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1 INTRODUCTION
“In Cambodia, women are at the forefront of the fight against forced evictions.
Many have taken the lead in their communities’ struggle for justice, putting
themselves at risk to defend their communities,”
Donna Guest – Amnesty International’s Asia-Pacific Deputy Director
(in Amnesty International, 2011a)
In recent years, forced evictions have become a widely discussed phenomenon, not only among
NGOs, but also among scholars and in the mainstream media. Even though forced evictions are
a worldwide phenomenon, it has become an especially prominent issue in Cambodia, where
more than 400,000 Cambodians have been evicted from their homes since 2003. In the country’s
capital city, Phnom Penh, forced evictions have been taking place since the 1990s, often carried
out by armed agents and accompanied by violence (McGinn, 2013).
These forced evictions affect men and women differently. Due to Cambodia’s recent past of civil
war, there are a large number of female-headed households (McGinn, 2013). The number of
households headed by women in urban poor communities in Phnom Penh is 29 percent. These
households tend to be more prone to poverty, as women normally hold lower paid jobs (Khemro
and Payne, 2004). Forced eviction thus might affect them therefore more severely. Women are
also at the forefront of the battle against forced eviction. Many of these women have taken the
lead in their communities’ struggle for justice (Amnesty International, 2011a). They see their
activism as an extension of their traditional role to protect the home and to ensure family
harmony and stability. Women’s leadership in resistance is also seen by the community as a way
to exploit the associated relation between Khmer women and peace. By putting women at the
frontline, it was rationalised that it would reduce violence towards activists and it would prevent
a possible disruption of men’s income. Additionally, women have strong pre-existing networks
within the communities (Brickell, 2014). For these reasons, women are actively involved in
resistance against forced eviction and are therefore the main focus of this thesis. Whether
women take the lead in communities’ struggle against forced eviction in other places outside of
Cambodia remains so far unclear. The case study in this thesis should therefore be considered
an exceptional one.
Forced evictions are taking place within a wider context of land grabbing. This phenomenon of
global land grabbing involves both governments that try to take control over lands for the
production of food, as well as corporations and private investors that look for opportunities to
make a profit (Baird, 2014). Much academic work has focussed on rural land grabbing for
agricultural purposes (e.g. Yep, 2013; Beban and Work, 2014). However, land grabbing also takes
place within urban areas and has led to the forced eviction of many urban poor from their
homes. In the capital city of Cambodia, Phnom Penh, processes like these have led to conflicts
between the urban poor living in the slums of the city, the companies that bought the land, the
municipality of Phnom Penh and the national government.
In the last few years, the prices of land have risen significantly in the capital city. It is estimated
that prices soared from 250 US dollar per square metre in 2004 to 2000 US dollar per square
metre in 2007, even though there is a lack of good quality official data (Baird, 2014). The rising
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prices correlate with an increased interest by (inter)national developers and land speculators to
buy and (re)sell the land (McGinn, 2013). Due to historical factors, such as the genocide under
the Khmer Rouge regime between 1975 – 1979 (see Chapter 2), many urban poor live on these
valuable lands in the city centre, occupying spaces such as riversides, old sports buildings,
pavements and the rooftops of private buildings (Khemro and Payne, 2004). Some of these
settlements in the city form slums; urban communities where its residents live in sub-standard
housing conditions due to a lack of basic infrastructure and services (Gómex et al., 2008 in
McGinn, 2013:199). Examples of slums in Phnom Penh are the areas of Boeung Kak Lake, Borei
Keila, Dey Krahorm, Group 78 and Reak Kiey. Many of these settlements are located on state
public or state private lands, where residents are prone to forced eviction (Khemro and Payne,
2004).
The concept of forced evictions has been defined by different institutions and academic writers,
and is usually described as a gross violation of the human right to adequate housing. Forced
evictions are distinguished from “legal evictions”, which are in accordance with international
human rights standards (e.g. OHCHR, 1996; Amnesty International, 2011b). From a more
ethnographic perspective, Audefroy (1994) focusses on the consequences of eviction and
displacement that the violation of (inter)national rights have for the affected families. The
settlers rarely know their rights and are removed from their homes against their will. The
evictions are linked to social discrimination and police violence. Landowners are often more
familiar with the legal system than the illegal settles, and the settlers therefore almost always
end up losing their land and property. This thesis adopts this ethnographic perspective on forced
evictions, by looking at the consequences the evictions have for the women and how women
try to resist their eviction.
In Phnom Penh, forced evictions mean that many families have been removed from their homes,
without any form of or insufficient compensation for their land and homes, or for the loss of
their livelihoods, which are often closely connected to their community and to the hustle and
bustle of the city centre. Those who are evicted from their homes often have legitimate claims
to their property, but their claims have been subverted by the municipality or the government
(McGinn, 2013). Moreover, the evictions are often accompanied by violence of police officers
and military towards protesters and activists. Activist and their supporters that resist the forced
evictions are at the risk of being arrested and imprisoned (Amnesty International, 2015). This
so-called criminalisation of land right activists is getting more systematic over time (CCHR, 2013),
but might only boost the spirit of the women that actively resist their eviction.
By focussing on the role of women in the process of resistance against forced eviction in Phnom
Penh, this thesis contributes to existing literature on the different ways local actors engage in
resistance. This thesis will look at the way women in Phnom Penh use different types law - such
as human rights, national and customary law - to defend their case. Moreover, this thesis will
show that there are many different ways in which they try to prevent their eviction, especially
in a context of severe threats to their families and livelihoods. It is thus important to focus on all
forms of resistance and the way these forms can complement or oppose each other, to get a full
understanding of the conflict. Hence, this thesis analyses the relation between the use of law by
women in Phnom Penh to resist their forced eviction and other forms of resistance used by
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them. To analyse this relation, it is necessary to draw from different disciplines and theories and
to combine them in order to get a full understanding of the strategies of resistance that are
employed in this case study. This understanding will be useful not only to NGOs who try to
support these women in their struggles, but also to policy makers to get a full insight into the
problems associated with forced eviction. Due to the lack of academic research on the role of
women in resistance, this thesis contributes not only to resistance literature, but also to gender
literature.
To understand the role of law in the resistance employed by women in Phnom Penh, this thesis
takes an anthropology of law perspective. In the second chapter, this thesis introduces different
theories and concepts to understand the role of law in relation to resistance. These theories and
concepts are combined into a theoretical framework, which will be used to analyse the case
study covered in the third, fourth and fifth chapter. Firstly, the theoretical framework focusses
on the human rights discourse, with a focus on the right to adequate housing and national land
laws. These global and national laws co-exist next to customary laws and practices, forming a
situation of legal pluralism. To analyse how these global and national laws are translated from
the global or national arena, where they are made, to the local arena, where they are used, this
thesis uses the concepts of vernacularisation, translation and framing from Merry (2006), as well
as the concept of meta-narratives from Baird (2014). The main body of the theoretical
framework consists of different theories on resistance, looking at resistance against legality
(Brisbin, 2010), micropolitics in resistance (Rasch and Köhne, 2015) and everyday resistance
(Scott, 1985). Lastly, the concept of gender in relation to citizenship and resistance helps us to
understand the mobilisation of women to resist the forced eviction from their homes.
Combining these theories and concepts not only helps me to analyse the Phnom Penh case
study, but it also contributes to so far undeveloped or uncombined, literature on law, resistance
and gender.

1.1

RESEARCH QUESTION

In order to get an understanding of the relation between law, gender and resistance in the
struggles of women against forced evictions in Phnom Penh, this thesis aims to answer the
following question:
What is the role of law in the strategies of resistances that are employed by women in Phnom
Penh, Cambodia, to prevent forced eviction from their homes and how is this related to other
forms of resistance and current gender relations in Cambodia?
In order to answer this question, this thesis first puts the main research question in its context,
by briefly looking at the turbulent Cambodian history and the development of land rights in the
country. This helps us to understand the problems related to land distribution and how land
disputes commence in the first place. The third chapter therefore answers the sub question:
what is the background and context of forced evictions with regard to land laws in Cambodia,
and more specifically in Phnom Penh?
To understand how Cambodia’s past and the development of its land laws has influenced the
land conflicts in Phnom Penh, this thesis then takes a closer look at the land disputes in the
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capital city. I select two urban settlements that serve as a case study: the Dey Krahorm and the
Boeung Kak Lake settlements. The fourth chapter therefore looks at the location of the
settlements, their origins and the possible conflicting laws. This chapter also identifies the most
important actors that are relevant to get an understanding of the case study. Therefore, it
extensively looks at the urban Khmer women, their background, motives and positions towards
the Cambodian government and NGOs. It also looks at the municipality of Phnom Penh, the
Cambodian government, the companies that are involved in the disputes, (inter)national NGOs,
the World Bank and the United Nations. This chapter answers the sub question: How did land
disputes arise in Dey Krahorm and the Boeung Kak Lake settlements and what are the actors
involved in these conflicts?
Once the land disputes in the case study are properly defined and understood, and all the
relevant actors are described, the fifth chapter looks at all the acts of resistance that are
employed by women from the Dey Krahorm and Boeung Kak Lake settlements in order to resist
the forced eviction from their homes, or to get appropriate compensation after being forcibly
evicted. The acts of resistance are described in chronological order for each case, giving an
overview of the development of resistance over time. In the chapter’s conclusion, the acts are
grouped together in different strategies of resistance and where possible, its relation with
current gender relations is emphasised. The chapter thus answers the question: what acts and
strategies of resistance are employed by women in Phnom Penh?
By combing the answers to these sub questions, I am able to answer the main research question
in the conclusion of this thesis, by analysing my findings based on the framework I describe in
the second chapter.

1.2

METHODOLOGY

This thesis is a literature study, along with a case study, taking an anthropology of law perspective
in order to understand the different ways women in Phnom Penh use law to resist forced eviction
and how this is related to current gender relations and other forms of resistance. This thesis takes
an actor-based approach, by recognising the agency of women to act within the constraints of their
culture and society.
In order to answer the main research question, this thesis analyses academic papers and books, as
well as grey literature, such as websites, documentaries, newspaper articles and NGO reports from
for example UN Habitat, Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights,
Amnesty International and the Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of Human Rights
(LICADHO).
The academic papers and books will help me to demarcate the boundaries of this literature study.
As much information is available on land grabbing and forced evictions in Cambodia, these articles
help me to not only understand the context in which forced evictions take place, but they also help
me to look for gaps in current academic work to which I can contribute, such as on the role of law
in resistance. Secondly, these academic papers and books are useful to understand the case study
in more theoretical terms, and are thus used to analyse the case study in the conclusion of this
thesis. In order to find relevant academic literature, I will use the online library of Wageningen
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University and Google Scholar to browse for articles. At first this search will focus on articles on the
background of the case study, for example on land grabbing, forced evictions and land rights, by
searching for ‘’forced evictions Cambodia”; “land grab Cambodia”; “land conflicts Cambodia”;
“Forced evictions Phnom Penh”; and “Property rights Phnom Penh”. After reading some general
academic articles on these issues in Cambodia and Phnom Penh, I will narrow down the subject for
my thesis and thus search for articles on resistance by women in Phnom Penh. These articles will
be harder to find, but by using terms like “resistance Phnom Penh”; “women Phnom Penh”; and
“women activism Phnom Penh”, I will be able to find several useful articles.
I will also use grey literature to find data for my case study. As this is a literature study and field
work is currently out of boundary, using grey literature is a way to make up for the lack of primary
data. To find relevant grey literature, I will mainly look on the websites of NGOs that are active in
Cambodia, for example Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, Cambodian Center for Human
Rights and LICADHO. All these organisations have relevant reports on the forced evictions in Phnom
Penh and some of them have reports on the activism of women against the forced evictions. These
reports are useful as they provide me not only with information on the settlements in my case
study, but also with interviews with residents from these settlements. This information will be used
to describe the acts of resistance employed by women in Phnom Penh, as well as to illustrate how
women use law in resistance. I will also search for several newspaper articles from the regional
paper the Phnom Penh Post and the national paper Cambodia Daily. These newspaper articles are
helpful to put the acts of resistance by women in chronological order, as well as to complement the
data I find in the reports of NGOs. Some articles are also used to illustrate the viewpoints of
different actors such as the municipality of Phnom Penh and the Cambodian government, as official
statements of these actors are hard to find on, for example, their websites. To get a better
understanding of this case study, I also use the documentary Women are Heroes by the French
artist JR. This documentary is not only my first inspiration to write this thesis on forced evictions in
Phnom Penh, but it also illustrates, in some ways, the suffering of the women better than NGO
reports or newspaper articles. Sometimes it is true that a picture is worth a thousand words. This
documentary outlines the effect the imminence of forced eviction on people’s lives, and by using
this documentary I aim to underline the role of women in this dispute. I will also partly use the
documentary Even a Bird Needs a Nest, which follows several women from Phnom Penh during
their struggles. This documentary provides me with some data on acts of resistance employed by
the women, as the documentary includes interviews with women from the Boeung Kak Lake area.
One of the main methodological drawbacks of this thesis is that some information on forced
evictions and women’s resistances is not accessible due to a language barrier. Even though most
newspaper articles are written in English, the websites of for example the Cambodian Government
and the municipality of Phnom Penh are to a great extend written in Khmer. Also the banners and
signs that some women carry around during protests are written in Khmer. Therefore, some
information that might be important to analyse my case study is not accessible to me. I will try to
intercept this problem by searching for English statements by the municipality and the government
in newspaper articles or on other websites, and to look for English translations of signs carried
around at protests by women. However, I am not sure in what way this will exactly influence the
information available to me and thus the conclusions that are drawn at the end of this thesis.
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Another drawback in the methodology of this thesis, related to the language barrier, is that I am to
a large extend depend upon the reports and other articles of NGOs such as Amnesty International
and LICADHO, as well as on the newspaper articles of Phnom Penh Post and Cambodia Daily. This
dependency and thus one-sided information on my case study might also influence the conclusions
drawn at the end of this thesis. I will try to intercept this problem by comparing the statements of
different NGOs with the information available in other grey literature, such as in documentaries.
However, I will not be able to fully intercept the problem without access to other sources that might
be written in Khmer or without access to primary data.

1.3

STRUCTURE THESIS

The second chapter of this thesis consists of the theoretical framework, which firstly introduces the
main theories and concepts relevant to this literature study, before it combines these theories to
help me analyse the case study. The third chapter describes the background and context of
Cambodia and its land laws, in order to get a better understanding of the case study. The fourth
and fifth chapters introduce the case study. The fourth chapter describes the two settlements, Dey
Krahorm and the Boeung Kak Lake, on which the case study is premised. It also looks at the most
relevant actors that are involved in the case study and describes their motives and goals. The fifth
chapter looks at the acts and strategies of resistance that are employed by the women from the
two settlements in order to resist the forced eviction from their homes. This thesis ends with a
conclusion in which the theoretical framework is used to analyse the case study and thus to answer
the main research question. The conclusion is followed by a brief discussion on possible gaps in the
research and on possibilities for future research.
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This thesis takes an anthropology of law perspective in order to understand how law is used in
practice by different actors for different purposes. While many scholars have written about
forced evictions in Phnom Penh, many of them took a more legal perspective, focussing on (the
distribution of) land and/or property rights (e.g. Khemro and Payne, 2004; Thiel, 2011). This
thesis takes a slightly different approach by looking at the role of law in strategies of resistance.
This chapter therefore examines the human rights discourse and, more specifically, the right to
adequate housing. It also looks at legal pluralism, as the human rights discourse, national laws
and customary laws co-exist in Phnom Penh. In order to understand how not only the right to
adequate housing, but also other forms of law are translated to local arena’s, Merry’s (2006)
concept of vernacularisation is used. Another way to examine how (inter)national law is used, is
by regarding these laws as meta-narratives (Baird, 2014). In order to understand the actions
employed by women in Phnom Penh to resist forced eviction, this thesis also dives into existing
literature on resistance, looking at resistance to legality (Brisbin, 2010), micropolitics in
resistance (Rasch and Köhne, 2015) and the weapons of the weak (Scott, 1985). This chapter
also briefly focusses on the relation between gender and resistance, relating these concepts to
the notion of citizenship. Lastly, by combining these theories, this chapter ends with a
theoretical framework useful to analyse the role of law in strategies of resistance employed by
women in Phnom Penh in relation to other forms of resistance. This theoretical framework will
later on be used to analyse the role of law in the strategies of resistance by women in Phnom
Penh, and to analyse how this is related to other forms of resistance.

