 

For a prominent – and later imprisoned – activist the return proved that “the World 

Bank is not different from the Cambodian government because it always abuses its 

promises made to affected communities,” and continued that the “Bank just thinks of its 

personal interests as more important than those of the affected people.” Indeed, for 

some of the protesters the Bank’s new lending was outrageous amid ongoing 

harassment and imprisonment of land rights activists and opposition leaders. However, 

some other advocates welcomed new loans as an instrument for the Bank to influence 

the government and hence to reduce poverty.119 

 

Indeed, the Bank was complaining “that its efforts to help the families [had] been 

blocked by a lack of cooperation from the government” during the new lending 

suspension, and what came to the accusations of reneging and repeating the same 

mistakes again the Bank replied harshly by saying that “progress had been made in 

ensuring that families in the [BKL] area received land titles”. However, it is quite telling 

that before its return the Bank hold meetings with “key stakeholder groups” of which 

none included the BKL evictees themselves and it never made the actual question of 

should it return at all. Especially in the light that the Bank had admitted that its land-

titling project had partially enabled the BKL evictions to happen. Even a rights group 

Licadho’s report which bashed the SLC project for “sandy soil unsuited for farming, 

plots covered in dense forests that the recipient families were too poor to clear, other 

                                                 
119 Related the Cambodia Daily newspaper articles can be found in Appendix 1.4. 
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plots claimed by neighboring communities and promised infrastructure projects that did 

not arrive” did not put the Bank down because from its point of view “activities and 

accomplishments [had] provided good lessons learned for the identification, 

development and sustainability of future SLC sites.” This kind of reasoning presents a 

good example of dynamics which Li (2007) has described. Developmentalists do not 

give up until the underdeveloped are empowered to be contributing members of rational 

market society. Thus Cambodia returned to business as usual mode, and “Black 

Monday” protesters kept on demonstrating.120 

 

4.1.8 Déjà Vu 
 

Now, in 2016, the World Bank still wants “to support Cambodia’s export driven 

economy in improving its business climate and addressing competitiveness bottlenecks” 

and to “generate opportunities for the poorest to build assets and develop income 

earning opportunities” (WB, 2016, p. 24) for example by facilitating “the establishment 

of self-help groups and their development to savings and credit groups” (WB, 2016, p. 

15). The Bank wants also “to improve service delivery to ... address vulnerability which 

concerns an increased share of the population” (WB, 2016, p. 24) for example by 

supporting the private sector to fulfil “its potential to play a role in the provision of 

accessible, high-quality social and economic services” (WB, 2005, p. 24). Similarly, it 

is still “[g]overnance issues [that constrain] further improvements in development 

outcomes and the effectiveness of support from the Bank and other development 

partners” (WB, 2016, p. 16). Therefore the Bank is directing its “significant and 

sustained support for long-term institutional development and capacity building in areas 

where reform minded champions are willing to engage and for building demand for 

governance reforms” (WB, 2016, p. 21). 

 

These crosscutting objectives – which have directed Cambodia’s development in its all 

three development eras of the 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s – first guided a move “away 

from a post-conflict situation ... towards a more normal development paradigm” (WB, 

2005, p. 49) and are now expected “to play an important role as a bridge for Cambodia’s 

                                                 
120 Related the Cambodia Daily newspaper articles can be found in Appendix 1.5. 
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evolution from a largely traditional and rural economy to a more diverse and 

increasingly industrializing economy” (WB, 2016, p. 22). A similar ‘evolution’ from 

post-conflict to ‘normality’ can be seen in the Bank’s attitude towards agriculture in 

Cambodia. At first, in 1995, the Bank was concerned about food security and assisting 

Cambodia to “become a rice exporter in future years” as it “clearly [had] comparative 

advantage[121] in rice production” (WB, 1995, p. 7). In 2005, as “[t]here [was] little 

information on the trade-offs between various priorities of land use” (WB, 2005, p. 29), 

the Bank declared its will to “support development of land allocation mechanisms 

which promote smallholder based agricultural growth” (WB, 2005, p. 28). But this 

growth required “an increasing shift from subsistence to market-oriented agriculture” 

(WB, 2005, p. 27). Now, in 2016, “the integration of small farms with the agribusiness 

industry and into modern food value chains” (WB, 2016, p. 10) is considered essential 

by the Bank. 

 

So, to conclude, developmentalists have been and still are working hard to keep 

Cambodia in the transition path towards the end of development. At the same time they 

have helped to maintain the political status quo, or actually have even helped to reduce 

the political power of subordinate social groups. 

 

4.2 Ethnographic Interpretation of Peri-Urban Cambodia 
 

Because of the seven years time gap between my first and last visits, I am able to do 

some longitudinal observations around some visible changes in Ta Chou. In addition to 

actual land related issues, the villagers’ access to irrigation, drinking water, electricity, 

                                                 
121 The concept of comparative advantage obviously refers to Ricardo’s principle which recommends 

countries to specialise in producing a good in which they have special advantage compared to other 
countries and then exchange it for other goods produced by other countries. This has been taken by 
the neo-classical school as an argument for global open-economy based on free trade. Heckscher-
Ohlin’s factor proportions theory deduces that free trade would not only increase aggregate economic 
efficiency (even without technical change) but also all nations’ economic welfare would rise. In 
addition, Samuelson mathematically proved that when Heckscher-Ohlin model’s assumptions 
prevailed then the prices of factors of production (that is capital and labour in Samuelson’s case) 
would be globally equalised. Few of the key H-O assumptions are perfectly competitive free market 
(labour only inside national borders, though), adoption of the same production technologies among 
trading countries, and no exclusive specialisations by countries (unlike in Ricardo’s model). All of which 
are also themes of developmentalists’ development efforts. (Samuelson, P. A. 1948. International 
Trade and the Equalisation of Factor Prices. The Economic Journal, 58:230, 163-184.) 
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and commuting have become more modern. At the same time they have also become 

more expensive, while the producer price and productivity for rice122 have remained the 

same, and return to old quite impossible. Naturally pumps for irrigation must be bought, 

installed, maintained, and powered. In 2009/2010 – since the use of wells was forbidden 

because of arsenic – drinking water was collected from both rainwater and the small 

lake. Today old drinking water collecting spots are used for disposing garbage and 

animals’ excrements, making the water thus unsuitable for drinking. In 2009/2010 car 

batteries and generators were used for electricity. Today there is not any battery 

recharging service available in the village anymore. The pavement of the main road has 

made travelling faster and smoother, but increased speed has also increased noise and 

accidents. 

 

There is a small difference between my first survey and commune police’s statistics 

when it comes to the population of Ta Chou, but there were ca. 500 households and 

around 2200 people living in the village at the end of 2009. My second survey in 2016 

revealed that population had increased to ca. 600 households and around 2400 

people.123 What makes this increase dramatic is the end of land in Ta Chou. 

Traditionally the eldest son has inherited family lands. He has also been obligated to 

provide rice to his siblings until they have been able to secure some land of their own, 

which has been traditionally done by clearing some common village forest to private 

farmland124. But since 2012 there has not been any forest left to be cleared anymore in 

the village. This has become one incentive, or excuse, to sell farmland – if not by 

parents then by children who divide the money between each other. Some of the parents 

who have decided not to sell their farmlands yet have made testaments to divide their 

lands among their children to prevent future family conflicts. 