2.1

HUMAN RIGHTS DISCOURSE AND THE RIGHT TO ADEQUATE HOUSING

The human rights discourse is a form of public policy that provides moral principles and norms
to guide national and international law. It is claimed that human rights are rights inherent to all
human beings; they are equally entitled to all human beings, without discrimination. These
rights are interrelated, interdepended and indivisible. Even though there is debate not only on
the usefulness, but also on the content of the human rights, the United Nations Declaration on
Human Rights is signed by states and thus obliges governments to act in certain ways or to
refrain from certain acts (OHCHR, 2016). It is stated that the primary obligation of states is to
protect and promote human rights. This obligation falls into three categories: the obligation to
respect; the obligation to protect; and the obligation to fulfil human rights (UN Habitat, 2009).
Human rights are divided into civil and political rights, such as the right to life and freedom of
expression, and economic, social and cultural rights, such as the right to work, the right to social
security and the right to adequate housing (OHCHR, 2016).
The right to adequate housing is defined as the right to live somewhere in security, peace and
dignity. It contains freedoms, including “protection against forced evictions and the arbitrary
destruction and demolition of one’s home” (UN Habitat, 2009:3). The right also contains
entitlements, for example the entitlement to security of tenure and participation in housingrelated decision-making at the national and community levels. Location also plays an important
role in the right to adequate housing, as people must be located near employment
opportunities, health-care services, schools and other social facilities. Forced evictions are
therefore seen by some as a gross violation of human rights, especially the right to adequate
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housing. This is closely linked to security of tenure and security of livelihoods. The violation of
the right to adequate housing can lead to the violation of other human rights, for example the
right to work, social security, privacy or education. The other way around, the right to adequate
housing can be affected by the violation of other human rights. When the right to freedom of
expression, assembly or association are not respected, the possibility to advocate adequate
housing will be reduced. Those who do advocate the right to adequate housing can become
subject to violence, arbitrary arrest and arbitrary detention (UN Habitat, 2009). Human rights
are thus seen as interrelated and independent, as stated above. In order to analyse how women
in Phnom Penh use the human rights discourse, it is necessary not only to look at the right to
adequate housing, but also at their civil political rights.
Even though human rights have a Western origin, they are nowadays used by many social
movements around the world. To analyse how the human rights discourse, as described above,
is adapted to local institutions and meanings, Merry’s (2006) concept of vernacularisation is
used later on. However, the human rights discourse is not the only form of law that is used by
the women in Phnom Penh. Due to historical factors, land disputes in Phnom Penh are
characterised by a situation of legal pluralism.

2.2

LEGAL PLURALISM AND FORUM SHOPPING

Legal pluralism refers to those situations where there is a co-existence of parallel legal systems
or institutions (Locher et al., 2012). In these cases, law – not only international, but also national,
and customary – is used in interaction between different parties, in order to account for certain
behaviour. Law is used to justify demands or to justify unwillingness to comply with other actors’
demands. In this sense, law becomes a “weapon in social conflict” (Turk, 1976 in Von BendaBeckmann, 1989:142) and a resource employed in social interaction. In such cases, actors are
“influenced by the whole of their normative universe, out of which they select those aspects
which they deem to be relevant points of orientation in a specific situation.” (Von BendaBeckmann, 1989:144). This behaviour is also referred to as forum shopping; “manoeuvring
between different norms and regulations to secure certain claims over resources.” (Locher et al.,
2012:39-40). Therefore, property rights should not be seen as formal rules and regulations, but
as negotiated outcomes of social processes (Locher et al., 2012). Not only formal rights condition
people’s access to resources. A variety of other mechanisms can play a role, for example
technology, capital, markets, labour, knowledge, identity and social relations. Property relations
exist, consequently, not only at the level of laws and regulations, but also at the level of cultural
norms and social values, actual social relationships and property practices (Sikor and Lund,
2009). At all these levels, property claims can be legitimised. The “making” of property is
therefore a process and can thus be challenged, solidified, or even undone by different actors.
Resistance to other actors’ claims can be seen as “property in the making”. In situations of legal
pluralism, resisting other actors’ claims based on law and by “shopping at different forums” can
be seen as an important strategy of resistance. In Phnom Penh, different legal systems and social
practices with regard to land and property have been stacked upon each other (see also Chapter
3), leading to a situation of legal pluralism, where different actors nowadays claim ownership
over a plot of land, based on different legal systems or social norms (Sekiguchi and Hatsukano,
2013). How these different claims are exactly translated from the global (e.g. human rights) or
national (e.g. land laws) arena towards the local, is through a process of vernacularisation
(Merry, 2006), as will be described below.
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2.3

VERNACULARISATION

International and national laws are adapted to local circumstances and institutions. Merry
(2006) focusses on how local activist translate human rights from the global arena into local
contexts. She states that in this process of localisation, transnational ideas, such as human rights,
are vernacularised; adapted to local institutions and meanings. This thesis will use this concept
to analyse how not only international law, but also national (land) laws are translated to the
local arena. During the process of vernacularisation, there is often a shift of meaning due to the
way these new ideas are framed and presented in terms of existing cultural norms, values and
practices – indigenisation. There are two different ways to implement ideas from other arenas.
Firstly, replication means that the ideas from the global or national arena remain largely
unchanged from its (trans)national prototype. The source of the ideas is more dominant in this
case. Secondly, hybridisation means that the ideas are merged with local symbols and
institutions. In this case, the target is more powerful. The actors that are of specific importance
in this process of vernacularisation are translators; those actors who translate human rights to
local contexts and at the same time reframe local grievances into global human rights or other
principles. Framing plays an important role in the process of translation. Frames are not ideas in
themselves, but they are “ways of packaging and presenting ideas that generate shared beliefs,
motivate collective action, and define appropriate strategies of action” (Merry, 2006:41).
Framing is a part and parcel strategy of many social movement activists: “They frame, or assign
meaning to and interpret relevant events and conditions in ways that are intended to mobilize
potential adherents and constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilise
antagonists.” (Snow and Benford, 1988 in Merry, 2006:41). In the context of social movements,
this framing activity leads to collective action frames, which can heavily influence the way
situations are understood and the tactics that are deployed by its supporters. Thus, translators,
on the one hand, speak the language of international human rights or other (inter)national
principles, to attract donors for funding and to attract international media attention. On the
other hand, they have to present their initiatives in cultural terms that are understandable and
acceptable to the local community. This means that they sometimes have to frame stories
differently than the victims do, so that the targeted actors, mostly states, become more
responsive to their demands. These concepts – vernacularisation, indigenisation, hybridisation,
translation and framing – are useful to analyse how women activist in Phnom Penh use human
rights to frame their resistance against forced eviction. Who can be seen as important
translators in this process and how do they translate and frame their and their community’s
grievances?

2.4

META-NARRATIVES

Besides using vernacularisation as a way to analyse the local use of (inter)national law, these
laws can also be examined in the light of meta-narratives. Baird (2014) states that metanarratives are big stories that can be considered high-level ideologies. Meta-narratives are
narrative schemes that try to explain knowledge and experience. Even though Baird uses metanarratives to explain the global phenomenon of land grabbing, the concept is also useful with
regards to the human rights discourse, the concept of (social) justice and even private property
rights. NGOs, for example, use meta-narratives to present their arguments in such a way as to
attract public interest and to influence policymakers and politicians. These narratives are
therefore useful campaigning tools. Activists can also use the human rights discourse or
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concepts such as (social) justice as a meta-narrative to frame their struggles against forced
eviction in order to get media attention and to appeal to governments and decision makers.
However, Baird (2014) argues that meta-narratives fail to recognise local differences and
nuances – human rights, for example, should not be seen as a “universal truth” and as the only
option for women to resist forced eviction. Analysing the resistance to forced eviction by women
in Phnom Penh only by looking at the way they use the human rights discourse to fight for their
case, misrecognises the multifaceted character of their resistance. This thesis therefore not only
looks at the way women use (inter)national law in their resistance locally, but also how this
strategy is related to other forms of resistance.

2.5

THEORISING RESISTANCE

To analyse the multifaceted character of resistance, this section analyses several concepts of
resistance. It introduces the concepts resistance to legality (Brisbin, 2010); micro-politics in
resistance (Rasch and Köhne, 2015); and the weapons of the weak (Scott, 1985). These concepts
or theories of resistance partly overlap, but also complement each other, as each theory has a
different focus.
Brisbin (2010) analyses the nature of resistance to legality. Legality is seen as the hegemony in
liberal democratic and some authoritarian regimes. People accept the legal system as “a fair and
rational set of texts, norms, and people with the power to define right and wrong behaviour.
With legality embedded in human life, its power becomes hegemonic.” (Brisbin, 2010:26).
However, in everyday practice legality shows uncertain, vague and conditional qualities which
causes variability and changeability in the meaning of law. This can lead to conflicts about the
meaning and application of law and thus about the hegemony of legality. Resistance to legality
therefore challenges the legitimacy of legality to resolve problems, such as land or property
conflicts leading to forced evictions of urban poor in Phnom Penh.
There are several reasons for people to resist legality. For example, laws can be arbitrarily
applied, it can deny or exclude the recognition of an individual’s desires, or it can establish unjust
distributions of power, status or wealth. A process of resistance against legality first starts with
the perception that legality disadvantages the individual. Secondly, legality is applied arbitrarily
to the disadvantage of the individual. For example, in the case of forced evictions, the interests
of the poor urban residents are cast aside and they therefore perceive themselves as socially
marginalised. They have also been unable to obtain formal property rights (more on that in
Chapter 3). These factors can be the incentive to start the process of resistance. Resisters will
attribute their disadvantage to a person or an organisation, which leads to actions not just
against legality, but also against those who are believed to have caused their disadvantage:
“Resisters name as responsible and then blame those advantaged by legality as the objects of
resistance” (Brisbin, 2010:29). In the case of forced eviction, resistance is focussed not only
against the municipality of Phnom Penh, but also against the companies that have bought or
leased the land through doubtful processes.
Brisbin (2010) identifies two strategies of resistance: “inside” resistance strategies and “outside”
resistance strategies. The inside strategy resists legality through legal institutions to challenge
interpretations and applications of law. The legitimacy of the regime or its institutions is thus
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not questioned. By expressing stories in the legal language, resisters try to use legality as an
instrument to relieve their disadvantage. This strategy includes: complains and threats by
individuals; litigation by individuals; expressive actions by social movements and interest groups;
litigation by collectivities and resistance by public officials. Insider strategies are useful for this
thesis, because it can be used to look at the ways women use (inter)national law to frame their
struggles. The outside strategy seeks to emancipate from legality and often desires the exit from
the regime. Resisters cannot or will not express their grievances in legal language. These
strategies include: subversion by individuals; civil disobedience; law-breaking by public officials;
violence and exit. In practice, resisters will combine these strategies over time, in a search to
change their circumstances and disadvantage. Thus, in the practice of resistance: “the creativity
of the human imagination is the primary limitation on the strategies and range of tactics and
stories that resisters can employ against legality” (Brisbin, 2010: 38). Many of the resisters’
strategies depend on the allies or support they are able to receive and on “cultural frames of
reference rooted in history and any collective experience” (Brisbin, 2010: 31).
Brisbin thus focusses mainly on resistance against legality, looking at the meaning and
application of law. However, this does not encompass other forms of resistance, such as
resistance against social and political power (Brisbin, 2010). Because the difference between the
different forms of resistance is not always clear-cut, there is a need to take a closer look at other
forms of resistance. Another way to look at resistance is from a micro-political perspective. Rasch
and Köhne (2015) argue that, in order to understand the relationships between global forces
and local outcomes, it is necessary to analyse how local actors resist as well as appropriate
globalised practices and narratives. Resistance can be understood in three ways: as a counterhegemony; as a countermovement; and as infrapolitics.
Whereas hegemony is referred to as the “dynamic lived process in which social identities,
relations, organisations and structures based on asymmetrical distributions of power and
influence are constituted by the dominant classes.” (Gramsci in Chin and Mittelman, 1997:27),
counter-hegemony is the process of challenging and resisting the hegemony. Actors involved in
counter-hegemonic projects often engage in openly declared collective action against the state.
Gramsci (in Chin and Mittelman, 1997) distinguishes two forms of counter-hegemony: wars of
movement and wars of position. Wars of movement are “frontal assaults against the state”
(Chin and Mittelman, 1997:27), such as labour strikes or military action. Wars of position is a
form of non-violent resistance, for example boycotts. Both kinds of war have the objective to
seize control of the state (Chin and Mittelman, 1997). Countermovements want to re-exert social
control over the market and its forces and is a form of overt resistance. They consist of social
movements, which are defined as a form of collective action, based on solidarity and carrying
on a conflict, while breaking the limits of the system in which the action occurs (Chin and
Mittelman, 1997:29-30). These social movements, however, differ in degree of unity and in
organisational structure (Polanyi in Chin and Mittelman, 1997). Infrapolitics consists of
“everyday forms of singular and collective resistance that stop short of openly declared
contestations” (Rasch and Köhne, 2015:2). These actions include footdragging, squatting,
gossiping, and the formation of dissident subcultures and are forms of everyday resistance as
described by Scott (1985) and as will be explained below. Infrapolitics are based on ontological
narratives, where social actors tell stories by which, in the process, they define themselves or
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construct their identities that promote or mitigate the possibilities for change. These possibilities
are also dependent on structure and agency; the real and perceived constrains and
opportunities that affect the actions of the subordinated (Scott in Chin and Mittelman, 1997).
These three forms of resistances inform and overlap each other.
Resistance against global forces is at the same time interwoven with the everyday politics of
communities. It is rooted in livelihood strategies and local political strategizing, which is called
micropolitics. Resistance is therefore “embedded in and informed by micropolitics” (Rasch and
Köhne, 2015:11). The way people position themselves in processes of resistance depends upon
life histories, past experiences and interpersonal relations. A micro perspective reveals that
communities are not homogeneous and it shows that political contestations exist within
communities. Looking at resistance from a micro-political perspective can be useful to
understand the internal dynamics within the settlements in Phnom Penh and how this influences
the acts of resistance that are employed. It thus helps us to analyse resistance from a different
point of view than from Brisbin’s (2010) concept of resistance against legality.
Lastly, one of the most influential scholars who wrote about resistance is James Scott. In his
book Weapons of the Weak, Scott (1985) focusses on everyday forms of resistance. His theory
thus forms another way to look at the concept of resistance. He defines everyday forms of
resistance as “the prosaic but constant struggle between the peasantry and those who seek to
extract labor, food, taxes, rents and interest from them. Most forms of this struggle stop well
short of outright collective defiance.” (Scott, 1985:xvi). He looks at ordinary “weapons” used by
the relatively powerless groups, such as: foot dragging, false compliance, slander, sabotage, and
so on. These forms of resistance are informal and covert and require little or no coordination or
planning. They make use of informal networks, and avoid any direct confrontation with
authority. According to Scott, these forms of resistance are the most significant and the most
effective in the long run and form, in most cases, the only option of resistance that is available
to the subordinated classes. Scott also states that due to the informality and the covertness of
the resistance, the risk to any single resister is small. Since the whole community is involved,
Scott speaks about everyday resistance as a social movement, without any form of formal
organization and without leaders. In the long run, everyday forms of resistance change or
narrow down the policy options available to the state and thus have an influence on the
behaviour of the superordinate classes.
Even though Scott’s theory on everyday resistance is valuable in many ways, it will only partly
be used in this thesis. His theory mainly focusses on covert resistance, without any organization
or leaders. As we will see later in this thesis, the resistance in Phnom Penh is not covert and is
led by women. As there are several women that can be assigned as leaders in the communities’
struggle against forced eviction, Scott’s theory does not seem to fit perfectly to my case study.
Some tactics of everyday resistance, however, can be retraced in the resistance by the women,
such as slander.
In short, scholars that have theorized about resistance focus not only on legality, but also on
more covert forms of resistance (Scott, 1985) or on micropolitics (Rasch and Köhne, 2015). The
everyday forms of resistance as described by Scott are less useful to this thesis, as it focusses on
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covert forms of resistance and on social movements without organisation or leaders. However,
some forms of everyday resistance can be traced back in the acts of resistance employed by the
women in Phnom Penh. This thesis also takes the concept of micropolitics (Rasch and Köhne,
2015) into account. This means that the way people position themselves in processes of
resistance might depend upon life histories, past experiences and interpersonal relations and
thus reveals that communities are not homogeneous. As will be seen in Chapter 4, not all women
participate in resistance against legality, which might depend upon the micropolitics within the
community.

2.6

GENDER, CITIZENSHIP AND RESISTANCE

Lastly, as stated before, this thesis focusses on women and their acts of resistance against forced
eviction. Therefore, this thesis cannot avoid to briefly stipulate on the concept of gender. Gender
assigns different roles to men and women; roles that have nothing to do with differences in sex.
Gender is embedded in cultural norms and values and can therefore differ across countries and
regions, as well as over time. Because gender is not a given characteristic, it depends on the
meaning that is assigned to it; gender can be considered as socially constructed. Moreover,
gender relations can be negotiated and contested (Delgado, 2011).
Gender in relation to resistance can be analysed using the concept of citizenship. This concept
encompasses the relationship between the individual, state and society. Gender relations affect
and are affected by this relationship. Some members of the civil society do not share the same
value system with the majority of society, which could affect their access to a range of civil,
political and social citizenship rights. Some societal groups, for example women in Phnom Penh,
experience formal and informal discrimination due to their “credited lower social worth” (Evans,
1993 in Yuval-Davis, 1997). “Gender, sexuality, age and ability as well as ethnicity and class are
important factors in determining the relationship of people to their communities and states.”
(Yuval-Davis, 1997:16). The protest of the women in Phnom Penh is for a large part premised on
active citizenship, “to hold the Cambodian state legally and morally responsible for the toxin of
forced eviction affecting their community” (Brickell, 2014:1260). Understanding how these
women exactly claim this active citizenship, the traditional focus of citizenship on the public
sphere has to be cast aside. Brickell (2014) demonstrates that forced eviction heavily affects the
personal lives of the women, shifting the relevance of the notion of citizenship from the public
sphere to the private sphere. “No consideration of contemporary citizenship can be complete
without examining the varied and changing ways in which people’s intimate lives, their families
and their networks of friendship affect and are affected by their activities as citizens” (YuvalDavis, 1999 in Brickell, 2014:1267) She calls this contemporary citizenship “intimate citizenship
– rights, obligations, recognitions and respect around those most intimate spheres of life.”
(Brickell, 2014:1260), including the home. The notion of ‘citizenship’ can therefore be used to
analyse how women politically mobilise and not only struggle over civil, political and social rights
that are (partly) denied, but how they incorporate other struggles, such as struggles of women
against oppression and exploitation in the name of culture (Yuval-Davis, 1997).

2.7

UNDERSTANDING LAW, GENDER AND RESISTANCE

The chapter defined the main concepts and theories applicable to this thesis. At the same time,
it demarcates the boundaries of the case study. Even though all concepts and the existing
debates about these concepts are useful to analyse the role of law in strategies of resistance,
some concepts will be used more extensively than others.
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The human rights discourse and the right to adequate housing are important in so far as they
are two forms of law that can be used by women in their resistance. However, their content
might be of less importance to these women then their usefulness to mobilise followers and to
garner support from (inter)national actors. Other laws that might be used by those women to
frame their resistance are the national Land Laws and customary norms. Using different systems
of law can lead to a situation of legal pluralism, where human rights are just one legal system.
In this case, law can become a “weapon in social conflict” (Turk, 1976 in Von Benda-Beckmann,
1989:142), claimed in social interactions. Through “forum shopping” from different legal
systems, women can try to secure their claim over land. Translators might play an important
role because they translate these laws to the local arena – vernacularisation. Those women who
might receive some form of education on their rights, can become translators, framing the local
grievances related to forced eviction in the national language of land rights or in the
international language of human rights. Framing can thus play an important role in resistance
in order to garner support from other actors and to embarrass the municipality of Phnom Penh
and the Cambodian government.
A translation of (inter)national law to the local arena, in a situation of legal pluralism, can be
seen as an inside strategy (Brisbin, 2010) through challenging the arbitrary application of the
Cambodian Land Law. Some of the strategies that belong to the inside strategy of resistance
(complains and threats by individuals; litigation by individuals; expressive actions by social
movements and interest groups; litigation by collectivities) can possibly be retraced in the
actions of the women in Phnom Penh. The concept of outside strategy of resistance, however,
might be less useful in this case study, because the women do not seem to use these kinds of
strategies. The everyday forms of resistance as described by Scott are less useful to this thesis,
as it focusses on covert forms of resistance and on social movements without organisation or
leaders. However, some forms of everyday resistance can be traced back in the acts of resistance
employed by the women in Phnom Penh. I will also use the concept of micropolitics (Rasch and
Köhne, 2015), because the way people position themselves in processes of resistance might
depend upon life histories, past experiences and interpersonal relations and thus reveals that
communities are not homogeneous.
As explained above, gender plays an important role in the process of resistance in Phnom Penh.
It not only plays an important role because it is due to gender roles that women are at the
forefront of resistance in the first place, but also because, by putting women at the forefront of
the struggles, it might change gender roles in the process. In the Cambodian context, women’s
activism might change the gender roles at home. Men, for example, are required to take on
more household tasks, while their wives are out protesting against the forced evictions. For
some men, however, their wives’ involvement in protests might go against their ideas of
traditional gender roles and might give rise to tensions within families (Brickell, 2014). In the
long run, women’s activism might change their gendered role in the family by using their
struggles over civil, social and political rights to also struggle against oppression and exploitation.
In this case, thus, law, gender and resistance are closely related.
The novelty of this framework can be found in the combination of literature on resistance with
literature on law, gender and citizenship, thus combining struggles over civil, political and social
right with struggles over oppression and exploitation. By combing the concepts and theories
explained in this chapter in this way, I will be able to analyse the use of law in strategies of
resistance by women in Phnom Penh, contributing to, so far undeveloped or uncombined,
literature on law, gender and resistance.
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3 BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
“I think Pol Pot may be more equal because they evicted all citizen to move out from homes,
regardless of the poor, rich, or powerful. Citizen lived equally and worked at equally.
Nowadays, the authority only evicts the poor… this is what is meant by poverty eradication!”
Tep Vanny - resident Boeung Kak Lake (in Brickell, 2014:1263)
In order to understand the present practices of land grabbing and forced evictions in Phnom
Penh, we need to get a full understanding of the background of the issue and the context in
which the struggles against forced eviction take place. Forced evictions are firstly connected to
practices of land grabbing. Baird (2014) argues that there are many factors explaining the
phenomenon of land grabbing. Some of these are global, but most of them are internal to
particular countries. He argues that in Cambodia the roles of Asian money laundering and elite
capture are particularly important for understanding the way land grabbing has been facilitated.
Even though these two process have played a major role, this thesis argues that the Cambodian
history, especially the period under the regime of the Khmer Rouge, has also played an
important role in the contemporary practices of land grabbing in Phnom Penh. Due to historical
factors, new land laws were stacked upon older systems of land allocation and use, leading to
land disputes that currently cause forced evictions. This chapter thus provides useful
information on the background and history of Land Laws in Cambodia, as well as an explanation
on how the land disputes arose in the first place.

3.1

BRIEF HISTORY

Cambodia has had a turbulent history. It had been under French colonial rule for almost 90 years
before it became occupied by the Japanese during the Second World War. When the World War
ended, the French tried to re-establish their rule, while permitting the Cambodians to form
political parties. At the same time, however, Communist guerrilla groups started an armed
campaign against the French rule. In 1953 Cambodia declared its independence, but soon
became involved in the Vietnam War, which party took place on their territory. The ruling head
of state at that time broke off relations with the United States and supported the North
Vietnamese in their struggles. However, in 1970 he was overthrown by a more pro-Western
movement. This led to a civil war in Cambodia, which ended with the victory of the Communist
guerrilla movement Khmer Rouge in 1975, led by Solath Sar, better known as Pol Pot. The
country was renamed Kampuchea and it was declared that “2000 years of Cambodian history
had ended”. The year 1975 was renamed “Year Zero”, and marked the beginning of a genocide,
killing almost 2 million Cambodians within the next three years (BBC News, 2015).
On April 17, 1975 Phnom Penh fell to the communist forces. The entire population of the city
was forced to move out and to work on the countryside. Those who were too old or too sick to
move, were shot dead. According to ultra-communist ideology, urban residents were
contaminated with “bourgeois capitalist values and lifestyles” (McGinn, 2013: 26), and became
the main target for elimination. Few survived the genocide that took place under the Khmer
Rouge regime (McGinn, 2013). During this period, all land and property was taken over by the
government and all forms of private property were abolished. Because most urban residents
had perished under the regime, most land and buildings were vacant after the Khmer Rouge was
defeated in 1979 (Khemro and Payne, 2004) by the Vietnamese, who occupied the country until
the Paris Peace Agreements in 1991 (BBC News, 2015). In the years after the fall of the Khmer
Rouge, people slowly returned to the city, occupying vacant buildings and dwellings on a ‘first
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come, first serve’ basis. Those people were usually allowed the right to occupy those buildings,
as well as to sell and buy them (Khemro and Payne, 2004), but private rights did not exist. As
long as conflicts didn’t arise, people were not interested in explicitly claiming their rights on the
basis of custom, customary law or state law (Von Benda-Beckmann et al., 1996).

3.2

PRIVATISATION AND LAND LAWS

During a major economic reform in 1989, the government attempted to implement a land policy,
focussing on the privatisation of land. Private land ownership was re-introduced and
redistributed to individuals (Boreak, 2000). This led to two forms of land and property ownership
recognised by the Cambodian government: private and public ownership. Private property is
individual property to which individuals enjoy full rights of use, transfer and inheritance. Public
ownership is further subdivided into state public property and state private property. State
public property is property belonging to the state, which can only be used for the public interest
and can therefore not be sold. These lands include roads, parks and railways. State private
property is property belonging to individual state institutions, which can become subject to
transaction in accordance with some specific laws (Khemro and Payne, 2004).
However, privatisation added another legal layer on top of existing rules and customs on
landownership, such as customary law, the French Civil Code and socialism. This process is also
called stacked law, where “different norms shaping property relations regarding land do not flow
together in a kind of fluid pluralism, but become “stacked” over the course of time” (Roquas,
2002:22). The ambiguity that arose led to increasing disputes over land ownership. When in
1989 the Instruction of Land Use and Management Policy was implemented, not only ownership
of residential land, but also the customary law of right of possession was recognised, meaning
that those who cultivated land continuously could possess the land. In 1992 a Land Law was
introduced, allowing citizen to gain ownership of land through possession for five years. The
revised 2001 Land Law tried to finish the project by allowing people to submit the five years of
possession to be recognised for official land ownership. However, the revised law demanded
that the five years of possession should have started before the 2001 Land Law was announced.
Many residents, however, lacked evidence in the form of official documents to demonstrate five
year of landownership and possession rights. Furthermore, the 2001 Land Law did not clarify if
and how it incorporates previous norms and laws on land use and land possession. This has led
to confusion about when and how the ownership of land can be recognised (Sekiguchi and
Hatsukano, 2013). Besides that, the process to obtain an official certificate still remains unclear,
complicated and time-consuming. A majority of the population therefore keeps on occupying
land without legal documents (Boreak, 2000).
One of the main reasons for the failure to realize a workable land law for the majority of the
population, are the problems related to policy implementation. The 1989 Instruction on Land
Use and Management Policy and the 1992 Land Law formed a system of sporadic registration of
land (Sekiguchi and Hatsukano, 2013: 443). This means that individuals registered their property
plot by plot. This form or registration is expensive and complicated, therefore excluding the
majority of poor Cambodian from formal registration of their lands. Moreover, applicants did
not receive full ownership of their land, but instead received a certificate of possession,
recognising that a certain plot of land belongs to a certain person. In relation to this, the
Cambodian government failed to provide information on how to actually turn the certificate of
possession into full ownership of the land (Sekiguchi and Hatsukano, 2013).
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The 2001 Land Law, however, aimed to provide systematic land registration (Sekiguchi and
Hatsukano, 2013:444), where the government assigns the areas to be registered. This method
is considered to be less expensive, more efficient and more equitable. The 2002 Land
Management and Administration Project (LMAP), supported by the World Bank, Finland and
Canada, was founded to implement systematic registration. Its goals were “to reduce poverty,
promote social stability, and stimulate economic development by improving land tenure security
and promoting the development of efficient land markets.” (Sekiguchi and Hatsukano,
2013:444). Yet the lands that were registered were not the lands that were most likely to be
disputed. Those who were facing land disputes had no access to the programme. Additionally,
the mapping of state land was a slow process, making it difficult to register land near or on state
land. In the end, the programme was terminated, because the government and the LMAP could
not agree on the application of social and environmental safeguards in disputed urban areas
(Sekiguchi and Hatsukano, 2013).
Another problem related to the land system in Cambodia is the formal judicial dispute
mechanism to solve land conflicts. Many reports by NGOs illustrate corruption in the Cambodian
judicial system. The system’s ability to solve conflicts peacefully and fairly is weak. The
introduction of a new land system has been too rapid and to a large extend unsuccessful in the
eyes of the majority of Cambodians, resulting in the loss of livelihood opportunities due to the
loss of land. Even though the 2001 Land Law offered vulnerable people social land concessions
- unused state private land for family farming - these concessions have only be provided to a
limited group of people (Sekiguchi and Hatsukano, 2013).

3.3

CONCLUSION

This chapter discussed the background and context of resistance against forced evictions in
Phnom Penh. The violent history of Cambodia has played an important role, as all property rights
had been destroyed under the regime of the Khmer Rouge. The implementation of a land policy
has been problematic for many Cambodians, leading to confusion and land conflicts, resulting
in the forced eviction of many urban poor in the name of “development”. Official complaints by
residents have often been ignored due to a corrupt judicial system. Under these laws and in a
context of corruption, it has nowadays become possible that one party claims the ownership of
land based on the possession of land for a long period of time, while another party claims
ownership with an official document. Both parties in this case are “forum shopping” (Locher et
al., 2012) to secure their claim over land. In these kinds of conflicts, those who possess formal
ownership of land are at an advantage, because their claims are often back up by access to other
resources than land, for example money, physical power (army), social contacts or the media
(Sikor and Lund, 2009). Therefore, formal legal ownership dominates in the legal policies and
systems now present in Cambodia. For example, in some land conflicts, such as those on which
this thesis focusses, residents are evicted from their land for economic development purposes
by the state or by private actors. Because these residents often fail to demonstrate official land
ownership, they are evicted without reasonable compensation (Sekiguchi and Hatsukano, 2013)
for the loss of their homes and their livelihoods. The next chapter focusses on the Phnom Penh
case study central to this thesis. It examines the Dey Krahorm and Boeung Kak Lake settlements,
their backgrounds and the actors involved in the land disputes.
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4 THE PHNOM PENH CASE STUDY: DEY KRAHORM AND BOEUNG KAK LAKE
In Phnom Penh, the population has grown rapidly since the 1990s, leading to increased prices
for land and property. Poor people that entered the city from then on could no longer afford to
buy (undocumented) land or property, therefore occupying state public and sometimes state
private lands, forming settlements that are now regarded as informal (Khemro and Payne, 2004).
These squatters lack legal evidence to prove their right to the land, such as land certificates,
even though they might have lived there for five years or more. In those cases, the government
claims that the land is state property that needs to be repossessed for the sake of
“development”. The people who are squatting on the land are regarded as illegal (Phalthy,
2010). The level of threat from forced eviction varies, however, from location to location and
depends upon governmental development plans, land use and planning, and geographical
location. Those settlements that are located at prominent sites in the city centre are more prone
to forced eviction (Khemro and Payne, 2004). The threat of eviction also differs with the different
kinds of tenure that exist within private and public land (such as pavement dwellers, informal
housing, unauthorised occupation, formal tenant etc.). These different kinds of tenure have
different kinds of enforceable rights and tenure security (Khemro and Payne, 2004). This chapter
analyses two settlements within Phnom Penh that have faced or faced forced eviction. It
describes their background and the most important actors that are involved in the land disputes.
Within Phnom Penh there are several settlements where the residents are prone to forced
eviction or have been forcibly evicted recently. Two explanatory cases are the Dey Krahorm
settlement and the settlements around the Boeung Kak Lake.

Figure 1: Map of Phnom Penh
Source: Amnesty International (2011b:5)
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These settlements also serve as the central case study to this thesis. Some of the (former)
residents of both settlements were offered a house or a plot in the resettlement area Damnak
Trayoung, as shown on the map above.