 

As farmland has become less available and hence more expensive, speculators have 

turned their interest more into residential land. Many households in Ta Chou have sold 

                                                 
122 See also the footnote 92. 
123 Numbers exclude land buyers who do not live in Ta Chou (basically none of the outside buyers have 

moved to live in the village). 
124 The tradition was that everyone had a right to clear anytime as much forest for farming as one 

wanted. It is mentioned, though, that there was never any conflicts or competition over the land 
among the villagers, even though also big areas had been cleared for household use. 
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their residential lands and then have bought new ones cheaper a bit further away (mostly 

still in the village but also somewhere else). Some have also used some of their profits 

from selling lands to buy smaller plots of land for children to live on, and for the same 

reason some have divided their own residential lands to smaller parts. However, not 

only farmland, but also available residential land is becoming rarer, especially for those 

with little money. The congestion is causing conflicts in households. Especially younger 

couples are frustrated to live in the same premises with the husband’s family. To release 

the pressure a bit, the governance of the village has permitted some new families to 

build their shacks over a riverbed for free. A decision which has led mainly to new 

conflicts as officials at the district level are indignant for giving away state’s land, as 

new families who are not given any land are upset, and as the ones who are chosen for 

free land are annoyed of the insecure situation and for having to pay small fees anyway 

for being chosen. 

 

And if that is not causing enough gray hair at the village authority, some new 

households have already been trying to sell their new, given land. But as their lands are 

not titled, they are not able to do that without the village authority’s approval, which it 

is not willing to give. Similar but crucially different instance is the small lake area 

behind the residential area. It is considered as commons or state’s land but still some 

villagers living by it have been selling bits of it as their backyard straight to big 

companies. The village authority refuses to sign those deals but at the same time is 

afraid to intervene in, and therefore leaves it to the companies and the state to settle the 

issue in the future. 

 

Of course most of the land deals are done by the books, but as almost no land has been 

titled beforehand the deals must be made through the village authority, which takes its 

small fee for the service. In Ta Chou there is a general arrangement where a seller of 

land has to pay a 3 % commission of which half goes – as weird as it sounds – to buyer 

and the other half is divided between the village authority and mediator.125 Thus there is 

also a monetary incentive for the village authority not to contest land deals. 

                                                 
125 It is also mentioned that mediator’s commission is 300 US$ of every 10000 US$, i.e. 3 %. This 

indicates that it is actually mediator who gives commissions from her/his commission to the buyer and 
the village authority. 



 

84 

 

For the villagers, too, the situation has seemed to be quite a win-win so far. The 

farmland has been bought by “outsiders”126 who have mostly left the land to be taken 

care of by some villagers. Quite often the land has been rented back to the original 

owner for a moderate price127, sometimes even by a caretaker without the new owner 

knowing it. This is another incentive for farmers to sell their farmlands as there looks 

like being free money flying around: you sell your land and still continue cultivating it 

and keeping profit (sale minus rent) just as you did when you owned the land by 

yourself. 

 

Indeed, money is a great motivator, and the lack of it even greater. Generally my Ta 

Chou informants consider that their profits from farming were enough to make ends 

meet – surely they had to borrow money at bad times but were usually able to pay their 

debts back at good times – before infrastructural modernisation, but since then overall 

expenses have been becoming too much of a burden. At the same time the supply of 

money has increased and has become more competitive. Whereas in 2009/2010 there 

were 8 microfinance operators lending money in Ta Chou, now in 2017 there are almost 

30, which are competing with each other over customers. This can be seen for example 

in their door to door selling tactics and in a way they offer commissions to the village 

authority for every new deal made. 

 

To guarantee debt service microfinance firms always demand land for collateral128. 

Some of the villagers are certain that this is the sole reason for land selling in Ta Chou. 

The same old narrative continues that afterwards the sellers have wasted all the extra 

money they have gotten from land selling to nonsense, and as a consequence they have 

to borrow money again. However, I was able to find only a few households who named 

indebtedness as the reason for their land selling. For the supporters of the indebtedness 

narrative this translates as people are not willing to tell me about their debt issues. I 

contest that view as my interviews reveal different kinds of patterns for reasons to sell 

                                                 
126 Mainly by private persons as companies usually use paper men in their land buying. 
127 Rent is usually 100 US$/ha/year. 
128 As mentioned before, representatives of microfinance companies I talked with denied that they 

wanted to own land themselves. Rather they only want to be sure to get their money back. In a case 
lender cannot pay loan back company forces her/him to sell her/his farming or residential land. 
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land and indebtedness is almost non-existent among them. On the contrary, the vast 

majority of my interviewees prefer nowadays land selling over borrowing money for the 

very reason of being afraid that they might not be able to fulfil monthly repayment 

requirements of loans as their incomes are irregular and low. Furthermore, in many debt 

related cases there are also some other reasons (e.g. death, sickness, divorce, 

boringness) for both giving up farming and actually ending up to debt problems at the 

first place. 

 

Basically lands have occasionally changed owners since the collapse of the Khmer 

Rouge, but the actual land market started to exist in the early 2000s. Before that land 

deals were carried out merely between the villagers in gold and were by nature more 

helping others out. One informant told me that his parents sold their 3 ha farmland for 

300 US$ (i.e. 1 US cent/m2) around 2002 to a foreign company, but pretty soon average 

prices rose to 0,5-1,0 US$/m2 level which lasted all the way till 2014. Surely there were 

some exceptions during this period as well, but in 2014 average prices rose to 2-10 

US$/m2 level, depending on the location and the buyer/mediator. And when “available” 

farmland started to become more scarce prices rose to over 20 US$/m2, the highest 

buying offer I heard being 80 US$/m2. However, many of the few last who have not 

sold their farmlands yet are demanding at least 100 US$/m2 for their lands129. Although, 

there are still some farmland owners who could sell their land for as low as 10 US$/m2, 

but their lands are located at less desired areas. And of course there are also a few who 

declare that they will never sell their lands for any price. 

 

To get a better picture of the actual amount of money the villagers have profited, it is 

good to remember that they were smallholders130. Thus, on the average, the villagers’ 

profits were quite modest before 2014 but after that relative big fortunes had been made, 

especially if compared to incomes from farming131. The increase in land profits has had 

a peculiar consequence on new marriages as well. Indeed, getting married has grown to 

                                                 
129 The village authority’s estimation is that 20-30 ha of farmland has not been sold yet. According to the 

same institution the size of Ta Chou is ca. 500 ha of which ca. 26 h is residential land. However, it is 
also mentioned that the area of Ta Chou is 5 km × 2,5 km, which actually equals 1250 ha. 

130 See also the footnote 94. 
131 The village authority’s estimation is that 150000-200000 US$ has been normal price for farmland 

recently. 
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be a significant expenditure especially for grooms and their families. Tradition is that 

groom must pay dowry to the bride’s family, which is nowadays something between 

3000 and 10000 US$ (up to 20000 US$ if the groom happens to be a foreigner).132 At 

the same time also wedding guests are expected to give larger money gifts (even up to 

20 US$) at celebrations as organising weddings is not cheap either. Thus for unmarried 

men one big incentive to make money is to make marriage possible.133 

 

But yet the biggest, and commonly shared, incentive to capitalise is to renovate home. 

Even those who have never owned any land wish that they had some so that they could 

sell it and build new houses for themselves. 