4.1

DEY KRAHORM SETTLEMENT

Dey Krahorm (meaning “Red Soil” in the Khmer language) was an informal settlement located in
the city centre near the riverfront, which was inhibited by nearly 1,500 families. The area was
resettled in the 1980s, with its population booming in the 1990s. The land was official registered
as state land, owned by the Municipality of Phnom Penh and the Ministry of Culture. However,
family books and other government documents had been distributed to the families living on
the land as a “soft title”. These documents were interpreted by many residents as a recognition
of their ownership of the land. Even though official land titles were never issued, many residents
had been eligible for them under the 2001 Land Law (McGinn, 2013). Applications for land
ownership were nonetheless rejected or ignored (Amnesty International, 2011b).
Over time, the riverfront became an important development location, as the area offered
business opportunities to commercial developers. In 2003 the residents were offered a “land
sharing plan”; the area would develop commercial buildings as well as community housing that
would be allocated to them. However, the negotiations stranded because both interest groups
could not come to a satisfying agreement. The community leaders of Dey Krahorm then entered
in secret meetings with a company called 7NG. The company would assume ownership over all
of Dey Krahorm while the residents would be offered newly-built row houses in Damnak
Trayoung, a relocation settlement 20 kilometres away from the city centre. Another option that
would be offered to the residents was a cash settlement, usually below the market value of their
property. The contract between the community leaders and the company – which was binding
but unknown to all residents – was signed in January 2005 (McGinn, 2013).
The residents of Dey Krahorm refused to abide by the contract signed on behalf of them. The
community leaders were unseated and the residents started legal procedures to challenge the
contract. The whole community was mobilised with the help of NGOs such as Amnesty
International. However, their efforts were not successful and 7NG started a “campaign of
coercion”: “Fifty police officers were deployed full-time to the community, local commerce was
disrupted by the authorities, and there were “occasional violent eviction attempts”” (McGinn,
2013:236). Over time, many families accepted the company’s offer and left the area. Some
families stayed to resist their forced eviction. Those who resisted, however, had their names
stricken from the list for compensation (McGinn, 2013).
On the 24th of January 2009, the remaining families were forcibly evicted from the area under
violent conditions. Several hundred police officers broke through the barricades built by the
residents and demolished the remaining homes (McGinn, 2013). They fired rubber bullets and
used tear gas and water cannons to remove the residents from the area (Amnesty International,
2011b). The remaining families were transported by truck to the resettlement area Damnak
Trayoung, but were left without any form of compensation (McGinn, 2013). Renters, which were
not entitled to compensation in any case, ended up camping under makeshift shelters along a
roadside for nearly a year, before they were transported to a site 40 km away in a nearby
province, living in dire poverty (Amnesty International, 2011b).
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4.2

BOEUNG KAK LAKE SETTLEMENTS

Located on the northern side of the city centre in Phnom Penh, in the districts of Daun Penh and
Toul Kork, the communities living around the Boeung Kak Lake have become one of the most
prominent cases of forced eviction and collective resistance in Phnom Penh. Amnesty
International has even called it: “The largest forced eviction since the Khmer Rouge era”
(2011b:7) and even residents, such as Tep Vanny, have compared the evictions with Pol Pot’s
regime (see quote start Chapter 3). The area around Boeung Kak Lake attracted residents
directly after the fall of the Khmer Rouge in 1979 and from the 1980s onwards, an informal
system of land claims emerged through land use and residence. Eventually, the location was
populated by nearly 4,000 (Brickell, 2014) poor and middle-income families (Amnesty
International, 2011b), housing around 20,000 people. The settlement is located around the
Boeung Kak Lake, one of the largest urban wetlands of Phnom Penh. Many residents therefore
based their livelihoods on plant life and fish harvesting, and later also on tourism (Brickell, 2014).
In February 2007, 133 hectares of the lake and the surrounding area were leased for 99 years by
the Municipality of Phnom Penh to a private development company Shukaku Inc. This deal was
in contradiction with the 2001 Land Law, since most of the residents had lived for more than five
years on their plot, giving them formal possession rights. However, the company ignored the
resident’s protests and started filling the lake in August 2008, damaging and destroying the
homes of those who lived directly around it (Brickell, 2014). Some of the residents were offered
8,500 US dollars for their house and their land, which was well below the market price. Another
offer was a flat or a plot of land at the Damnak Trayoung resettlement site on the outskirts of
the city. The residents of Boeung Kak Lake had not been informed about the developments on
their lands, nor had they been consulted to identify proper solutions to the eviction and
resettlement. Residents have been intimidated and threatened by armed police and company
employees in order to accept the offered compensation package or to relocate to Damnak
Trayoung. Most families have left the settlement, but a handful of families stayed on the
development site to resist their eviction (Amnesty International, 2011b).
In August 2011, the Cambodian Prime Minister allocated a part of the Boeung Kak Lake to the
remaining residents to develop for residence (Amnesty International, 2011b). By the end of
2011, more than 500 people have received official land titles, giving them formal legal security
to their homes and lands. However, the government’s concession does not include all remaining
families; at least 90 families were excluded and eight of them have been violently evicted in
2015. Furthermore, the concession contains a sub decree, demanding the residents to
“construct their houses in accordance with urban construction regulation”. Many poor families
worry that, without adequate (financial) support, they will not be able to upgrade their houses
in accordance with the sub decree, making them vulnerable to eviction in the future. Moreover,
the families that have left the area before the government’s concession did not receive a
reasonable compensation for their homes and lands, and are not able to benefit from the
concession in any way. For these reasons, struggles continue in the Boeung Kak Lake area
presently (Inclusive Development International, 2015).
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4.3

DAMNAK TRAYOUNG RESETTLEMENT AREA

“[My husband] goes and comes back every day. It is not the same as when we
lived in Phnom Penh. He needs to pay for one liter of gasoline to come back home.
[He can’t profit] after paying for the gasoline . . . There is no hope at all! . . . [In
Dey Krahom] I could sell meatballs and fertilized duck eggs on Saturdays and
Sundays . . . What about here? There is no Saturday or Sunday… There is nothing.”
Vanna - evictee from Dey Krahorm (in McGinn, 2013:81)
Many residents of both Dey Krahorm and Boeung Kak Lake have been offered a plot or a small
house in Damnak Trayoung, as compensation for their eviction from the city centre (see also
figure 1). Many, however, are unsatisfied with this compensation, for several reasons. One of
the main concerns of those who are send to the resettlement area is its location. As stated
before, Damnak Trayoung is located 20 km outside the city centre. Many livelihoods were,
however, built on a particular trade (small business, street vendor), intrinsically related to the
location of residents’ previously land or property in the city centre. Due to this distance, many
residents were not able to keep their trade or job (Mgbako et al., 2010), and therefore saw their
net incomes decline. Some families kept their jobs in the city centre, but also saw their net
income decline due to the additional time and costs of travelling to and from the city (Khemro
and Payne, 2004), as Vanna explains in the quote above (McGinn, 2013).
The Dey Krahorm and Boeung Kak Lake settlements were also located near services and public
facilities, providing access to electricity, water, education, and health care services to the
residents (Mgbako et al., 2010). The resettlement area, however, lacks these facilities. People
living in the resettlement area see their access to basic services deteriorate. The resettlement
programme of the government therefore only increases instead of decreases poverty (Khemro
and Payne, 2004).
Without reasonable livelihood opportunities and basic services, many residents of the
resettlement area decided to abandon the area and return to the city centre, living in hazardous
conditions (Mgbako et al., 2010). It has been estimated that only about half of the families
stayed in the resettlement area, while about a third sold their land and/or property immediately.
The remainder kept their houses, but moved elsewhere without ever residing their property
(McGinn, 2013).

4.4

ACTORS: FROM LOCAL TO GLOBAL

This section analyses the most important actors that are involved in the case study of Dey
Krahorm and the Boeung Kak Lake. These different actors, such as government agencies,
development partners, non-governmental organisations, and the United Nations are involved in
the forced eviction issue and the associated housing and land disputes (Soto, 2011), but might
have different views on their role in the issue and if and how to provide assistance. Women play
a particularly interesting role in this case study due to their role as activists, as stated before.
This section therefore analyses the background, motives and goals of the involved actors in
order to get a better understanding of the case study this thesis focusses on.
URBAN KHMER WOMEN

Urban poor women and their families are at the centre of the forced eviction issue (Soto, 2011).
As stated before, women play an important role in the resistance against forced evictions in
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Phnom Penh. Their role in society is changing from housewives in the private sphere to activists
in the public sphere of the Cambodian society. These women suffer or have suffered personally
from the evictions, by bearing the emotional and economic burdens from being evicted (Women
News Network, 2013). Soto (2011) has conducted a survey in Phnom Penh in 2010 for COHRE
(Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions), interviewing 742 women - 10 percent of the affected
families - from 74 communities that are threatened with forced eviction. More than 70 percent
of the respondents to the questionnaire have been living in their communities before the 2001
Land Law was enacted, and are therefore legally entitled to land rights. The socioeconomic
characteristics of these women differ, however, making it a diverse group of actors. The majority
of the women are between 31-50 years old, but a significant part of them – 30 percent – are
between 51-80 years old. Most of them are married, but almost 20 percent is widowed. Many
women consider themselves self-employed, working as vendors, selling daily goods and foods
in the area. About 10 percent of the women is employed, working in factories or as cleaners.
This leaves many women unemployed - more than 40 percent does not have a job (Soto, 2011).
Soto (2011) gives an insight into the main worries of all those women in the face of forced
eviction and into the attitude of women towards the Cambodian government, their community
and NGOs.
A large minority of the interviewed women is aware of the impending eviction from their home
(37 percent), but less than 20 percent is aware of the development plans and policies of the
Cambodian government for their lands. The main problems due to the threat of eviction,
according to the interviewed women, are that they don’t know where to go and they are afraid
to lose their homes and sources of income. They are uncertain whether or not they would
receive a fair compensation for their land. The women indicate that they were not only
concerned about where to go, but also about the cost of dismantling their homes and the costs
of moving. They also worry about not being able to salvage their belongings when their homes
are being demolished. After being forcibly evicted, their main worries are the inadequate
resettlement sites, the rising living costs and the fear of losing their jobs and their source of
income, thus losing their livelihoods (Soto, 2011). Another worry of these women is the so-called
“domicide” (Brickell, 2014:1262), “the deliberate destruction of the home against the will of the
home dweller” (Brickell, 2014:1262). Domicide includes a loss of security and ownership, a
(partial) loss of identity, memory, dreams, and ideals and has particular historical resonance in
Cambodia, due to its violent history and uprooting of urban residents under the Pol Pot regime
(Brickell, 2014). The emotional impact of eviction is extensive. Not knowing what will happen to
them in the (near) future has a heavy emotional toll, leading to symptoms of stress or depression
(LICADHO, 2014a).These consequences of forced eviction fall predominantly on the vulnerable,
such as these women (Brickell, 2014).
As for the communities the women live in, just over half of the respondents state that they are
involved in some kind of community action by, for example, sending petitions to the Cambodian
government. These petitions often do not advocate for the women’s right to adequate housing,
but mostly press for adequate compensation. However, 44 percent of the women said they were
not participating in any community action against (the threat of) forced eviction, because they
are not aware of community actions or because the forced evictions were not happening yet.
Some were too busy with earning money for their family’s survival to participate in community
action, while others felt powerless in the sense that they thought nothing could be done against
the forced evictions anyway, due to their status and poverty. Only 45 women responded to the
question what their community should be doing in the face of forced eviction. From these
women, a large majority said that the community should seek assistance as a group to improve
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their livelihoods, a minority stated that they should demand fair compensation together and a
small minority proposed to seek the help of an NGO to stop to forced evictions all together (Soto,
2011).
In the same questionnaire (Soto, 2011), the women are also asked what they think the
Cambodian government is doing for them. A large majority of the women does not know
whether the government would have any solution for them. 17 percent says that the
government provides some form of compensation for them, but also states that this is
inadequate. A minority blames the government for moving them to unliveable spaces, with
insufficient room for their families and without opportunities to start a new business. They think
that the government should provide them with a fair compensation for their land and that it
must provide adequate resettlement. More than a quarter of the interviewed women believed
that the government does not have a solution for “poor people like them” (Soto, 2011:27).
Lastly, women were asked about their opinion towards NGOs. 60 percent claimed that they did
not receive any assistance from NGOs, while a minority claimed to have received assistance
already. Interestingly, a small minority of the women indicated that they did not know what an
NGO was or what kind of support they could provide to them. While only 21 percent responded
to the last question, just over half of the women said that NGOs should help them to stop forced
evictions, while just over a quarter wanted to receive a low interest loan to support their
livelihoods. A small minority stated that NGOs should provide livelihood training on how to
improve their situation (Soto, 2011).
Soto’s (2011) questionnaire reveals that the urban women who are prone to forced eviction
cannot be seen as one uniform group. Not only do their experiences and opinions about what
should be done differ, their socioeconomic characteristics also differ. This thesis focusses on
those women who are able to participate in community or individual acts of resistance against
forced eviction. It is, however, necessary to emphasise that not all women are well informed
about their possibilities or have the resources and time to engage in resistance. Of the women
who do have the information, resources and time to act, Tep Vanny (Boeung Kak Lake), Yorm
Bopha (Boeung Kak Lake) and Roth Sophal (Dey Krahorm) are at the forefront of resistance
against the evictions, as described below. These women will play an important role as
community leaders or prominent activists in the acts of resistance, as we will see in the next
chapter. It is therefore important to have an understanding of their background and aspirations.
However, it is not possible to find the same information on all three women, and therefore Tep
Vanny is more extensively described than the other two women.
Yorm Bopha
Yorm Bopha was born in 1983 and has become one
of the most prominent female land activist from the
Boeung Kak Lake settlement. When the land around
the Boeung Kak Lake was leased to Shukaku Inc.
Bopha, at that time married with one son, did not
stay silent. She led local activists in resistance, using
human rights to frame the land dispute to the
outside world. However, she got arrested in
September 2012 for planning an assault on two
men. She was convicted and sentenced to three
years in prison. After her imprisonment, she was declared a “prisoner of conscience” by Amnesty
International and became part of their Write for Rights 2013 campaign, the world’s biggest
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human rights campaigns. It was only in October 2013, after 444 days in prison, that Bopha was
released on bail, but the charges haven’t been dropped so far (Amnesty International, 2013).
After her release, Yorm Bopha separated from her husband, due to his gambling and violence
(Phnom Penh Post, 2014). Bopha also threw herself back into campaigning, and even got briefly
arrested again in 2014, when she demonstrated for the release of another land activist (IFEX,
2015). Bopha stated: “I definitely became stronger in prison. I was there for a whole year,
suffering, getting more and more angry, more and more hungry for justice.” (Phnom Penh Post,
2013).
Tep Vanny
Tep Vanny is another prominent land activist from
the Boeung Kak Lake. She was born and brought up
in the rural Kampot province in southern Cambodia.
Because her family was poor, Vanny quit school to
help her family. However, she did have the
opportunity to learn English and decided to move to
Phnom Penh in search for a job. Soon she found a
job as a receptionist and a cashier at a restaurant.
Vanny was a relative latecomer to the Boeung Kak
Lake area. It was only since her wedding in 1993 that she owns a plot of land in Village 22 of the
Boeung Kak Lake settlement. This plot of land was a wedding gift from her parents-in-law. Vanny
and her husband Chea tore down the house on the plot and started building a new house from
their savings. In her new house, she had started a business in household goods and cosmetics.
This shop allowed her to look after her two small children and at the same time earn some
money (Amnesty International, 2011b).
Since 2007 she and her family have lived under the threat of forced eviction. Due to these
evictions Vanny had to close down her shop; business was bad. In 2009 Vanny joined the
resistance against the forced evictions and has become one of the most outspoken
representatives of the community. She has learned about her rights and the law in order to make
herself and the community “braver”. She now gives advice and support to other residents, and
her house has become a make-shift advocacy office, where women meet and discuss their
strategies to keep up their fight. Her activism has become a fulltime job. However, this job has
got her arrested on two occasions in 2011. She was detained overnight but in the end released
without charge (Amnesty International, 2011b). In May 2012 she and 12 other women were
arrested again, and this time convicted and sentence to two-and-a-half years in prison. This
sentence received much international attention and was thus soon reduced. In 2013 Vanny has
received the Vital Voices Global Leadership in Public Life Award for her activism and a Golden
Butterfly award for her role in the documentary Even a Bird needs a Nest (more on that later).
She will continue the struggles: “What motivates me is the injustice, to be strong for my
community. But it's not justice only for my community. It's for everyone, every community
affected by development.” (Vital Voices, 2013a).
Roth Sophal
The Dey Krahorm community has less prominent activists than the Boeung Kak Lake settlement.
Roth Sophal, however, has spoken about her case and the situation in Dey Krahorm to Amnesty
International (2011b). Sophal moved to Dey Krahorm in 1990, when she was 11 years old. Her
family bought a plot of land and build a house on it. When Sophal was old enough, she stared a
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small business as manicurist and tailor from her
home. She married a man from the village. After her
marriage, she worked in a printing house in the
village. When their land became under threat by the
7NG company, the community, including her family,
requested land titles, but they never heard back
from the authorities. After their land had been sold
by the municipality of Phnom Penh to the 7NG
company, Sophal and her family refused to accept the 8,000 US dollar compensation. In January
2009, the company offered 20,000 US dollars for their homes, but when Sophal’s family wanted
to accept the offer, they were told to come back after Chinese New Year. However, before the
deal was made, they were evicted from their homes on the 24th of January. Her home and all
her possessions were crushed and the family was transported to Damnak Trayoung (Amnesty
International, 2011b).
THE MUNICIPALITY OF PHNOM PENH

The territory of Cambodia is divided in provinces and municipalities; there are over 20 provinces
and four municipalities. These subnational governments are governed by sub decrees, issued by
the Council of Ministers (executive governmental branch), and by prakas (regulations), issued
by the Ministry of Interior (UN, 2004). Phnom Penh is one of the four municipalities and plays a
big role in the evictions in the city.
The board of governors of the Phnom Penh municipality state on their website that their tasks
include the rehabilitation of infrastructure facilities of all kinds and the improvement of the
quality of public services and the standard of living of the people (Phnom Penh Capital Hall,
2016). It has granted land titles over the Dey Krahorm settlement to the 7NG company and has
granted a 99-year lease contract to Shukaku Inc. over the Boeung Kak Lake area. With regard to
the Dey Krahorm settlement, the municipality has defended the eviction of the community,
calling it a “last resort”. In an unsigned statement, they stated that municipal authorities had
been trying to negotiate with the Dey Krahorm community since 2005. The municipality said:
“We met with the people several times to seek suitable solutions for them. Recently, Mann
Choeun, Phnom Penh deputy governor, held a press conference about this problem. But there
was no resolution and consideration in the press conference. [...] This situation shows that there
is no full cooperation with the city hall fully in terms of decision-making,” (Cambodia Daily,
2009a). They municipality therefore defends the evictions. As the residents of the settlements
have not been willing to seek suitable solutions with them, the municipality saw the forced
eviction as the only possible solution.
THE CAMBODIAN GOVERNMENT