 

 
Picture 13. Examples of unrenovated (left) and renovated (right) houses. (The picture of the renovated 
house has been flipped horizontally to soften the impression.) 
 

The rest of the money, if any is left after home renovation, is usually partly divided 

between children, consumed, and/or saved134. 

 

                                                 
132 One informant described how she had to borrow 250 US$ already “over a decade ago” to finance her 

son’s marriage. To be able to pay the loan back, she had to sell her small land for 300 US$. Another 
informant told that at that time the highest dowry was 1000-2000 US$. 

133 Getting married is not cheap for brides either. It is mentioned that even 1000-1500 US$ are used in 
beauty salons – which are plenty in Ta Chou – for wedding preparations. 

134 I have also been reminded by some of my informants that the relative value of money has changed. 
Renovating house was much cheaper a decade ago than today when a new basic house costs around 
10000 US$ to build. 
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4.2.1 Individualisation 
 

So far I have described the villagers’ incentives to sell their farmlands and some 

dynamics around the issue. Of course selling farmlands off will eventually have 

fundamental consequences to the villagers’ lives, and they are totally aware of this. As 

they live next to the capital city, most of them do not have any rosy illusions about 

urban life. The villagers have also a lot of firsthand experiences of labouring. When 

they compare rural and urban work life, mentioned positive sides of farming are larger 

personal freedom and fresh air, and the positive side of industrial work is regular and 

higher salary135. However, the villagers consider salaries in industrial sector too low to 

sustain households’ livelihoods136. Therefore the current situation where they mostly are 

still able to continue farming is better for the households137. Farming does not provide 

enough income but it provides food for the all year round; labouring, instead, does not 

provide enough income to feed the household but it provides income to cover other 

expenses. Thus, at the end, the villagers are not really firstly interested in land or money 

as such, but in food security. 

 

Division of labour is usually so that elder generation continues farming and younger 

ones seek work from Phnom Penh, which is said to be quite easy. There is big 

construction boom in Phnom Penh and one informant claims that constructors even 

come to the village to ask people to work, and those who are working in factories, 

restaurants, and security, for they part, spread news about open vacancies. However, 

those who labour have started to see their salaries more as their personal money than 

their households’ common assets. Many of them still continue living in Ta Chou, 

though, as it is much nicer and cheaper than factories’ dormitories, and social and 

security networks are in the village. Hence many households are actually transforming 

                                                 
135 What comes to dirtiness, it depends on interviewees’ preferences and experiences. Some of factories 

are considered dirty and poor by working conditions, but it is also reminded that farming is muddy 
business. Similarly the question of healthiness divides the villagers. 

136 Salaries in factories are said to be 100-200 US$/month and in constructions 5 US$/day. 
137 Actually in many cases a possibility to rent the land back has been a precondition for selling. 
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more into a sort of rental arrangements where children, maybe even with their own 

families, live with their parents and take care of bills.138 

 

Indeed, a similar kind of effect towards individualism can also be seen in fencing of 

lands. Cleared lands have been private property in Ta Chou since the end of Khmer 

Rouge regime. However, they have also been common land in a sense that everyone has 

had a right to transit through others’ lands. New owners of lands have questioned this 

right, and at the same time transmitted the idea to the villagers as well, for some to 

protect their own lands and for some to profit.139 

 

 
Picture 14. In the top left is a farmland fenced by its new non-Ta Chouian owner. In the top right is a 
farmland fenced by a Ta Chou household. In the bottom left is a residential land fenced by a Ta Chou 
household. In the background can be seen poles which mark land boundaries. In the bottom right is an 
unused plot of residential land fenced by its owner. 
                                                 
138 One informant was lucky enough to be once spotted by some foreign tourists who wanted to start to 

import mats she weaved. She earned around 2000 US$/year but is not able to do it anymore because 
weaving demands all household’s participation and the children do not want to involve any longer. 

139 One informant was forced to sell her residential land as the passage to her house was through some 
other villagers’ residential lands, who then blocked her way. All in all, some villagers are keen on other 
villagers’ residential lands for speculative or residential purposes. 
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An arising, a kind of similar issue is the big lake. It is also common area in a sense that 

everyone has had a right to travel around there and fish in public area, but also private 

fishing lots have been able to be bought. Now it is said that the state is planning to take 

the lake more into its own control and will abolish the private lots. Suspicion is there 

that many of so-called development projects have been built on dried lakes140 – which 

are state land – and at the same time the commune authority ponders that Ta Chou 

would be a good place for a new airport. The impression is emphasised by a civil 

servant who would like to create eco-tourism around the lake. He has applied grants for 

it, which has been denied while he has noticed that similar projects in other places have 

been supported. 

 

4.2.2 Land Selling Dynamics 
 

So far I have considered land selling in Ta Chou as individual decisions made based on 

rational benefit and cost calculations in the framework of freedom of choice to sell or 

not to sell. Thus by ‘thinking at the margin’ the villagers seem to end up making a 

rational choice to sell as that increases their utility the most (or decreases the least). 

However, realisation of the restrictive change, or at least the threat of it, in the villagers’ 

freedom of movement around the fields forces to pay more attention to overall land 

selling dynamics in Ta Chou. 

 

The very first land sellers – once there really started to be demand for land in the early 

2000s – needed money primarily to finance investments. All my interviewees who sold 

their farmlands before 2006 had thought about selling before the opportunity opened up 

for them. But all my interviewees who have sold their farmlands after 2005 claim that 

they sold because all the farming neighbours sold their lands around them creating thus 

feeling of insecurity about access because of the possibility of being fenced off. Apart 

from the Singdai incident141 there has not been any fencing off cases in Ta Chou but 

almost everyone has heard of such actions taking place in surrounding communes. One 

informant has even experienced it personally when a company who owned lands around 
                                                 
140 Similar faith is rumoured to be waiting for the small lake as well.  
141 See also the footnote 83. 
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his farmland in another village filled their lands with dirt so that it rolled onto his land 

too making it “disappear”. Afterwards his wife was able to negotiate with a help of a 

village chief a 9000 US$ compensation from the company, which is little compared to 

the 60000 US$ offer they had got for the land already in 2008. 

 

One central factor in land selling dynamics is middlemen. The villagers always deal 

with mediators and meet actual buyers only when they come to sign contracts, if even 

then. At first the mediators were non-Ta Chouians but pretty soon a few villagers 

realised that they could act between and earn some extra money by the side. Hence there 

can be a chain of mediators so that non-Ta Chouian mediator mediates between village 

mediator and buyer. Estimations about the amount of Ta Chouian mediators are 

between 10 and 20 persons so that they form small groups which divide profits among 

the members. Sometimes assignment comes from buyer and sometimes from seller, and 

sometimes they are active by themselves. 

 

Only a couple of my interviewees claim that mediators spread rumours about access 

blockings, while all the rest stress that mediators do not pressure in any way to sell. But 

they are very persistent as they frequently go from household to household seductively 

asking if owners are willing to sell or not. Some of the mediators are also claimed to be 

clever in such a way that they offer higher prices for those households who both have 

their farmlands next to road and promise to be quiet about their selling plans. Once the 

farmlands with direct access from road have been bought, the rest of the lands can be 

bought much cheaper because of the fencing off effect. 

 

However, there actually has also been solidarity between some of the villagers so that 

they have formed groups of households which decide and sell their neighbouring 

farmlands together at the same time and at the same price. But still it is eventually up to 

the ‘gatekeepers’ when the lands are sold. The further away from roads one’s land 

exists, the more at the mercy of others one is. Thus, at the end, only those living next to 

road have – in principle – freedom of choice to sell or not to sell142. Indeed, all the 

unsold farmland in Ta Chou is owned by households which have unchallenged access to 
                                                 
142 Of course there can also be many other issues which restrict that freedom, e.g. the ones I have 

described already earlier in this chapter. 
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their lands. Those whose lands are by roads are the most confident and demand high 

prices for their lands or even claim that they will not sell their lands ever, whereas those 

who have to transit through not-yet-sellers’ lands to get onto their own farmlands are a 

bit more reserved and modest with their price demands. 

 

4.2.3 Resistive Agency and Passivating Structure 
 

Still that fundamental question remains: if most of the villagers feel that they are forced 

to sell their farmlands against their will because of the threat of losing access, why do 

they not stand up and protest like they did in 2008 when many of them were also about 

to lose their farmlands because of fencing off? To understand the difference it is 

necessary to take a closer look at a couple of land related conflicts of interests that have 

happened in Ta Chou between the villagers and “outsiders”. 

 

The Singdai incident began already in 2006 when the company started to buy farmland. 

One informant’s estimation is that ca. 50 households sold their lands before the protest. 

In 2008 the company marked the area they were going to incorporate by building a 

narrow, uplifted dirt road (some people call it a dam) around it. This act alarmed those, 

all together, almost 300 households which still owned farmlands inside the marked area 

as they became nervous about the possibility of land grabbing. One affecting factor was 

also that the company had not rented lands it had already bought back to the former 

owners as they had promised to. Thus the farmers under the threat got together, decided 

to act, gathered their mopeds, took ferry to Phnom Penh, drove to the prime minister’s 

office, informed his secretary about the felt wrongdoing, and demanded correction to 

the injustice. 

 

Now in 2016 when the main road was renovated it was also widened a bit so that about 

one meter wide plots of residential lands were annexed. This outraged some of the 

households living by the road and created attempts to instigate similar process as the 

one that took place around the Singdai incident, without any success though. One meter 

might sound quite trivial – especially if compared to farmlands – but the villagers have 

also heard those rumours about the plans to make the same road four times wider, which 

would have a massive impact not only on the lives of those households by the road, but 
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also on the other villagers’ lives as that would mean a many lane highway going 

through the village. 

 

Another seemingly small scale incident took place just when I was leaving Ta Chou in 

the early 2017. A new owner from Phnom Penh had bought farmlands from the both 

side of a remote dirt road to grow mangos. Now he cut the road by digging a deep ditch 

across it, hence blocking any direct use of the road. This angered the villagers in such 

broad scale that the village authority even summoned the new owner to participate in a 

village gathering organised to deal with the issue, to which he did not show up. 

Nevertheless, the village chief claimed that they would fill the ditch so that the road 

would be open again to everyone’s free use. He added also that the road was mentioned 

in the contract so that actual land owning starts one metre from the road. 

 

How can these different outcomes in the villagers’ willingness to protest against 

unwanted land loss help to explain their passivity in newer enclosing cases which pretty 

much touch everyone in the village, then? First of all, there must be the village and 

commune authorities’ backing for protesting. In the Singdai incident the village 

authority’s farmlands were also under the threat of being grabbed, and if roads would 

have been allowed to be blocked then also those who had farmlands by roads – like the 

village authority does – could have been enclosed. However, in the road widening 

incident the village authority’s lands are not under a direct threat. Secondly, in the 

Singdai incident the company tried to grab too big area at once, whereas in the newer 

enclosing cases the amount of affected households at a time is much smaller. Similarly 

in the road widening incident directly affected households are actually not so plenty as 

many residential lands by the road have already been sold. Thirdly, the government’s 

indulgence to protests has not only a huge impact on outcomes but also on people’s 

conducts. In 2007 the prime minister had warned that “widespread land grabbing from 

villagers [posed] a serious risk to Cambodia’s stability” and thus he “declared ‘war’ on 

land grabbers”, and in 2008 the CPP party was concerned about increasing indignation 

in rural areas because of land grabs and therefore recommended “returning the villagers’ 
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lands ... [to] attract voters”143. Instead, the road widening is the government’s own 

development project. Therefore also the threshold to protest against it is higher. One 

informant whose residential land is by that road claims that he does not have any 

problem to protest against private land grabbers, but when it comes to the government, 

they may take all the land they want, he will even move his house a bit further if 

needed. Another informant, instead, suspected that the government would treat the 

villagers properly if they only were aware of civil servants’ misconducts. 

 

Nevertheless, the villagers mainly have a very strict attitude to land grabs: those are not 

tolerated without compensation. But once the deal is agreed and contract signed or the 

loss compensated they do not regard to have any rights to the land anymore144. It does 

not change the situation at all if there has been a threat of enclosure. It is still considered 

as seller’s free choice to sell or not to sell. However, when I asked how the Singdai 

incident differed from today’s situation as in both cases the access to lands had been 

jeopardised and why the villagers did not protest against like they did in 2008, the 

interviewees usually leaned backwards, laughed nervously, and stressed the importance 

of respecting contracts. It is also mentioned that this time it has been made perfectly 

clear that rented lands will be taken back for development at some point. Although, 

many informants remind that only directly affected villagers might participate together 

to act. Hence, only a couple of households are not enough to demonstrate, especially 

when the village authority is not supporting and opponents are big men. One informant 

explained that it is not even wise to complain to the village authority because then the 

big man will hear about it and come to ask what is this complaining all about, inducing 

thus a fear of losing land without compensation, and continued that therefore there is no 

other choice but to sell.145 And, as another informant ended the circle, nothing can be 

done to stop this development because all the people have sold their lands. So, as yet 

another informant put it with a laugh, only if people would refuse to sell, knowing well 
                                                 
143 Indeed, in 2007 there were commune elections and in 2008 parliamentary elections in Cambodia. 

Related the Cambodia Daily newspaper articles can be found in Appendix 1.6. 
144 An intriguing detail is the village authority’s claim that seller cannot cancel deal even in case where 

buyer does not actually have enough money to pay for the land purchase if deposit has been paid and 
papers signed. Contracts are final and they cannot be withdrawn from. In some similar cases buyers 
have offered motorbikes instead of money. 

145 One informant laughed that he is a small man and afraid of big men. Another informant confirmed 
the wisdom of this cautiousness by telling of his brother who tried to buy their farmland back from a 
big man and was only threatened with violence if he would not stop trying.  
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that one must follow if lands are sold around. However, on the other hand, there is of 

course always also uncertainty around the future demand of land. The villagers have had 

to ponder if they will be able to get higher prices for their lands later, or will there be 

demand for their lands at all anymore. 

 

4.2.4 Development 
 

Indeed, development has become a household word in Ta Chou as well. One informant 

claimed that when the country develops then people develop as well. But when asked 

what development means, he laughed out loud and said that he does not know, and 

continued that if building factories and apartments is what the government wants then it 

is good for him too. He stated to follow the government’s decisions, just like another 

informant who said laughing that if the government does development then they must 

follow development. Hence also the land buying was seen as a part of development 

because, as some informants put it, government has development plans for Ta Chou: a 

master plan which an informant summarised into two words: ‘development, 

development’. 

 

However, a group of informants who agreed the importance of development added that 

the government should consider the villagers’ lives as well when they do development. 