The Cambodian government is another major actor in the forced evictions in Phnom Penh. They
have issued various land titling programmes to implement private land rights (see Chapter 3)
and they have been involved in land concessions in the name of economic development
(Amnesty International, 2011b). The Cambodian government has a short history, as democratic
elections are a relatively new phenomenon in Cambodia. It was only after the fall of the Khmer
Rouge in 1979 and the Vietnamese occupation until 1989, that the Cambodian people had their
first UN-sponsored elections in 1993. This coalition government was ended by factional fighting.
Renewed elections in 1998 restored the political stability and led to a new coalition government.
Elections in 1993 were relatively peaceful, but the latest elections of 2012 were boycotted by
28 | P a g e

the opposition party, the Cambodian National Rescue Party (CNRP). Only a year later, they
entered the parliament after the ruling party’s, Cambodian People Party (CPP), agreed on
electoral and legislative reforms (CIA, 2016).
The current government exists of a legislative, executive, and judicial branch. The legislative
branch consists of the Cambodian Parliament, in turn consisting of the Senate and the National
Assembly (CIA, 2016). The National Assembly has the right to approve laws, especially in regard
to the national budget, loans and lending, state planning, taxes, treaties or international
conventions, and declarations of war. The executive branch is in charge of the execution of
national policies and programmes, and is accountable to the National Assembly (UN, 2004). It
consists of the chief of state (the current king), the head of government (Prime Minister Hun Sen
since 1985) and the Council of Ministers, named by the Prime Minister (CIA, 2016). Lastly, the
judicial branch is independent from the government (UN, 2004). Within the judicial branch, the
Supreme Court and the Constitutional Court are the highest courts, followed by municipal and
provincial courts (CIA, 2016).
Over the past few years, the government has received criticism on and complains about the way
it has dealt with urban land disputes, including forced evictions, relocations and compensation.
The Council of Ministers has rejected this criticism in a statement from its Press and Quick
Reaction Unit (in Cambodia Daily, 2009b), by stating: “In general, our philosophy of development
is to reach whichever decision benefits a majority of the people and helps the weak and small
minority of the people in society,”. The evictions are thus justified as being in the public interest.
The government has, for example, thanked Shukaku, the company operating at the Boeung Kak
Lake settlement, for its investment: “The Ministry of Economy and Finance strongly hopes—and
is confident—you will continue to be a good example and co-operate closely with the government
to continue to reduce residents’ poverty and contribute to national development.” (cited in
Yuthana and Worrell 2013, in Brickell, 2014:1261)
It also discarded allegations that the forced evictions and relocations are not in accordance with
international standards and law, by claiming: “In fact, there is no international standard in this
world concerning the dissolution and dismantling of temporary settlements. Each country differs
from the others depending on its GDP, culture, history, tradition, living condition, livelihood, land
use and housing,”. In defence of offering compensation well below market value, the
government responded in its statement: “Generally, there is no country in the world upholding
the state of law that deals with temporary and illegal constructions by paying at free market
cost, because this would contrast with the legal procedure.” (Cambodia Daily, 2009b). The
government also defends its systems of land conflict resolution, by stating that the communities
should use the court to settle the land disputes. Phay Siphan, the spokesperson of the Council
of Ministers, stated: “If everyone feels that there is a case of abuse, go to court. Why don’t they
use the system?” (Phnom Penh Post, 2011a).
The government therefore sees the land concessions in Phnom Penh as an offer for the greater
good, as it will benefit the majority of people. The people living in the Boeung Kak Lake and Dey
Krahorm settlements are classified as “illegal” (Phalthy, 2010) and are therefore not eligible for
compensation for their homes at market value. Above all, the land disputes can and should be
settled in front of the court. The government does not take into account, however, that for the
average Cambodian access to court is restricted due to corruption (Sekiguchi and Hatsukano,
2013) leading to biased verdicts and high court fees (Amnesty International, 2011b).
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NATIONAL COMPANIES

The two companies that have bought the land of the Dey Kahorm settlement and have leased the
land around the Boeung Kak Lake, are the 7NG Group and Shukaku Inc. respectively. Even though
they have been heavily involved in the land disputes, it is hard to find any information about them
or about their view on the issue.
The 7NG Group had been granted land titles over the Dey Krahorm settlement in December, 2006
(Amnesty International, 2011b). The company does not have an official (working) site, but on
Khmer-Bundle (2016) it is stated that the company is best known for its infrastructure projects in
Phnom Penh, including houses and roads. Their aim is to contribute to urban and rural economic
development. In the Cambodia Daily (2007) the company claims to have legal right to Dey
Krahorm. In a statement, the company claims that the community leaders have contacted them
to construct suitable social housing at the Dey Krahorm site. Because the area was too small to
build individual housing for the elderly and disabled, it was agreed that flats were built at the
resettlement site. The agreement between the company and the community leaders was then
sent to the municipality for approval, thus legalising their claim. All houses were demolished by
bulldozers in 2009, stripping the entire site of all buildings (Phnom Penh Post, 2009a). The 7NG
Group wanted to develop the Dey Krahorm site into luxurious office buildings (Phnom Penh Post,
2009b), apartments and retail spaces. In 2010, the site was still undeveloped, with only a single
sales office housed on it. The company itself stated that its projects would start in 2011 and 2012,
but could not provide fixed dates (Phnom Penh Post, 2010). In 2015, the site still remained
undeveloped, but the company was not available for comments on its plans (Phnom Penh Post,
2015).
Shukaku Inc. was granted a 99-year lease over the Boeung Kak Lake district by the Municipality of
Phnom Penh in 2007 (Brickell, 2014). It is currently developing the Phnom Penh City Center on the
former location of the lake. On their website, it is stated: “Boeung Kak Lake was a natural water
catchment and was a source of income for some of the villagers who sold fish caught from the
lake. Over the years, the community living in the surrounding area of the lake grew. With no
waterways for water to flow in or out, indiscriminate dumping had caused the water to stagnant.
A study on the water quality showed that the phosphate and barium levels in the water are high
than the maximum level set by the Ministry of Environment. The contamination level of the lake
cannot be used for any vegetation or other economic activities and could negatively affect the
residents' health if they continue to use water from the lake.”. They are therefore transforming
the area into a “City of the Future”, developing commercial centres, hotels, apartments, villas and
a recreational space for the public. It will also bring new roads, waste management and
infrastructure. “The developmental project will bring positive outcomes, further pushing
economic growth in Phnom Penh.” (Phnom Penh City Center, 2016).
Both companies therefore state that their projects contribute to economic growth in the capital
city, trying to legitimising the forced evictions. However, these companies ignore the devastating
effects of the forced eviction for the residents of the settlements, including the loss of livelihoods
(Soto, 2011) and the consequences of “domicide” (Brickell, 2014), as explained before.
(INTER)NATIONAL NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANISATIONS
There are several international and national NGOs involved in the issue of forced evictions in
Phnom Penh. Local non-governmental organisations provide assistance either by working with
the communities to prevent forced eviction and to secure legal access to the land or they work
with the resettled communities to rebuild their livelihoods and lives (Audefroy, 1994). The most
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important ones in this case study are Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, The
Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of Human Rights (LICADHO), and the
Cambodian Center for Human Rights (CCHR).
Forced evictions in Cambodia have been part of Amnesty International’s Demand Dignity
Campaign, aimed at ending human rights violations that drive and deepen global poverty
(Amnesty International, 2009b). Part of the campaign focusses on forced evictions and human
rights violations against people living in informal settlements or slums (Amnesty International,
2011b). The organisation therefore condemns the evictions and regards them as a gross
violation of the human right to adequate housing (Amnesty International, 2009a). Amnesty
International has written a series of documents on forced evictions in Cambodia, falling under
their Demand Dignity Campaign, telling the stories of five Cambodian women (Amnesty
International, 2011b). Two of these women, Tep Vanny and Roth Sophal have been described
above. Within this report, Amnesty International is calling on all governments to “end forced
evictions, ensure equal access to public services, and promote the active participation of people
living in informal settlements in decisions and process that affect their lives.” (Amnesty
International, 2011b:2). The organisation has also produced a series of films on the stories of
these five women and their lives under (the threat of) forced eviction. Amnesty has campaigned
for the release of Yorm Bopha from prison, calling her a “prisoner of consciousness” (Radio Free
Asia, 2014). Moreover, in its report “Rights Razed: Forced Evictions in Cambodia” (2008),
Amnesty International urges the Cambodian government to protects its population and stop and
prevent forced evictions. The government should first develop guidelines for evictions, based on
international human rights law. It should also respect and protect the rights of human rights
defenders. Other governments should support the Cambodian government where possible,
while ensuring that international assistance does not support human rights violations (Amnesty
International, 2008).
Human Rights Watch takes a similar stand as Amnesty International, condemning the forced
evictions from a human rights point of view, focussing on land rights, the human right to
adequate housing, services and compensation (Human Rights Watch, 2016). It also focusses on
the use of excessive force by police officers and soldiers and the arbitrary arrests and
criminalisation of community activists such as Yorm Bopha. “Yorm Bopha is behind bars because
she opposed a crony deal to evict thousands of people from prime land in Phnom Penh,”
according to Human Rights Watch Asia director, Brad Adams (Women News Network, 2013).
Human Rights Watch has been one of many organisations signing a letter to the United Nations
Human Rights Council in order to address the “deteriorating human rights situation in
Cambodia” and to ensure that “the United Nations retains its protection role and monitoring
capacity in the country” (Human Rights Watch, 2015). The organisation urges the Cambodian
government to immediately stop forced evictions and to respect the rights of the Cambodian
people (Human Rights Watch, 2006).
LICADHO is a national human rights organisation, established in 1992. Their goal is to protect
civil, political, economic and social rights and to promote respect for those rights by the
Cambodian government (LICADHO, 2016a). The organisation condemns forced evictions
through a series of reports, articles, videos, photo albums, and statements. It has online audio
books in Khmer, telling the stories of four women land activists, and how their lives have been
changed by their activism. In their report “Good Wives: Women Land Campaigners and the
Impact of Human Rights Activism” (2014a), LICADHO urges the Cambodian government to end
the use of violence against land campaigners and all peaceful protesters. Forced evictions should
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be ended and fair and adequate compensation should be paid to those who have already been
evicted from their homes.
The CCHR takes a more bottom-up approach by seeking to empower ordinary people, activists
and community-based organisations to advocate for their rights. They monitor human rights
violations and the democratic process (CCHR, 2016). It has issued reports on forced evictions, in
which it has made recommendations to the Cambodian Government. Forced evictions should
be a “last resort” and have to be stopped until the process of land titling has been completed. It
also states that the governments has to make sure that concession companies cannot employ
the state’s armed forces (CCHR, 2013). The organisation has also organised roundtable
discussions on the topic of land concessions and has been writing letters to, for example, the
Cambodian Prime Minister in order to protect the rights of those who participated in a research
conducted by the organisation.
In this sense, both national NGOs have many similarities with the international NGOs, focussing
on the protection and promotion of human rights. As these NGOs work with or support the
communities that are prone to forced evictions or are forcibly evicted, they therefore influence
the way the communities try to resist their eviction.
THE WORLD BANK

The World Bank aims to end extreme poverty and wants to promote shared prosperity by
aspiring better living standards around the world (World Bank, 2013). It has been involved in
Cambodia’s land and forced eviction dispute due to its funding and implementation of the 2002
Land Management and Registration Project (LMAP): “Land security and a fair, transparent
approach to resolving land disputes and resettlement are among the greatest challenges facing
Cambodia today. People without land or secure title to land are much more likely to be poor and
stay poor. It’s for these reasons that the World Bank has been working intensively with
Government, development partners and other stakeholders since 2002 to put in place a modern
and comprehensive land administration system.”. However, there have been disagreements
between the Word Bank and the Cambodian government regarding land titling in urban areas:
“[The review found that] LMAP’s successes in land titling in rural areas have not been matched
in urban areas where land disputes are on the rise. This was due in part to delays or lack of
implementation of some project activities. […] We have shared the findings of the review with
the Government but could not come to agreement on whether LMAP’s social and environmental
safeguards should apply in some of the disputed urban areas. For the World Bank, the
implementation of these safeguard policies is critical.” (Cambodia Issues, 2009). The
collaboration between the World Bank and the government was therefore terminated, and the
World Bank even decided to freeze all loans to the Cambodian government in 2011, protesting
the forced evictions of 3,000 families from the Boeung Kak Lake settlement (BBC News, 2011).
As recent as May 2016, the World Bank has decided to resume funding to the government after
consultation with stakeholders across Cambodia, such as government officials, the civil society,
businesses, scholars, development partners and UN agencies. The World Bank stated that
Cambodia has made progress in ensuring that families in the dispute areas receive land titles:
“The large majority of eligible families remaining in the [Boeung Kak] Lake area has now
negotiated and received land titles from the Municipality of Phnom Penh (negotiations are
ongoing in a few cases), while other eligible former residents chose and have received alternative
cash or housing compensation. We welcome this progress.” (Cambodia Daily, 2016).
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By working together in land administration programmes with the Cambodian government,
development agencies and other actors, the World Bank plays a significant role in the dispute.
By resuming funding to the government, the bank indirectly approves of current developments
regarding forced eviction, including those in Phnom Penh.
THE UNITED NATIONS

Within the United Nations (UN) several bodies or organisations address the forced eviction issue
in Cambodia, for example UN Habitat and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner
for Human Rights (OHCHR). These bodies have been critical of the events in Cambodia: “The
Government claims in its State Party Report 2008 that “[a]ll people in Cambodia are well
protected by law” with respect to forced evictions. However, in contradiction to this claim,
comprehensive laws and regulations setting out the rules and procedures to govern land
expropriation and evictions; the definition of ‘public interest’; the valuation and payment of
compensation and conditions of resettlement do not exist,” according to the United Nations
OHCHR in 2009. The UN Special Rapporteur on human rights issues in Cambodia officially stated:
“Other chronic land disputes including Boeung Kak Lake, Borei Keila and communities near
Phnom Penh airport have to be addressed keeping in mind the interest of the people affected by
decisions to acquire land for development purposes. I also note the continuing pattern of
criminalization of land activist. A number of cases involving violence and detention have been
brought to my attention,“ in a formal United Nations statement in May 2013 (Women News
Network, 2013). The UN therefore condemns current practices of forced eviction in Cambodia
more generally.

4.5

CONCLUSION

This chapter introduced the Phnom Penh case study, by providing background information on
the Dey Krahorm and Boeung Kak Lake settlements. It also introduced the main actors involved
in the disputes around those settlements. Even though more actors are involved in this case
study, I think that these are the most important ones that influence the strategies of resistance
employed by women in Phnom Penh. There are some important points to be made on these
actors.
Firstly, it is important to once more stress that the women living in informal settlements
throughout the city, thus including Dey Krahorm and Boeung Kak Lake, do not form a coherent
group. Within this group, there are significant differences in socioeconomic characteristics and
thus possibilities to engage in resistance against forced eviction. As stated by Rasch and Köhne
(2015), looking at the micropolitics within such communities reveals that they are not
homogeneous. The way these women will position themselves towards processes of resistance
depends on their life histories, past experiences and interpersonal relations. It is important to
take this point into account when describing and analysing the acts and strategies of resistance
employed by women in the next chapter.
Secondly, the information on the attitude of the municipality of Phnom Penh, the Cambodian
government and the national companies is scarce. This is might partly be because forced eviction
is a sensitive topic for these institutions and companies, and in order to avoid negative publicity
their official statements are limited. However, there is also a language barrier, as information
that is available is often published in Khmer. This greatly restricts the collection of data and,
therefore, makes the analysis of their viewpoints and goals dependent upon other sources, such
as newspaper articles.
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Thirdly, (I)NGOs mainly focus on the human rights discourse, while urban women mostly
describe their worries in terms of loss of jobs, income and livelihood opportunities (Soto, 2011)
and loss of identity and security (Brickell, 2014). While it can be questioned whether the main
focus of the organisations on the right to adequate housing is appropriate, focussing on human
rights is a useful campaigning tool to attract (inter)national attention towards forced evictions
and to appeal to governments and can therefore be considered a meta-narrative (Baird, 2014).
Because these organisations work together with the communities, women will also partly frame
their struggles in terms of these narratives. However, the resistance employed by these women
is more multifaceted, and they will therefore also employ other strategies of resistance, as will
be shown in the next chapter.
Lastly, even though the World Bank and the United Nations play an important role in the land
disputes in Cambodia more general and Phnom Penh more specific, their influence on the
strategies of resistance employed by women in the city might be considered negligible. These
two institutions can be seen as too far removed from the daily lives of the women, who are
therefore not able to identify themselves with these institutions. However these two institutions
do partly determine the playing field in which women have to determine their position.
Therefore, women do take these institutions into account while resisting forced evictions.
The next chapter analyses the actual actions of resistance that are employed by women in
Phnom Penh.
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5

THE WHOLE WORLD IS WATCHING: STRATEGIES OF RESISTANCE
“In the end, winning or losing, I will still feel happy that I resisted with the others. I
will struggle to live in my old nest, struggle until the last round.”
Tep Vanny - resident Boeung Kak Lake (in Amnesty International, 2011b:50)
This chapter describes, chronologically, the different acts of resistance employed by women in
Phnom Penh. Firstly, it describes how the Dey Krahorm settlement resisted the eviction from
their homes. In this settlement, the residents have lost their struggles and all residents had to
leave their homes on the 24th of January, 2009 (Amnesty International, 2011b). Even though
they have lost their struggles, they did succeed in delaying the eviction with a couple of years.
Secondly, this chapter describes how the Boeung Kak Lake settlement is still resisting their
eviction up until today. Even though a majority of the residents that remained on the settlement
has received property rights, some families have been excluded from this governmental
concession, while others that have left have not received any compensation. Therefore, their
struggle continues (Inclusive Development International, 2015). This chapter ends with a brief
conclusion on the acts of resistance, by classifying them into different strategies of resistance.

5.1

DEY KRAHORM SETTLEMENT

In January 2005 the residents of the Dey Krahorm settlement were informed about the contract
between their community representatives and the 7NG company, which was signed on behalf
of them (see also Chapter 4). The residents tried to resist this contract and the eviction from
their homes by the 7NG company. The community representatives were fired and new
community representatives were appointed. These new representatives tried to challenge the
legitimacy of the contract (LICADHO, 2008). The dismissal of the previous representatives can
be a sign that micropolitics, as described by Rasch and Köhne (2015), play an important role
within the settlement and has influenced the community’s resistance. As a consequence of the
dismissal, the power relations within the community shifted from the former representatives
towards the new representatives, while at the same time it changed the relationship between
the community, the company and the Cambodian authorities, as will be seen below. From this
point onwards, resistance was mostly focussed on writing complaint letters and filing court
cases, combined with more creative, non-violent forms of resistance (Amnesty International,
2011b).
In 2005, the new community representatives started to collect the thumb prints of the residents
for a petition to the Municipality of Phnom Penh to ask for the annulment of the contract. The
petition was send to the municipality, but did not succeed; the representatives were implicitly
accused by the Phnom Penh district office of forcing the thumb prints. The representatives filed
a complaint to the National Assembly on the lack of response from the municipality (LICADHO,
2008). In this letter, addressed to His Excellency Hor Vann, the community representatives
wrote: “For the suggestion that our representatives raised, to postpone the contract for a while
until the thumb prints problem has been solved and to ask the company or the community not
to put up any sign that can make the people panicky, the district hall also has not replied us yet
but said to wait for consultation with the district governor. […] For the solution so far, it make
our people not really trust the authority any more because the action continues and the delay of
time still continues. Therefore, we would like his Excellency to intervene for the annulment the
contract between the community and 7 NG Construction Company, to enable people to live in
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the same area until they can find a new company that they can accept all together.” (LICADHO,
2008:31). They didn’t get a response. By trying to annul the contract through petitions and the
filing of complaints, the representatives were using the existing judicial system of Cambodia to
resist the contract, thereby challenging the legitimacy of the contract and so far not the
legitimacy of the system.
In May 2005, the residents received help from Legal Aid of Cambodia. The Cambodian lawyer
Chin Bunthorn stated to the Phnom Penh Governor that the contract was signed secretly by the
previous representatives and that the municipality had to respond to the villager’s requests for
intervention (LICADHO, 2008). This was the first time that the residents included an actor from
outside into their dispute, probably hoping that the support of a lawyer to their case would
enlarge the legitimacy of their claim to annul the contract. The new representatives also wrote
a letter to the Deputy Prime Minister on the illicit activities of the previous representatives. For
unknown reasons, this letter was not send (LICADHO, 2008).
In July, 2006 the representatives send a complaint letter to the Chief of the Office of Land
Management, Urbanization, Construction and Cadastral Survey of Phnom Penh explaining the
reasons why the contract should be considered illegal. They referred to the Development Plan
for the Poor, announced by Prime Minister Hun Sen in 2003 (LICADHO, 2008). In this plan Hun
Sen announced that the government would provide secure land tenure and onsite upgrading for
100 inner-city poor communities, including Dey Krahorm (Pred, 2010). The representatives’
letter also stated that residents have suffered intimidation and threats to get them to agree to
the contract. Moreover, it said that the contract is a “full violation […] of the policies of the Royal
Cambodian government” (LICADHO, 2008:20). By using the Development Plan for the Poor and
by claiming that the contract is a full violation of the policies of the government, the
representatives are forum shopping (Locher et al., 2012), i.e. they specifically chose these two
references because they were deemed relevant to their case in this situation. By referring to the
Development Plan for the Poor, the representatives tried to secure their and their community’s
claim over the Dey Krahorm land. In July, the representatives also wrote a letter to the Deputy
Prime Minister, the Minister of Interior and the Minister of Parliamentary Affairs and Inspection,
asking them to address their complains, which were still ignored by the municipality of Phnom
Penh (LICADHO, 2008).
In September 2006, four of the new representatives of the community filed a lawsuit with the
chief Municipal Court Prosecutor against 36 of the previous representatives for “violation of
trust” and “committing corruption and embezzlement” (LICADHO, 2008:21). This lawsuit was
rejected by the prosecutor, without an explanation. An appeal was immediately submitted to
the Appeal Court, but the court never responded. (LICADHO, 2008)
However, the complaint letters and law suits triggered a reaction by the 7NG company and the
municipality, which started to file law suits against the new representatives and several
residents (LICADHO, 2008). The resistance by the residents has thus changed their relationship
with the company and the municipality at this point. In July 2007, the municipality filed criminal
charges against the representatives, after claims by the 7NG company on the destruction of a
company fence. In August, the municipality summoned 49 of the remaining families in the
settlement to appear in court for the “non-execution of the contract” (LICADHO, 2008:23). These
families refused houses at the relocation site and remained at Dey Krahorm. The residents didn’t
go to the court, because they were advised (unknown by whom) not to, “because of lack of trust
in the court and inadequate legal representation” (LICADO, 2008:22). At this point in their
resistance, the representatives and the residents started to mistrust the judicial system, and
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they started to disobey the court’s summons. While still filing complaints and court cases, they
also initiated other forms of resistance.
In August 2007, for example, residents tried to prevent the demolition of tents and shelters of
the families that moved to Damnak Trayoung. The police instructed the construction workers to
break through the crowd of protesters, and to destroy the shelters. However, police that arrived
a day later were kept at bay by residents from the community who gathered in the streets,
waving flags and pictures of the Prime Minister and his wife, while also broadcasting his speech
on the inclusion of Dey Krahorm in the Development Plan for the Poor (LIDCAHO, 2008). Waving
these flags and pictures probably had a symbolic meaning, referring again to Hun Sen’s speech
on the on-site upgrading of the Dey Krahorm community. Whether or not the residents support
Hun Sen more generally is unknown, because using his portraits in their protest could also
indicate that they blame their Prime Minister for breaking his promise. In the same month, 288
families send a petition to the Prime Minister asking for land titles to 1.9 hectares of the Dey
Krahorm settlement. They also asked permission to design and construct their own residential
project (LICADHO, 2008), therefore actively trying to find a solution to the dispute, while at the
same time emphasising their non-compliance with the original contract.
In September 2007 the community representatives, representing 56 families, again filed a law
suit to the municipal court against the 7NG company for damaging private property and for the
use of violence, asking for 50,000 US dollar compensation (LICADHO, 2008). In the same month,
the community representatives hold a press conference at Dey Krahorm, which was attended
by 200 villagers and 20 7NG security guards (LICADHO, 2007a). The representatives revealed
their plan for on-site relocation, allotting 1.5 hectares to the 7NG Company for on-site
development, while building a three-story apartment block for the remaining families. During
the press conference, a female representative brushed away the hand of a 7NG representative
that tried to photograph her, causing the 7NG’s representative’s phone to fall on the floor. He
immediately went to the police to claim that his phone was stolen. The women was summoned
to the police station for questioning, which prompted a large crowd of Dey Krahorm residents
to protest outside the police station, demanding the police to release her. In the end, the woman
was released. However, the municipality filed a criminal charge against the woman for robbery
and the destruction of private property, and claimed that the woman and another villager are
responsible for damage to a police motorbike.
At the end of 2007, on International Human Rights Day, the community representatives
organised a mass protest with not only the Dey Krahorm residents, but also with other at-risk
communities in Phnom Penh, as well as local and international human rights organisations, the
UN Special Rapporteur for Human Rights and the US ambassador Joseph Mussomeli (Global
Nonviolent Action Database, 2016). This was one of the community’s first attempts to include
international actors in their struggles, hoping to enlarge the legitimacy of their claim on the land.
These people formed a human chain around the village, with everybody within the chain
wearing T-shirts with the slogan: “Stop Evictions” (Pred, 2010). This action inspired the residents
to repeat the human chain tactic the following days, when 7NG workers tried to build a fence
around the village to cut the residents off from daily activities (Global Nonviolent Action
Database, 2016). According to Pred (2010), this action and the involvement of the UN Special
Rapporteur and US ambassador might have been one of the reasons that 7NG postponed their
plans to force the residents off the land for another year, thus proving to the residents that the
involvement of international actors is a useful strategy of resistance.
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The year 2008 was marked by accusations and court cases on either sides of the dispute, where
usually community representatives where charged with the destruction of private property, as
in the example with the mobile phone above (LICADHO, 2008). Official complaints by the
residents were, however, often ignored by the authorities (Amnesty International, 2011b). In
order to prevent the forced eviction from their homes, the residents employed other forms of
resistance.
As the Dey Krahorm settlement has originally been a neighbourhood where many artists and
musicians had settled down (Amnesty International, 2011b), this creative identity has been used
to attract (inter)national attention to their fate. The residents that stayed until the final eviction
in January 2009 organised media conferences and musical events that showed “the public a
community that was creative and productive and [that] was determined to fight for their rights
to either keep its land or receive adequate compensation” (Amnesty International, 2011b:25).
Musicians from this settlement have held a “musical resistance concert” and recorded protest
songs. They also inspired the Danish band The Chopsticks, who released an album called Love
and Eviction, inspired on four years of peaceful resistance of the Dey Krahorm residents (Phnom
Penh Post, 2015). In the tradition of protest songs, the protesters hoped that their songs would
inspire solidarity with the activists and their cause (Cambodia Daily, 2013). Unfortunately,
information on this concert and on the songs is scarce. It is, however, interesting to note that
the residents apparently thought that their creative identity could in part prevent the forced
eviction from their homes. By framing their community in this way, they showed the world that
they were not just a “poor urban community”, but a creative, musical and determined one,
which therefore needed to be protected against eviction and destruction.
The women from the Dey Krahorm settlement have also
been part of an arts project by the French artist JR. In his
documentary Women are Heroes, the artists shows the
women’s struggle against the appropriation of their land,
just before and during their eviction from the settlement.
Besides being one of the main subjects of JR’s
documentary, the women also saw their portraits posted
upon buildings in Phnom Penh, attracting the attention
of by passers, as on the photograph above (JR, 2010). JR wanted to “underline the dignity of
women who are often the target in conflicts” (JR, 2016), but did not state why he particularly
chose the women of the Dey Krahorm settlement. The women are portrayed as heroes in the
documentary, giving them a stage to tell their story to an international audience. The arts project
also confronts the authorities with the women’s actions and resistance, by posting the
sometimes funny, sad, or angry portraits of the women all over the city and especially on the
buildings that had to be demolished.
On the 24th of January, 2009 the 7NG company forcibly evicted all residents from the settlement.
As their last resort to prevent the demolition of their homes, the residents again made a human
chain around their settlement (Amnesty International, 2011b). Moreover, as a final desperate
act, some residents even tried to immolate themselves, but the police prevented them from
burning themselves alive in protest (Pred, 2010). Others locked themselves into their houses,
but the houses were demolished whatsoever, with little regard for human safety (Amnesty
International, 2011b). These final, desperate acts not only emphasise the importance of their
homes and the community to the women, it also shows how the resistance has evolved over
time, from filing court complaints to physically trying to prevent or interrupt the eviction and
demolition of their homes.
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After their eviction on the 24th of January, 2009, the residents did not go silently. Already on the
4th of February, the now former residents of Dey Krahorm settlement held a protest outside the
headquarters of the 7NG company, holding banners that accused not only the company but also
the Phnom Penh municipality of destroying their homes. Two days later, on the 6th of January,
the former residents protested outside the City Hall, demanding that the municipality resolve
the compensation issue, as 52 families did not receive any compensation (Cambodia Daily,
2009c). This protest makes it especially clear that the resistance of the residents is not only
aimed at the land deal and thus against legality, it makes it also clear that they name and blame
the 7NG company and the municipality of Phnom Penh as responsible for their suffering and
that the activists appoint them as the objects of their resistance. The residents demanded a
20,000 US dollar compensation for their land and for the loss of their livelihoods. One of the
community representatives said: “We live with bare hands now, and I still hope that a fair deal
will be given to us because almost all national institutions support us,” (Cambodia Daily, 2009c).
Five years after their eviction, on the 24th of
January 2014, the former residents of Dey
Krahorm held a remembrance day outside the
Dey Krahorm land. The former residents were
joined by civil society organisations and other
communities that face or have faced forced
eviction, including residents from the Boeung
Kak Lake and Borei Keila. During the
remembrance, several community members
spoke about their own eviction experiences
and their determination to continue to struggle against forced evictions and relocations in
Phnom Penh. During this day, the group also called for the release of activist and human rights
defenders that are detained, including activists from the Boeung Kak Lake (LICADHO, 2014b).

On the 5th of October, 2015 communities from across Cambodia came together in Phnom Penh
to celebrate World Habitat Day. The theme of the year’s World Habitat Day was “Right to
Housing”. Over 1,400 community members, monks and grassroots groups used this day to call
upon the Cambodian authorities to respect people’s right to housing and to speak about the
issues that affected them: evictions, land tenure security, inadequate housing and the lack of
infrastructure. The communities gathered at the former Dey Krahorm settlement and wore and
carried home-made cardboard models of houses to represent their call for adequate housing,
as shown on the pictures above. They carried banners around with slogans such as: “NO Home,
No Land, No Life”, while also handing out lotus flowers, a symbol of peace which has been widely
used during protests in Cambodia. The group marched from the Dey Krahorm settlement
towards to National Assembly, submitting several petitions that called for greater respect for
the Cambodian people’s right to housing. The group also released balloons and one of their
cardboard model houses outside the Assembly. When the group wanted to march to the
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Ministry of Interior and the Ministry of Land Management, the road was blocked by the police
at both ends of the street. However, at the end of the day, the group did manage to give petitions
to both the ministries as well as the municipality of Phnom Penh (LICADHO, 2015). During these
protests, the former residents of Dey Krahorm, together with other communities, connected
their struggles to international arena by claiming their right to adequate housing, which is part
of the human rights discourse. They also tried to frame themselves as peaceful protestors by
handing out the lotus flowers, while framing the company and the municipality as the
adversaries and violators of their rights.
Even though the struggle against the forced eviction was lost, the resistance of the Dey Krahorm
community can be seen as a milestone in the Cambodian history. According to Pred (2010) the
Cambodian elite now has to take into account the land, property and housing rights of the urban
poor. However, their resistance did not end the practice of forced eviction, as other
communities have been evicted from their land in the years following the eviction of the Dey
Krahorm community. Yet their resistance might have influenced the acts of resistance employed
by the women from the Boeung Kak Lake settlement, as will now be described below.

5.2

BOEUNG KAK LAKE SETTLEMENTS

Since the land surrounding the Boeung Kak Lake has been leased to the company Shukaku Inc.
in 2007, women from the Boeung Kak Lake have been struggling against the eviction from their
lands and homes. The lease also got an immediate response from both local, national and
international organisations, who claimed that the contract was contradictory to the Cambodian
law (LICADHO, 2007b). The residents from the Boeung Kak Lake also started to prevent their
forced eviction from their homes first by filing complaints and court cases.
The residents of the Boeung Kak Lake, together with the support of NGOs and a Cambodian
lawyer, went to the Phnom Penh Municipality Court to stop the filling of the lake until the legality
of the lease to Shukaku Inc. was confirmed. In this case, the court also dismissed the complaint,
saying it does not have jurisdiction on a land dispute over untitled land. Another law suit to
cancel the lease agreement between the municipality and the company was blocked by a court
clerk, who told the residents that the fee to file a complaint was more than US$40,000. Other
claims made by the residents were similarly denied or ignored (Amnesty International, 2011b).
Therefore, the use of the court system and thus the law was limited, not only because their
claims were ignored, but also because they could not afford to file an official complaint.
Over time, residents from the Boeung Kak Lake have staged several protests, demanding the
authorities to listen to their problems and to discuss the land grabbing and forced eviction by
the Shukaku Inc. Company. The municipality of Phnom Penh and Shukaku Inc. Company are in
this case named and blamed by the women for their suffering and the forced evictions.
In 2010 a group of activist from the Boeung Kak Lake peacefully protested outside the KhmerSoviet Friendship Hospital, during UN Secretary-General Ban Ki Moon’s visit (LICADHO, 2010).
Attracting the attention of the UN Secretary-General would be a major boost to their resistance
and would mean more international support. However, the group of fifty protestors were met
by a group of armed anti-riot police and administrative police, which violently started to push
people to the ground, beating them with walkie-talkies or shocking them with electric batons
(LICADHO, 2010).
In April 2011, approximately 100 residents from the Boeung Kak Lake gathered in front of the
Phnom Penh Municipal Office, demanding a meeting to discuss the land right dispute and
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demanding a solution. They wanted to discuss two issues, namely to stop the lake filling, which
caused the Boeung Kak Lake area to flood, and to stop the forced evictions until authorities
entered into negotiations with the residents and until an agreement was reached. This protest
was again violently responded to by police and military, arresting several women and children
during the protest (LICADHO, 2011a).