They felt that the villagers are not heard at all and plans affecting their lives are done 

somewhere else. They wished for discussions and compromises, and reckoned that good 

development would help people. Another informant agreed with that when she said that 

people should come first and the government later, and then laughed that it is opposite 

now. Thus there is a feeling that development is expensive and hence the poor are 

getting poorer and the rich are getting richer. One informant expressed even a Buddhist 

thought that maybe the poor is meant to stay poor.  

 

But there were also villagers who considered this development good and a change for 

better. One informant hoped that development brings factories and other businesses to 

the village making it easier to find work and do business. Another one claimed that 

building factories would be good development as then young people would not need to 

find work from somewhere else. Curiously, many of those who still own farmlands are 



 

95 

actually also hoping that new land owners would finally start to utilise their lands, thus 

providing jobs and other earning opportunities for the villagers. Combination of farming 

and labouring was considered optimal solution by many households. Even though, 

informants usually considered themselves as the ones who would continue farming and 

others should go working in factories. 

 

So, as one informant – who wished that if only all villagers were against development 

there would be solidarity to get together and protest against it – acknowledged too, the 

villagers’ attitudes towards changes are diverse. Especially representatives of elder 

generations were sad about the change because they considered farming not only as a 

skill they have inherited from their elders but also as their culture and identity. 

Although, as an informant encapsulated by claiming that she preferred farming over 

labouring, but as everyone else is selling why she should keep her farmland. But even 

there seems to be a bit more support for “development” among younger generations, it 

is actually elder generations who wish factories to the village to provide work for 

younger generations. In addition, to help to cope better with the future demands, some 

parents have started to invest more in children’s education. Younger ones are sent to 

private schools to learn English and older ones to vocational schools in Phnom Penh.146 

Obviously these schools are not affordable to all households and “loitering” youth can 

be found around the village.  

 

There is also discontentment among younger generations towards their elders because 

of land selling and low selling prices. Impossibility to clear forest to farmland annoys 

too. Low selling prices irritate the actual sellers as well. Actually some sellers were 

disappointed with the price they got already at the time of selling.147 Also buyers’ 

speculation where land is bought cheap, nothing is done with it, and finally is sold 

onwards with a hefty profit causes annoyance148. But still there seems to be a common 

                                                 
146 One informant laughed that development is good for those who have needed skills and less good for 

those who do not have needed skills. Indeed, skilled workers are said to earn 500-1000 US$/month. 
This reflects directly on older farmers’ self-respect, which can be seen e.g. in an informant’s comment 
on how his son earns in one to two months the same as he in entire year. He concluded laughing that 
he is a farmer and his sons are not farmers, therefore they are better than him. 

147 But as one informant commented that if is disappointed – i.e. does not sell – then cannot get any 
money. 

148 Also some villagers are said to do this, but mainly with residential lands. 
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refusal to worry about the past: land is sold so it is sold, and besides there was not any 

choice as money was needed. For example, one group of informants disregarded the 

speculation issue by joking that some use brains to earn money and some others use 

hard work. Similarly future is not wanted to be thought of. It is even hard to get a 

comment on the ongoing change and massive impact it will have on Ta Chou. Pretty 

much everyone is just saying with a laugh that they wait and see what happens149 and 

eventually they have to cope with it (and probably act if they feel that their land loss is 

not compensated) because things are as they are. One group of informants laughed that 

maybe Ta Chou will become a city and they start to eat bread instead of rice. The 

attitude can be captured in comments like ‘there is nothing you can do about 

development, it just comes’, ‘development is development’, ‘development is like this’, 

and ‘it is according to society; if society develop fast, we will develop fast’. 

 

  

                                                 
149 All in all, people in Ta Chou are very sceptical when it comes to hearsays. Things are believed when 

they are seen. Same goes with all the information about bridges over the Mekong, the road widening, 
satellite cities, etc. Once they are completely done, then it is believed that they will be done. 
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5 Analysis and Discussion 
 

It is time to return to my original research question, in other words, to the empirical 

phenomenon of farmland selling in Ta Chou. Of the 23 interviews I conducted with 

firsthand farmland sellers (i.e. the empirical events) 4 announced that they sold their 

farmlands solely because of their basic needs, 4 solely because of their investment 

needs, and 1 because of both basic and investment needs. Of the rest 14 households 13 

mentioned firstly the fear of enclosure as the main reason to sell and only 1 mentioned 

first an investment need and secondly the fear of enclosure. So, all these 14 households 

were afraid of being fenced off in the near future from their farmlands. In addition to the 

fear of enclosure, only 1 of them mentioned indebtedness and 3 both basic and 

investment needs as reasons to sell their farmlands. It is true though that all the sellers 

used at least some of the money from selling to basic and investment needs (or rather 

wants). Thus it is difficult to pinpoint the very reason for individual selling, more likely 

there is not one. For example, one informant explained that he sold the farmland 

because was afraid that it might be taken otherwise, and then continued that he was 

happy with the money he got because life was hard and he wanted to build a new house. 

He concluded that it was the first time he saw a US$ note150. Indeed, land selling is also 

easily rationalised to be a consequence of different (monetary) necessities, such as 

investment in a new house – in other words, seemingly a preferred voluntary choice. 

 

Indeed, Lukes (2011, pp. 21-22) presents two possible, and “obvious and widely 

accepted,” explanations for why the farmers of Ta Chou sell their farmlands: “the gamut 

of incentives” and “a lack of alternatives.” To add some dynamics into that, it is worth 

remembering Ribot and Peluso’s (2003) concept of access relations at the realm of the 

constant struggle to gain, maintain, and control access to a resource, which in this case 

is farmland. The farmers of Ta Chou being mainly able to rent their farmlands back 

complicates the issue a bit, but being aware of their awareness of losing the farmlands at 

some point allows to interpret the situation so that those who sell their farmlands 

without the fear of enclosure give up their accesses voluntarily (i.e. their motive seems 

to be to increase benefit) and those who feel the fear of enclosure give up their accesses 

                                                 
150 US$ is a legit currency in Cambodia and widely used along the Cambodian riel. 
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involuntarily (i.e. their motive seems to be to decrease harm). Of course, the level of 

voluntarism is affected by “a lack of awareness that there can be alternatives”, for 

example by the use of narratives and discourses (Lukes, p.22). 

 

But still, why is no-one actually visibly protesting against the profound change from 

smallholder to tenant farmer and ultimately to labourer in the capitalist relations151? 

Lukes (2011, pp. 21-22) concludes that whereas explanations by incentives and 

choicelessness take “people’s desires and beliefs as given”, consideration should be also 

put in to a possibility that it might “be the result of our mistaking or misconceiving 

where our interests lie.” Li (2014) has done this with Sulawesi highlanders’ agrarian 

transition which, according to her, is based on their false consciousness by unrealistic 

anticipations produced by the narratives of modernisation and economic rationalism. 