In October 2011, more than 200 residents gathered in front of the Phnom Penh Court to support
six women that were summoned by the court. The six women took part in a ceremony outside
the court before their appeal, dressed in traditional funeral dresses (LICADHO, 2011b). Even
though the exact reasoning behind their dresses is unknown, I assume the women wanted to
symbolise the mourning over the loss of their homes due to the forced evictions. The other
residents carried photographs of past abuses at the lake, including a picture of a woman dragged
along the ground by police officers, which can be seen on the photographs above, displaying the
police abuse and the violation of their rights to the whole world. Even though the police was
present at this protest, they did not interfere with the demonstration (LICADHO, 2011b).
In a compilation video by LICADHO (2011c) on other protests in 2011, women outside the Phnom
Penh City Hall scream: “They sit on the law, but they don’t respect the law”, framing the
municipality as the violator of their rights. This protest was once again ended with violence on
the police’s side. The compilation also shows partly destroyed houses around the lake of families
that did not receive compensation nor land rights. Written on the walls in Khmer is the text: “No
home, no life. To die to protect our home”, underlining the determination of the women to
protect their homes and prevent forced eviction. Other images show families that sleep on top
of the rubble that was once their home. One family wrote on the sole piece of plastic tarp, which
now serves as their home: “SOS Where’s my right? Where’s my house?”, specifically relating
their forced eviction to the violation of their rights. The use of the SOS sign, the international
code that signals distress and danger, is used in later acts of resistance as well, to show the
constant imminence and distress of forced eviction. In response to the violent eviction of these
families, the remaining residents started to rebuild the destroyed houses. These small acts of
resistance, such as slander on the walls and framing, as well as rebuilding demolished houses,
avoid direct confrontation with the Cambodian authorities, but might be effective in the long
run by influencing the behaviour of the municipality or the government, as also argued by Scott
(1985).
Due to a lack of response from the municipality, the government and the court, the women have
little trust in the system to prevent forced eviction. “There is a system, but when [people] send
documents or suggestions or requests, [the government] remains silent… so that’s why people
think there may not be anyone working for the people and the country in Cambodia,” according
to Tep Vanny (Amnesty International, 2011b:56). The Shukaku Inc. company and the
municipality are now no longer the only actors named and blamed, the women also aim to name
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and blame the government as corrupt. As protests and filing complaints at local and national
courts does not seem to yield any results, the women resorted to other strategies or resistance.
In 2011, the Boeung Kak Lake Community released a CD named Development Separates Families.
This and other CDs are sponsored by LICADHO, who states that music and songs are an important
way to empower activists, to heal the traumatic impact of forced evictions and to express the
feelings of the activists (LICADHO, 2016b). One particular song is called Have Compassion for Us,
where a woman sings in Khmer about the unfair criminalisation of land right activists. She sings:
“[…] The bad officers use their money and power to deceive the laws without consideration. To
intimidate the people to stop their resistance. They intimidate us continuously. The pile of
sadness has become twice as big as before. Oh human rights, is there any? Now we are suffering
so much because we are living miserable lives.” (LICADHO, 2011d). These songs, while framing
the forced evictions as a human rights issue, are also a way of resisting forced eviction that
cannot be prevented by the Cambodian authorities. It is these small acts that can be considered
“the weapons of the weak” (Scott, 1985), challenging the authorities without putting the women
in too much danger.
The women from the Boeung Kak Lake are also trying to provoke foreign governments to
respond to their situation. Around 200 activist have protested in Freedom Park in 2011, waving
Chinese flags in protest against the supposed cooperation between Shukaku Inc. and Inner
Mongolia Erdos Hun Jun Investment Co. This company is cited as a joint venture partner in the
Boeung Kak Lake development (Phnom Penh Post, 2011b). The women have also protested
outside the Chinese embassy, threatening to boycott Chinese products (Brickell, 2014): “We will
stop using Chinese products if the Chinese company does not send a representative to negotiate
with us.” said Ly Mom, a community representative (Phnom Penh Post, 2011b). Threatening the
Chinese states with boycotts can be understood as a counter-hegemony, an openly declared
collective action against the state. It is a non-violent form of resistance, a war of position, to
influence the state and its decisions (Chin and Mittelman, 1997).
Furthermore, the women have been successful in influencing Western actors and institutions,
such as the World Bank, who are receptive to claims about accountability and justice. These
claims can be considers meta-narratives, used to appeal to the World Bank. The women have
filed complaints against the World Bank’s land titling programme on behalf of 4,250 families.
With the help of NGOs, the World Bank had to investigate the claim that their programme had
adversely affected the residents of the Boeung Kak Lake settlement (see also Chapter 4)(Brickell,
2014). In the end, the World Bank made the decision to end its cooperation with the Cambodian
government and even decided to freeze all loans to the country in 2011 (BBC News, 2011). This
had major implications for the Cambodian government, as it previously received considerable
amounts of development aid (e.g. World Bank, 2016). With this action, the women were not just
proved right by the World Bank, but they managed to, indirectly, punish the government for
their actions.
Tep Vanny also tried to attract international attention for the Boeung Kak Lake settlement. She
often wears a t-shirt with the slogan “The Whole World is Watching”, claiming that the fate of
the Boeung Kak Lake women belongs to the local as well as to the global arena (Brickell, 2014).
Tep Vanny and other community leaders now represent the community’s views and demands
in press conferences and in meetings with (inter)national actors, such as the World Bank and
other (bilateral) donors to Cambodia (Amnesty International, 2011b). The Whole World is
Watching not only refers to the international support the women now receive for their struggles,
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it can also be seen as an indirect warning to the municipality and the state that they are being
closely watched by the international community.
In May 2012, 13 women from the Boeung Kak Lake, including Tap Vanny, were arrested,
convicted and sentenced to two-and-a-half years in prison. Due to the international scrutiny that
the Boeung Kak Lake struggles had by that time, their arrest and imprisonment received plenty
of international attention, from the BBC News to The Economist, The Washington Post and
others; the whole world was watching once more. The international coverage of their case in
the media (Vital Voices, 2013a) and the sympathy and support of Hillary Clinton, US Secretary of
State (Brickell, 2014), has led to a reduction of their sentences. The Boeung Kak 13, how the
women were now famously called, continued their struggles (Vital Voices, 2013a).

©John Vink

After their release, Vanny and other community leaders have led a demonstration of over a
thousand protesters during the ASEAN and East Asia Summits held in Phnom Penh in 2012, as
shown on the pictures above (Vital Voices, 2013a). These meetings were attended by the US
President Barack Obama. Because their demonstrations were blocked by the riot police, the
protestors went to the sand-filled Boeung Kak Lake, drawing huge S.O.S. signs in the sand,
hopefully visible to the president from his Air Force One airplane (John Vink, 2012). This action
not only was embarrassing to the Cambodian government, who was chairing the ASEAN at that
time (East Asia Forum, 2013), it was also a little bit ironic that they used the sand-filled lake that
was once their home to draw the huge SOS signs for Obama’s airplane to be seen, like the
survivors of a shipwreck.
In 2012, Yorm Bopha was arrested for planning an assault on two men (Amnesty International,
2013). During her arrest, Yorm Bopha expressed concerns regarding the impartiality of the
Cambodian court system by asking: “Who does the judge work for? Does the judge work for the
people or not?” (Radio Free Asia, 2014). In the end, she was sentenced to three years in jail.
While she was imprisoned, Bopha had been writing protest songs: “I wanted to advocate for
land and housing, but I am poor and I have no rank, so I was violated. Officials, help the citizen
in poverty to get freedom”. These songs were distributed to her supporters and other activists,
who sang them at protests. Some of her songs used the melodies of traditional Khmer songs.
Videos of the Boeung Kak Lake protesters singing Yorm Bopha’s songs have been posted online
(Cambodia Daily, 2013), enlarging the interest in not only her fate but also in the fate of the
Boeung Kak Lake settlement. Again, this was one form of resistance that could not be forbidden
by the Cambodian authorities.
During protests in 2012 the women wore hats covered by bird nests, with eggs nestled within.
According to Srey Leap, a resident of the Boeung Kak Lake, these hats had a double meaning:
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“The idea of putting the eggs in the nest on our heads was to express our need as humans for a
house to live in. This picture [pointing to the photo book] shows the demonstration where we
protested to free Yorm Bopha, who has been sentenced to imprisonment. […] As the result, her
children are taken cared by their father alone. We compared the warmed eggs sat on by their
hens to Yorm Bopha’s children who do not have the opportunity to have their mother close by.”
(in Brickell, 2014:1264-1265). In this way, the women connected their need to have a home to
the fate of the families of the women who have been arrested for their activism. However, it is
interesting to give some though to the symbolic behind this action, as the women are implicitly
stating that it’s a woman’s task to take care of the children and to keep the house warm and
safe, going against the message of emancipation that they also want to bring across, as will be
explained below.
On World Habitat Day on the first Monday of October in 2012 (Brickell, 2014) and again in 2015
(Radio Free Asia, 2015), a group of women wore and carried cardboard houses to symbolise
their right to have a roof over their head. These cardboard houses at the same time emphasised
the importance of having a home, as the women had handwritten on them: “have residence,
have life” (Brickell, 2014). In 2015, the women carried the houses around the city in a march
towards the National Assembly, shouting slogans such as: “Cambodians need housing and land”
and “We must have the rights to live”, using some parts of the national Land Laws and the human
rights discourse to frame their struggles. The women released a model house tied to balloons
and delivered petitions to the parliament, before the march was blocked by the police (Radio
Free Asia, 2015), as also described on page 36-37.
Again in 2012, a group of ten women from the Boeung Kak Lake settlement stripped to their
underwear in front of the Cambodian parliament. Especially in a conservative Buddhist society
where women have to dress modestly, this was a bold act and thus showed the women’s
commitment to defending their rights at any cost (Brickell, 2014). The action was justified by the
women themselves, by stating:
“If we do not have a house to live in, it is akin to a body without clothes on. We are cold and hot
with the changes of weather without houses […] We wanted to show the differences between
them and us, while they are sitting in a comfortable and cool room. We do not vote for them to
sit in a relaxed room without finding resolutions for citizens.” Srey Pov (in Brickell, 2014:1265)
Srey Pov is implicitly referring to active citizenship, as she states that it’s the citizen that decide
by voting who sit in a “comfortable and cool room”, while also stating that those who sit there
have to answer to the citizen’s needs and demands. Moreover, this action means that women
are no longer modest, timid and shy: “Stripping our clothes means there is nothing left which is
valuable. Before, we had our houses; we had our private places and rooms, especially for our
daughters. Currently, we are faced with eviction and demolition; losing our houses means
nothing remains and our values are gone. What’s more, stripping the clothes is a message to the
government that our villagers are no longer shy. Instead, the government should feel ashamed
of their acts.” according to Heng Mom (in Brickell, 2014:1265). Tep Vanny also removed her skirt
in the protest, stating: “As a Cambodian women with dignity we don’t want to be naked, but
because of too much suffering we have run out of patience.” By removing their clothes, the
women are breaking a taboo in the Cambodian society, as a last resort to draw attention to their
case (Radio Free Asia, 2012). The stripping was meant to symbolise the stripping of the women
from their housing rights (Brickell, 2014).
In February 2013 the women held a protest outside the United States embassy, planting the
portraits of Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden in front of it. That day, a press conference on human
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rights was held by the American ambassador, to which two Boeung Kak Lake women, Tep Vanny
and Heng Mom, were invited. The portraits were transplanted there not only to thank the United
States for their support to release the Boeung Kak 13, but also to lobby for further pressure on
the Cambodian government to release activists that were still imprisoned (Brickell, 2014).
In April, 2013, Tep Vanny received a Vital Voices Global Leadership Award for her work as a
spokesperson for the Boeung Kak Lake residents and as a human rights defender in Cambodia.
She shared the stage with Hillary Clinton, who also advocated for the improvement of the lives
of women around the world. In a video made for her award ceremony, Vanny states: “If there is
to be progress in Cambodia, there must also be law. If there is to be development for our people,
there must also be justice.” (Vital Voices, 2013b). The injustice is therefore the main drive for
her to keep struggling: “What motivates me is the injustice, to be strong for my community. But
it's not justice only for my community,” says Vanny. “It's for everyone, every community affected
by development. I want to show that everyone needs to understand their rights so that the
government has to take notice.” (Vital Voices, 2013a). With this speech, she is emphasising the
importance of education on citizen’s rights to struggle for justice. The resistance against the
forced eviction in the Boeung Kak Lake is also closely related to the emancipation of women in
the Cambodian society, as became clear in her speech. The land disputes are framed as a
“woman’s struggle” (Vital Voices, 2013a), trying to demonstrate that: “We can do more than
take our husband’s clothes, wash them, and hang them” (Vital Voices, 2013a).
In addition to be honoured by the Vital Voices Award, Vanny has also received the Golden
Butterfly Award for her role in the film “Even a Bird Needs a Nest”. In this documentary, Tep
Vanny states: “No one can live without shelter, even a bird needs a nest” (Trintignant-Corneau
and Chansou, 2012). This documentary has helped the women to gain international interest for
their struggles. These two awards are therefore important to the women, as it means that their
struggles are being recognised. But, according to Tep Vanny, the women still need more help:
“Along with my happiness I am still upset, for right now one of my colleagues is still in detention.”,
referring to the ongoing imprisonment of fellow community leader Yorm Bopha (Vital Voices,
2013a).
However, in October 2013, Yorm Bopha was released from jail. She immediately continued her
activism. In an interview with International Federation on Human Rights (2014), she directly
aimed at the international community, by stating: “Countries that signed agreements with
Cambodia must find a way to negotiate and apply pressure on the Cambodian government.
Especially the major donors, the EU and people who buy a lot of Cambodian products. They
should make sure that the Cambodian government respects human rights. We all know that
Cambodia is living off of foreign aid. We of course are in favour of having foreign countries invest
and having aid granted to the government. But we ask donor countries to do whatever needs to
be done so that the government respects human rights and that they are satisfied that human
rights will not be violated in Cambodia.”, hereby referring to the international community’s
obligation to not only respect human rights, but also to their obligation to protect human rights.
At the same time, she positions herself in favour of foreign aid, as long as the investments are
in accordance with human rights.
Yorm Bopha received the James Lawson Award for Outstanding Achievement in the Practice of
Nonviolent Action in June, 2014. This award is a reminder for activists that their work is being
supported and celebrated around the world, even though they might be marginalised or cracked
down upon at home. “Coming here to Boston and receiving the James Lawson Award really has
given me a lot of strength,” said Yorm Bopha, “The recognition has just been wonderful and I
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look forward to going back and showing the community what we’ve achieved together.” (Waging
Nonviolence, 2014). This award, as the Vital Voice and Golden Butterfly awards received by Tep
Vanny, are encouraging the Boeung Kak Lake community to continue their struggles.
Throughout their struggles, many women have received some form of education on their rights.
Tep Vanny explains that she has learned about her rights and the law with the help of NGOs.
One woman stated to LICADHO workers: “Before I started campaigning I was in a dark place. I
knew nothing about society and its problems. But now I’m in a light place because I know about
so much and I got training on the law and advocacy from lots of organisations. So I have more
knowledge and that makes me really happy because I know a lot more about society’s problems.
I have no regrets about my activism. Instead, I am happy because I helped society and other
communities to make them strong and share knowledge so we can stand up together and I feel
that I have contributed to society.” (LICADHO, 2014a:3). These women now know to which
ministry or institution they can go to file complaints or to protest (LICADHO, 2014a).
The women that have been educated about their rights in turn have informed other residents.
For example, Tep Vanny has turned her house into a makeshift advocacy office, now educating
and mobilising women from the whole Boeung Kak Lake settlement. Education has, she says,
made her and her community braver. “I continue to mobilize the community to strengthen [the
people’s] spirit so that the community can stay firm and independent and can convince the
government to change its mind and respect its duty to serve the innocent people, who are the
real victims, like Boeung Kak residents,” she said (Amnesty International, 2011b:56). A group of
women now regularly meets at Tep Vanny’s place to discuss their strategies to keep up the fight.
Other residents have therefore become to depend on Tep Vanny for advice and support.
Since the struggles started, women have learned a lot not only about their rights, but also about
the society. They have gained a sense of community spirit and solidarity: “I share responsibility
in advocacy with other people. There is a very close relationship among us. We co-operate
together for the same purpose, for our households. In the end, winning or losing, I will still feel
happy that I resisted with the others.” according to Tep Vanny (Amnesty International,
2011b:58).
Education has therefore not only informed women about their rights, it has also contributed to
the community spirit and their personal development. Many women say that they are less
deferential towards authorities and less fearful of them as well. These women are proud of what
they have achieved so far (LICADHO, 2014a). Education about their rights probably also informed
or has been the base of other strategies of resistance, as the women are now able to frame their
struggles in the language of for example human rights or land rights.
Even though many families have been evicted from the settlement, the women from the Boeung
Kak Lake have had one major victory when the Prime Minister has allocated a part of the land
around the lake to the residents (see also Chapter 4). However, as not all remaining residents
have received official land titles and as not all families that have left have received adequate
compensation, the struggle of the Boeung Kak women continues up until today (Inclusive
Development International, 2015).