 

However, in Ta Chou there is not really any noticeable anticipation about the future 

among the villagers. There might have been some still in 2009 when I visited the place 

the first time, but since then it has pretty much died out. Neither is there really any 

competition between the villagers over farmlands – they have been bought by 

“outsiders”. Moreover, the buyers have not actually applied any exclusionary powers – 

as described by Hall, Hirsch, and Li (2011) – as such to force the farmers to sell. In 

addition, Hall, Hirsch, and Li’s (p. 118) notion that “There is extensive evidence from 

across Southeast Asia that farmers would like to get out of agriculture themselves and, 

even more, that they hope their children will not become farmers. Land conversion 

seems to offer an attractive opportunity to make this move.” is not valid in Ta Chou as 

most of the interviewed villagers say that they actually prefer farming and with a help of 

occasional labouring, or by reducing consumption, they would manage. Besides, those 

households which are allowed to continue cultivation on their former farmlands keep on 

doing that. Thus, to conclude, Hall, Hirsch, and Li’s four powers of exclusion 

(regulation, force, market, and legitimation) and Li’s (2014) driving forces poverty, 

anticipation, competition, accumulation, and class formation do not comprehend fully 

what is going on in Ta Chou. 

                                                 
151 One unit of inquiry could be to research how these issues are negotiated and decided among 

household members – i.e. household powers, dynamics, and processes around decisions regarding 
farmland selling and labouring. 
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Rather the villagers are confused like the residents of the Argentine shantytown 

observed by Auyero and Swistun (2009). Time to time humans come face to face with 

decision-making dilemmas between trade-offs of high opportunity costs. In Ta Chou 

households with farmlands have had to weight pros and cons of selling the farmland: it 

would be nice to have a new house and live above subsistence for a while, while on the 

other hand, for the most, the money is not going to last long and at the end even food 

security is jeopardised. McGinnis (2004) – with much less drastic opportunity costs, 

though – has conceptualised the overall dilemma in ‘fear of a better option’152. So, what 

to do, how to choose? And why does everyone choose selling without a fight? 

 

Inspired by Granovetter (1978), I theorised earlier that the benefit and harm distribution 

is a result of aggregation mechanisms. That means that there must be an instigator(s) 

who/which starts the bandwagon effect. I have already described how Development as 

the path to liberal market society has instigated Cambodians to conduct in a certain – 

yet not totally desired – manner. This has opened a new normal in Ta Chou as well, and 

a few villagers have seized an opportunity to better their (socio-)economic positions by 

becoming mediators between land deals153. On the other hand, there had been farmers 

with needs to investments already before. Hence their thresholds to participate in the 

activity of selling farmlands were very low once supply met demand. As a consequence, 

their voluntary decisions to sell their farmlands created at the same time a possibility to 

block other farmers’ accesses to their farmlands by the new owners. Fear of this has 

then forced other farmers to sell their farmlands against their own will – in other words, 

set the forced bandwagon effect in motion. 

 

                                                 
152 Exactly McGinnis’ concept Fear Of a Better Option (FOBO) refers to situations where one is cautious 

in choosing an option because is afraid that something better might come up later. In Ta Chou context 
I use the concept also to describe the tricky situation where the farmers are forced to choose between 
two insecure futures. FOBO’s sibling concept is Fear Of Missing Out (FOMO) which means that uneasy 
feeling of suspicion that oneself might could be having more rewarding opportunities, experiences, 
and awarenesses somewhere else.  

153 Mediators – i.e. Ta Chouian middlemen in land deals – are said to have become rich. For example, the 
village’s most grandeur house is owned by a mediator who – according to an informant with a bit of 
annoyance in his voice – used to be a motodriver. (Motodrivers are basically moped taxis. Motodriving 
is widely considered as a last resort solution, but it can also be a supplementary income. E.g., Phnom 
Penh is full of motodrivers from provinces whose earnings are very low because of the oversupply.) 
However, a question remains, why does not everyone become a mediator if it is so profitable? 
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Granovetter’s (1978) concepts help me to move my attention more from the 

power/resistance approach towards the benefit-consent-(counter)benefit approach, 

which with related aggregation mechanism and benefit/harm distribution analyses can 

be applied to any social relationship and phenomenon154. In the context of agrarian 

transition it can help to expose not only some “dynamics of change in social relations as 

a result of large-scale land deals” (Borras and Franco, 2013, p. 1741, emphasis in the 

origin), but also some dynamics of change in social relations during processes leading 

to those land deals. 

 

Therefore, instead of resistance, benefitting becomes a more interesting research topic 

as it reveals better peri-urban social powers, dynamics, and processes towards the 

capitalist relations. This framework challenges Hall, Hirsch, and Li’s (2011, pp. 5-6) 

way of seeing humans, organisations, and institutions’ agencies as actors of change 

rather than as instruments for change. The difference is that as actors they just play their 

“static” roles based on their capacities to act, but as instruments they participate to and 

influence on dynamic processes. For example, with Li’s (2014) Sulawesi highlanders’ 

agrarian transition there were also instigators who started the avalanche. The headmen 

were mesmerised by modernisation narratives and “set in motion the profound 

economic and cultural shifts” (p. 13) by convincing those with lower thresholds to 

follow them, and thus the forced bandwagon effect fuelled by competition over profit 

started to roll towards the market society and capitalist relations. 

 

Hence, based on my field research data – instead of monetary incentives being the cause 

for every land selling – it seems that at the end in Ta Chou the decision is often guided 

towards selling option by the internal force of fear of being excluded155, which also has 

a big negative impact on the sellers’ bargaining power. Just by benefitting from an 

opened opportunity the village mediators have become instrumental agents for 

                                                 
154 Power/resistance approach turns attention easily only to exploitation whereas benefit-consent-

(counter)benefit approach brings also utilities more in the picture, i.e. benefit and harm distribution. 
155 In a way, in a sense, Fear Of Being Excluded (FOBE) is akin to FOBO and FOMO as one wants to be 

rather included than excluded (e.g. Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Thus, in a broader sense, FOBE can 
create bandwagon effect all by itself, as well. However, by normalising instigators (e.g. ideology, 
technology, establishment, institutions, media, etc.) and hence putting them out of sight chosen 
development only becomes to look like a natural evolution. Therefore bandwagon effect created by 
FOBE is actually a forced bandwagon effect. 
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expansion of the market society. The mediators – who, although, are mainly working 

for land buyers – tireless seductive persuasion and fencing off tactics direct the 

villagers’ freedom of choice towards compulsion to choose selling. This has been 

enforced by keeping – mainly illusory, though – enclosures small enough to prevent 

formations of serious countermovements. 

 

 
Picture 15. Lund (2014) guided scheme of my knowledge production procedure. See also Pictures 1, 9, 
and 11. 
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Furthermore, still based on my field research data, another factor guiding the decision 

towards selling option is the external force of development. Indeed, the villagers are 

also aware that “development” will inevitably reach Ta Chou as it is the government’s 

initiative. And because they feel that there is nothing they can do about it, they have 

started to wish “development” to come soon as then there might open up some new 

income opportunities for the villagers too. These wishes make it look like they are 

actually voluntarily giving up farming and rural life for labouring and urban life when 

in reality they do not really see any other choices. Livelihood change is not their dream. 

 

As a consequence, power relations have been effectively faded out from the process. 

Simultaneously interdependencies of human decision-making have been obscured. 

Hence a Ta Chouian household has become to look like an independent individual 

making a rational free choice to maximise personal utility. As a consequence, if 

household sells their land dirty cheap then there is no-one else to blame and none is 

feeling sorry for.156 They just have to bite the bullet, admit own failure, and move on. 

Whereas if their land was grabbed then sympathy would have been overwhelming and 

injustice demanded to be undone. Freedom of choice rolls the burden solely on 

individual, making it thus compulsion of choice. 

 

Hence in the reign of freedom of choice there is no-one else to protest against but 

oneself. In theory, individual has a right to regret a decision/agreement made but s/he 

has no right to demand its alteration after it has been made because the fairness of the 

deal is guaranteed by the law of supply and demand, in other words, by the market. This 

line of thought is demonstrated by the World Bank by stating that “[i]f rights are well 

defined, if land markets function competitively, and if information is accessible to all, 

land prices should ensure that a mutually satisfying outcome is achieved” (Deininger 

and Byerlee et al., 2011, p. 35). Everything should be in order then in Ta Chou as the 

villagers’ property rights have not been challenged after the Singdai incident, land 

market has been based on the law of supply and demand, and the villagers have become 

                                                 
156 As an informant pointed out, it is solely his own mistake if he sells his land too cheaply and the buyer 

makes a big profit by selling it later without actually doing anything. Another informant seconded by 
saying that cheap selling price does not justify protesting at all. 



 

103 

aware of the development plans of the area, as well as they are aware of definitiveness 

and profound consequences of their selling decisions. But still the most of the 

interviewed farmers claim that at the end they have not had any other option than to sell 

their farmlands at given prices. 

 

So, once again, why do the farmers who do not want to sell their farmlands sell them 

anyway with prices they are not satisfied with? How come a simple pole marking a 

boundary of land can have enough agency to create fear of being excluded making thus 

forced bandwagon effect look like a rational voluntary choice? An easy explanation 

could be built around incentives and choicelessness: incentives to challenge big men’s 

right to obstruct passage are low157 and there is no alternative to the government’s plans. 

For developmentalists this would signal a need for a new Development intervention to 

correct these deficiencies.158 

 

An alternative explanation relies on Lukes’ (2011, p. 24) notion that “we are agents 

capable of reflecting upon and modifying our desires and beliefs”. But whereas Lukes 

uses it to defend the concept of false consciousness, I would like to modify it to the 

form of ‘adjustable consciousness’. A forced bandwagon effect in motion is not only a 

physical but also a mental entity. Exclusion should be comprehended not only as a state 

of affairs but also as a state of mind. Physical freedom of choice increases mental 

thresholds to countermove as individuals become solely responsible for their own 

situations. Humans prefer personal inclusion over exclusion and have a tendency to 

cognitive dissonance reduction. As a consequence, those individuals who do not want to 

be abnormals modify their (at least public) modes of thinking to fit into the tolerances of 

a new normal. In other words, they adjust their governmentality, and thus their conduct, 

and hence continue to be real vehicles of power. 

 
                                                 
157 One informant even considered this as the big men’s quality. It is something that they do, and they 

have a total right to do it because they own the land. He characterised the land buyers as people who 
are no good and have all the power and money. It took a long time for me to explain myself clearly 
enough to him to encourage him to ponder about the change in accesses to farmlands. Finally he 
admitted his dissatisfaction and considered that the new owners should respect the villagers’ right to 
access their farmlands. 

158 Getting prices right is important for the World Bank (Deininger and Byerlee et al., 2011, p. 109) as 
“[u]ndervaluation of land has not only negative distributional consequences, but also encourages 
projects that would otherwise not be viable, in addition to possibly fostering rent-seeking.” 
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‘False consciousness’ directs to see people as imperfectly informed, which for economic 

rationalists means that people are irrational and for critical political economists that 

people’s class consciousnesses159 have not yet matured. In both cases people’s conduct 

is believed to be bettered by making them more perfectly informed. However, as 

Polanyi (1944) has noticed, it is worth to remind that it is not only economic but also (or 

even rather) social interests of different cross-sections of population that might arouse 

them to (counter)act. Many collective conduct which have been later judged as 

abnormal to human nature have actually been totally normal at the time and can become 

a new normal again in the future when the climate is again favouring. Unlike Fukuyama 

(1992) proclaims, history has not reached the end yet, and systems of thoughts of 

individualistic liberalism, collective equality, and conservative inwardness keep on 

colliding.  

 

Whereas Swartz’s (2002, p. 67S) interpretation of Bourdieu argues that “[h]abits push 

people toward a certain course of action” and Durkheim ([1893] 1984) shows how 

social solidarity changes when the division of labour changes in society160, I have 

pointed out in this thesis that it is actually the mode of thinking that changes and thus 

directs people toward a certain course of (in)action by guiding their decision-making. 

 

  

                                                 
159 See also the footnote 12. 
160 Analogue with Marx’s substructure-superstructure framework (in the footnote 13) is obvious. 
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6 Conclusion 
 

In this thesis I have built my comprehension of social world around the concept of 

inertia frames. Individual humans have different social positions amid varying social 

relationships and social relations. Their thresholds for different sets of actions are 

determined by dynamic aggregation mechanisms, negotiation skills and powers, 

subjectivity161, and (assumed) possible punishments around constant cooperation and 

conflict over benefit and harm distribution inside various inertia frames. In the end 

individual either supports ‘power’ or resists against it. Even those who do not want to 

get involved consent to the process becoming thus vehicles of power, or resistance, 

which can become a new normal – in other words, a new ‘power’, to which “normal” 

subjects adjust their (public) modes of thinking continuing thus being vehicles of power.  

 

In my empirical social phenomenon (i.e. farmland selling in Ta Chou) it seems at first 

that the farmers select voluntarily the rational free choice to sell. Indeed, one driving 

force in Ta Chou has been money poverty and other monetary incentives. For example, 

modern sources of water and electricity are more expensive than traditional ones were. 

At the same time money borrowing has been considered too risky, especially when the 

profits from farming have remained the same over the years. Hence one buyer reckons 

that the farmers have accepted the reality that farming cannot sustain livelihood, and 

thus the demand for land has grown to be an easy way to obtain money. And of course 

once there is increase in money supply then the prices increase too. Especially this can 

be seen in dowries which have skyrocketed in the recent years. Therefore plain 

economic reasoning could indeed be used to explain the phenomenon. 

 

However, by simply asking from the farmers themselves it can be soon realised that the 

decision to sell is not made voluntarily in the most of the events. Rather some actors 

have used their ability to deliberately manipulate the farmers’ ‘incentive structures’ (e.g. 

Bosworth, 2011, p. 616-619) by obstructing their accesses to their farmlands. For 

developmentalists this kind of a market failure (i.e. land grab) is believed to be able to 

be corrected by development interventions for ‘rule of law’ and ‘transparency’. But 

                                                 
161 See also Foucault, 1982. 
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should not the farmers even without any supporting interventions protest against the felt 

injustice themselves? And indeed, discontent reaches visible organised forms in Ta 

Chou when land is taken without compensation. Although in many cases a little more 

than plain acknowledgement seems to be enough to remediate the moral claim162. This 

depends, though, on amount of solidarity. In Ta Chou it is said that only those who are 

directly involved in an incident may feel enough unity among each other to act, others 

just do not participate. Thresholds to countermove are also heavily influenced by 

officials’ stance on it. For example, one informant told that his reaction on if the 

possible development project of road widening will not be compensated depends on the 

other villagers’ reactions: if people are not going to challenge then neither will he, but if 

they are then he will join them.163 Thus, in the eyes of developmentalists, along ‘rule of 

law’ and ‘transparency’ also ‘good governance’ needs to be promoted to guarantee 

benevolent – but still rational – outcomes for the poor too. 

 

However, by simply asking a bit further, it turns out that the enclosure is rather mental 

than physical. The farmers are driven to sell mainly by their uncertain feelings of being 

excluded if do not sell. This feeling is amplified by those who benefit from sellings 

through narratives of the new owners exercising only their legit property rights when 

they fence their lands, a point which undermines developmentalists’ recipe for ensuring 

win-win outcomes to everyone. In Ta Chou ‘rule of law’, ‘transparency’, and ‘good 

governance’ do not ensure the freedom of choice to all households (not to mention 

household members), even though it can be interpreted so because their consent could 

indicate mutually satisfying land prices. 

 

However, by conducting a proper ethnographic research, it becomes clear that the 

farmers’ consent is manufactured. Looking their historical reality through the frame of 

benefit-consent-(counter)benefit instead of plain power/resistance framing puts agencies 

of enablers (i.e. instigators and consent) more in the spotlight revealing thus better 

processes’ dynamics over statics. Following forced bandwagon effect initiated by the 

                                                 
162 A realisation which makes to ponder if the question of compensation is actually more about 

acknowledgement than money. 
163 The attitude is even stronger in urban environment as many Ta Chouian parents are said to be 

strongly advising their labouring children not to participate to any labour demonstrations for better 
working conditions. 
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new normal is naturalised through hegemony and thus becomes a proper conduct in Ta 

Chou as well. Hence the farmers – with tendencies to “hindsight-rationalise” made 

decisions through cognitive dissonance reduction164 and to vent their discontentments at 

substitute activities – adjust their governmentality to fit into the tolerances of the new 

normal. As a result, it becomes to look like that urbanisation and capitalist relations 

have been their dream all along – in other words, their voluntary free choice which has 

been made possible only by development interventions. 

 

But like every other ideology also rationalism is constructed. In Ta Chou it is built 

around the need of money, reorganisation of the villagers’ trespassing experiences 

(amplified by some mediators’ narratives), the language of development, and the fear of 

big men165. This does not mean though that the villagers actually agree with them, it 

simply means that they become to accept them as the right mode of thinking – and thus 

a land title starts to mean private exclusive ownership, life begins to mean socio-

economic competition over personal utilities, living starts to mean self-responsibility, 

and reward starts to be based on effort and productivity. Increasing individualism then 

gnaws any associations leading to easier controlling of unorganised. As a result, at the 

end, no-one revolts, which can easily be interpreted by observers as an overall 

satisfaction and commitment to the development path chosen for them – in other words, 

as a win-win situation. However, when the surface is scratched rational market society 

turns out to be only a manufactured consent based on transformation of self-conception. 

 

So, to conclude, it is true that monetary incentives play a role in Ta Chou, as does food 

security, but (deluded and/or economic) rationalism does not explain social and 

political, or even economic and practical powers, dynamics, and processes affecting 

behind the visible phenomenon. Hence instead of plain resistance and (economic) 

rationalism perspectives more attention could be paid on dynamics of aggregation 

mechanisms which make individuals to seemingly freely choose (economically) rational 

                                                 
164 See also the footnote 20. 
165 Even though my and Li’s (2014) empirical phenomena are identical, my case, as mentioned before, 

differs from hers as with Sulawesi highlanders the process was induced by the need of money but 
incited – unlike in Ta Chou – by anticipation and competition. Thus Li’s empirical data paints mainly a 
picture of the poor as individuals betrayed by their own false consciousness while trying to gain their 
personal objectives, whereas my empirical data underlines structural adjustment of the villagers’ 
consciousnesses. The outcome is pretty much the same in both cases but dynamics are different. 
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behaviour patterns from alternatives. ‘(Fear of being) excluded-instigator-forced 

bandwagon effect’ approach helps to spot some causalities in processes, and also in 

pondering about the line between choosing forced bandwagon or resistance. Thus, to 

formulate, instigator (a beneficiary) is an external frictional impulse which forces an 

inertia frame to choose between consent and countermove, making it thus a vehicle of 

power. Therefore also a poor landless with opportunity can become a less-poor 

instigator (among other instigators) for profound agrarian transition processes166. 

 

All in all, every intervention aimed at conducting someone other’s conduct is based on 

the idea of false consciousness of that other167. In the context of Development people 

are seen as either not rational enough or they do not realise their oppression well 

enough, or both of them – in other words, they never understand what is best for them. 

Interventions in the name of Development (or rather progress) are mainly aiming at 

liberation; be it then material, physical, or/and mental. But liberation has many conflicts 

of interest with rationalism and hence liberal freedoms come with responsibilities. Thus, 

does not individual freedom also increase individual anxiety? Does not freedom of 

choice require lot of familiarisation and forethinking? Could not access and opportunity 

be interpreted also as servitudes? Does not freedom of choice demand exclusion and 

competition for inclusion? Does not freedom thus increase, as Ong (2006) has noticed, 

fetishism168? These kinds of observations lead to ponder of powers of freedom169, and 

more precisely to study neoliberalism as governmentality and self-fulfilling prophesy170 

reproduced socially and materially by lead users, first adapters, and forerunners,171 and 

to focus more on work as social relation than work as livelihood – that is, the social 

change from livelihood to work to career and construction of feeling of meaningfulness.
                                                 
166 See also the footnote 153. 
167 ‘False consciousness’ is a bit elitist concept. In a sense, it is akin to Le Bon’s ([1895] 1896) and Freud’s 

([1921] 1959) understandings of crowd, which Canetti ([1980] 1985, (translation from Finnish to 
English is my own)) criticises strongly because they both exclude themselves from crowd. Actually 
“they seemed to be afraid of [crowd] ... it was a sort of a disease which symptoms had to be found and 
described” and disposed (pp. 154-156). Thus I prefer to use the term ‘adjustable consciousness’ which 
not only underline the flexible navigational and reasoning skills of humans’ consciousnesses but also 
reminds that none of us is above ‘false consciousness’. 

168 See also the footnotes 67 and 12. 
169 A reference to ‘Rose, N. 1999. Powers of Freedom: Reframing Political Thought. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.’ 
170 A reference to ‘Merton, R. K. [1949] 1968. The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy. In Social Theory and Social 

Structure. New York: The Free Press.’ 
171 See also the footnote 76. 
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Appendix 
 

List of some Cambodia Daily newspaper reports used in Chapter 4. 

 

1.1. All accessed 4.9.2017 

https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/hun-sen-order-gives-land-to-b-kak-families-
102521/ 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/questions-remain-after-premiers-land-offer-
102526/ 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/b-kak-residents-beaten-back-as-homes-razed-
102812/ 
 

1.2. All accessed 4.9.2017 

https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/study-world-bank-project-for-landless-
families-is-failing-86354/ 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/for-families-world-bank-project-falls-short-
86476/ 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/world-bank-feature-story-sings-praises-of-
criticized-project-86751/ 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/first-families-get-land-titles-in-criticized-world-
bank-project-99698/ 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/world-bank-project-in-trouble-before-it-starts-
108700/ 
 

1.3. All accessed 4.9.2017 

https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/lake-residents-protest-outside-korean-
embassy-58926/ 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/summits/protesters-camp-at-us-embassy-for-second-
day-5358/ 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/more-than-100-boeng-kak-protesters-clash-
with-police-19749/ 
https://www.cambodiadaily.com/archives/anti-eviction-protesters-burn-cpp-donated-
sarongs-20811/ 
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