5.3

CONCLUSION

This chapter described the acts of resistance employed by women from the Dey Krahorm
settlement and from the Boeung Kak Lake settlements in chronological order. It has included all
kinds of resistance, ranging from petitions and protests, to the recording of CDs and the stripping
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of clothes in public. These acts can be classified into several strategies of resistance. Some
strategies can be seen as more traditional strategies of resistance, such as filing court cases and
handing out petitions, as well as holding protest and educating activists about national and
human rights. Other kinds of resistance that are also employed can be grouped together into
strategies of, what I would like to call, “framing”, “jumping scales” and the “embodiment of
eviction”. These strategies have evolved over time in both settlements, and will be explained
below.
Traditional strategies
I have grouped some strategies together and called them “traditional strategies of resistance”,
as these strategies do not question the existing (judicial) system in Cambodia, but try to use this
system in order to win the struggle. These strategies have been used at the start of the struggle
in both settlements. Firstly, both settlements started with filing complaints and court cases, as
well as handing out petitions. At this point, the activists have started writing letters to the
municipality, to the courts and to high-placed statesmen. As they did not receive any response,
the women also looked for national actors to support their cause, for example national lawyers
(Dey Krahorm) and national NGOs (Boeung Kak Lake). Secondly, protests were held over time by
activists from both settlements, in which they not only exercised their right to protest, but in
which they also used symbols to underline their struggles. For example waving flags and pictures
of Prime Minister Hun Sen had a symbolic meaning, referring to Hun Sen’s speech on the on-site
upgrading of the Dey Krahorm community. Handing out lotus flowers during protests had to
symbolise peace, probably framing the activists as peaceful protestors against the municipality
of Phnom Penh and the government, who violated their rights. Thirdly, activist have been
educated and educate each other about their rights, especially with regards to national Land
Laws and the international human rights discourse. This is also the point in time where the
women get involved with international actors, such as NGOs like Amnesty International and
Human Rights Watch. The women who have received some form of education on their rights,
pass on their knowledge to other women. Tep Vanny, for example, has turned her house into an
advocacy office. Education in turn informs other strategies of resistance, both traditional
strategies, as women now know where they can go to hand in petitions or where to send their
complaints letters to, as well as the other strategies of resistance, such as framing.
Framing
Framing is used by women from both settlements with regards to the national law, the human
rights discourse or to other references. Framing is an important strategy in resistance, as it is a
way to generate shared beliefs, to motivate collective action and to garner the support of other
actors. Framing therefore plays an important role to create a sense of community spirit and
action, for example by naming and blaming the national companies and the municipality of
Phnom Penh as the violators of their right and the government for their corrupt system, thus
creating a common enemy. Framing is also important to garner the support of international
actors who can pressure the Cambodian authorities from the top down, such as the World Bank,
the United Nations and international NGOs.
There are many examples from both settlements where the women frame their struggles in
particular interesting ways. In the Dey Krahorm case, the contract made by the former
representatives and the 7NG company is framed as “illegal”, and the resettlement as “a full
violation of the policies of the Royal Cambodian government”, thus framing the issue in legal
terms, referring to the law and national policies. The community also portrayed itself as a
“creative community”, hoping to attract more international attention and support.
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In the Boeung Kak Lake case, the lease between the Phnom Penh municipality and the Shukaku
Inc. Company has also been framed as “illegal”, claiming that the Cambodian authorities “don’t
respect the law”. The system is framed as corrupt, as Yorm Bopha yelled during her arrest: “Who
does the judge work for? Does the judge work for the people or not?”. Moreover, the struggle is
framed as a matter of life or death, stating: “No home, no life. To die to protect our home”.
By educating the women about their rights, they learn how to use the law to frame their issues
in order to blame the government for their suffering and in order to garner international
support. For example, the women frame their struggle with regards to the law, when they
scream outside the Phnom Penh City Hall: “They sit on the law, but they don’t respect the law”,
when they write: “SOS Where’s my right? Where’s my house?” or when they sing: “Oh human
rights, is there any?”. By framing their struggles with regards to (inter)national law and by
garnering international support, the municipality and the government face pressure from two
sides: from below by the women and from above by the international community.
Lastly, the women from the Boeung Kak Lake particularly frame their struggle as a “woman’s
struggle”, wanting to let the world know that they can do more than being a housewife. In this
case, the women are linking the struggle over land with struggles against the oppression and
exploitation of women.
Framing thus plays an important role as a strategy in itself, but it has also been used in other
strategies, as will be seen below.
Jumping scales
In order to get national and international attention, the women have to be able to “jump scales”,
from their (prior) lives as house wives in the private sphere to a new live as prominent activist
in the public sphere on the national and international stage (Brickell, 2014). The resistance of
women in Phnom Penh has received the attention of national as well as international media,
NGOs, the World Bank and even the UN. Tep Vanny and other community leaders now represent
the community’s views and demands in press conferences and in meetings with (inter)national
actors, such as the World Bank, the US embassy, and other (bilateral) donors to Cambodia.
Jumping the scale is especially visible when the community leaders of both settlements switch
between protests in the street of Phnom Penh, to international (awards) ceremonies where they
are allowed to hold speeches to an international audience. By using this strategy, the women
can not only show their struggles to the whole world, but they also find (inter)national actors to
support their cause. There are several examples of jumping the scale.
One way of jumping the scale is by provoking foreign governments to respond to their situation.
Activist have protested in Freedom Park, waving Chinese flags in protest against the supposed
cooperation between Shukaku Inc. and Inner Mongolia Erdos Hun Jun Investment Co. The
women have also protested outside the Chinese embassy, threatening to boycott Chinese
products. Furthermore, the women have been successful in influencing Western actors and
institutions, such as the World Bank, who are receptive to claims about accountability and
justice. The World Bank even decided to terminate its loans to Cambodia between 2011 and
2016.
Tep Vanny, as another example, often wears a t-shirt with the slogan “The Whole World is
Watching”, hereby claiming that the fate of the Boeung Kak Lake women belongs to the local as
well as to the global arena. In April, 2013, Tep Vanny received a Vital Voices Global Leadership
48 | P a g e

Award for her work as a spokesperson for the Boeung Kak Lake residents and as a human rights
defender in Cambodia. She shared the stage with Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden, who also
advocated for the improvement of the lives of women around the world. In situations like this,
Tep Vanny has to “jump the scale” from her home under threat in Phnom Penh to an awards
ceremony that recognised her efforts.
Lastly, by cooperating with international artist and by playing an important role in their
documentaries, for example in the Women are Heroes and Even a Bird Needs a Nest
documentaries, these women have an international audience to whom they can tell their stories
and from whom they can receive support for their cause. In these documentaries, they are
connecting their local struggles to the global audience, thus jumping scales with the help of
artists.
Embodying eviction
Another way to receive (inter)national attention for their struggles, has been by “embodying
eviction”. The women have been using the visual to communicate the injustices of forced
eviction to the municipality of Phnom Penh, the Cambodian government and beyond that, to
the international audience. In these strategies, women used their female bodies to bring
injustices from the private sphere, being forced to leave their homes, to the public domain and
the public consciousness (Brickell, 2014).
For example, when the women wore hats covered by bird nests, with eggs nestled within, they
were embodying eviction by using their body to symbolise their need to have a home. Moreover,
when on World Habitat Day in 2012 and again in 2015 a group of women wore and carried
cardboard houses around to symbolise their right to have a roof over their head, they also
embodied eviction. Wearing funeral dresses during a protest to symbolise the mourning of the
loss of their homes has been another way to embody the forced evictions. One more extreme
form of embodiment was when the women from the Boeung Kak Lake settlement stripped to
their underwear in front of the Cambodian parliament. They used their female bodies to
symbolise the stripping of women from their housing rights by the municipality and the
government.
Lastly, the Dey Krahorm women also used their body during the forced evictions themselves,
making a human chain around their settlement as a last resort to prevent the demolition of their
homes. Some people had even locked themselves into their houses, but could not prevent the
demolition.
Remarks
Even though implicitly mentioned above, I want to emphasise that the classification of the acts
of resistance by women into four different strategies is an artificial classification. The different
strategies employed by the women from both settlements are interrelated and to a large extend
depend on each other and on other actors. Without education, these women would not have
known where to file their complaints or how to frame their struggles. Framing is implicit in
almost all strategies of resistance. For example, while jumping the scale from the local to the
global, the women frame the forced evictions internationally as a human rights violation. At the
same time, without the help of for example NGOs, the women probably would not have been
able to frame their issues in such a way as to reach the global arena or to jump scale in the first
place. What the role of law exactly is in these strategies of resistance and how this is related to
the other forms of resistance described in this chapter, will be more extensively discussed in the
next chapter, the conclusion.
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6 CONCLUSION
This conclusion answers the main research question: What is the role of law in the strategies of
resistances that are employed by women in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, to prevent forced eviction
from their homes and how is this related to other forms of resistance and current gender relations
in Cambodia? Therefore the conclusion firstly looks back to the case study on the Dey Krahorm
and Boeung Kak Lake settlements, before it analyses the case using the theoretical framework
as described in the second chapter. This conclusion ends with some theoretical implications of
this research for the academic world.

6.1

CASE STUDY: A BRIEF SUMMARY

In order to get a full understanding of the role of law in resistance in this case study, I looked at
the background and context in which the resistance took place. I also took a closer look at the
two settlements and the involved actors, before I described the acts of resistance that are
employed by the women.
Cambodia’s turbulent history has played an important role in this case study, as all property
rights were destroyed under the Khmer Rouge regime. The re-implementation of property rights
and the introduction of private property has led to a situation where different ownership
systems were stacked upon each other, leading to a situation of legal pluralism. Therefore, the
implementation of a land policy has been problematic for many Cambodians, leading to land
conflicts throughout the country, including in the urban area of Phnom Penh. In the name of
“development”, national companies have bought land in the city centre and have evicted the
poor urban residents from their homes. Complaints by the residents of these lands have often
been ignored, due to a corrupt judicial system. In this context, it has become possible that one
party claims the ownership of land based on five years of possession or use of the land, while
another party claims the ownership based on official documents, issued by the Cambodian
government.
The two settlements in Phnom Penh that served as a case study to this thesis are the Dey
Krahorm and Boeung Kak Lake settlements. The community representatives of the Dey Krahorm
settlement had signed a contract on behalf of the community in which they swapped the land
located in the city centre for land located on the outskirts of the city, in Damnak Trayoung. When
the residents refused to abide by the contract, the 7NG company forcibly evicted the residents
on the 24th of January 2009, after more than four years of resistance. The land surrounding the
Boeung Kak Lake has been leased by the municipality of Phnom Penh to Shukaku Inc., leading to
an ongoing struggle between the residents of the settlements surrounding the lake, the
company and the municipality. Even though a part of the land has been relocated to the
community through a government concession, not all families were included in this concession.
Moreover, the families that had already left did not get adequate compensation. For these
reasons, the struggle continues.
The main actors that are involved in this case study are the urban Khmer women, the
municipality of Phnom Penh, the Cambodian government, the 7NG and Shukaku Inc. companies,
(inter)national NGOs, the World Bank and the United Nations. All these actors in part determine
the strategies of resistance that are available to the women. From the women that took part in
the resistance, Yorm Bopha and Tep Vanny are the two most well-known ones, and their lives
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have been described in order to understand their relatively big role in the acts of resistance
employed by the women.
This thesis subsequently looked at all the acts of resistance employed by women from both
communities, in chronological order. Both communities filed complaints and court cases, while
also offering petitions to the Cambodian authorities. Besides these more “traditional” acts of
resistance, both communities also engaged in other forms of resistance, such as recording CDs
with protest songs. All these acts could be classified into different strategies, including what I
called “framing”, “jumping scales” and the “embodiment of eviction”. These strategies are not
self-contained, but are interrelated and to a large part dependent on each other.
In order to understand how big the role of law is in these strategies of resistance and how this
has influenced other strategies of resistance and current gender relations in Cambodia, this
thesis now uses the theoretical framework as discussed in chapter 2 to analyse the case study.

6.2

ANALYSIS: UNDERSTANDING LAW, GENDER AND RESISTANCE

In order to understand the role of law in the strategies of resistance that are employed by the
women, I will now use the concepts of translators (Merry, 2006), forum shopping (Von BendaBeckmann, 1989; Locher et al., 2012), inside strategy of resistance (Brisbin, 2010), micropolitics
(Rasch and Köhne, 2015), everyday forms of resistance (Scott, 1985), and citizenship (YuvalDavis, 1997; Brickell, 2014), as described in Chapter 2, to analyse the case study.
First of all, it is important to understand that not all women from the Dey Krahorm or Boeung
Kak Lake settlements engage in resistance. Some women are not well informed about their
possibilities or do not have the time or resources to engage in resistance. The decision not to
participate depends partly on the micropolitics within the community (Rasch and Köhne, 2015).
Some women do not participate in resistance due to past experiences, interpersonal relations
or life histories (Soto, 2011). Moreover, the land disputes have also changed the power relations
within the communities and between the communities and the municipality and the Cambodian
government. Within the Dey Krahorm community, the representatives that signed a contract on
behalf of the residents have been fired and new representative have been appointed. Within
the Boeung Kak Lake settlement, two women took the lead in the community’s resistance: Yorm
Bopha and Tep Vanny. These two women and the new community representatives from Dey
Krahorm can be seen as translators (Merry, 2006), actors who translate rights from the national
and international arena to the local context and at the same time reframe local grievances into
national or global discourses, such as the Cambodian Land Laws or human rights at international
award ceremonies such as the Vital Voices Award or during interviews with for example the
International Federation on Human Rights. In order to be able to translate these rights, these
women have received education on their rights by NGOs, while in their turn educating the other
women in the community on their rights.
In the case study, I classified the acts of resistance into four different strategies. These strategies
evolved over time, while at the same time they influenced each other. Some of these strategies
can be considered inside strategies of resistance against legality (Brisbin, 2010). They were
usually employed at the beginning of the process of resistance. By using these strategies, women
tried to resist legality by challenging the interpretation and application of law. However, the
system itself is in this case not questioned.
Inside strategies include complaints and threats by individuals, one of the traditional strategies
employed by the women. By filing complaints at the Cambodian government against the
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municipality of Phnom Penh and the national companies, the government’s and municipality’s
application of the Cambodian Land Laws are questioned by the women and thus their claims of
authority are disputed. Unfortunately, not much information is available on the details of these
complaint letters.
The inside strategy also includes the physical occupation of space, such as the different
demonstrations in the streets of Phnom Penh. These demonstrations were used, for example,
to demand a meeting with the Cambodian authorities, or to attract the attention of international
actors, such as the demonstrations during Ban Ki Moon’s and Obama’s visit. During these
demonstrations, the women expressed their discontent with the authorities’ application of the
law, by for example screaming: “They sit on the law, but they don’t respect the law”. The physical
occupation of space is also related to efforts to frame complaints in the legal language.
Inside strategies include collective efforts to frame complaints of disadvantage in legal terms, as
is extensively done by the women from both settlements in their law suits, petitions and
demonstrations. For example, in both cases, the contract between the municipality and the
national companies is framed by the activist as “illegal” and in contradiction to Cambodian
policies, referring to Hun Sen’s speech on the Development Plan for the Poor. In these cases, the
women can be seen to select those aspects of existing norms, values, laws, and regulations that
are relevant to frame and legitimise their claims – they are thus forum shopping. The framing,
however, is extended by the women beyond (official) complaints to the authorities, to include
framing in legal terms in interviews, in songs, as slogans, and during speeches. For example,
Yorm Bopha expressed the community’s concerns about their land and housing rights in protest
songs, singing: “I wanted to advocate for land and housing, but I am poor and have no rank, so I
was violated. Officials, help the citizen in poverty to get freedom.”. One family whose house has
been demolished, wrote on a piece of plastic tarp that now served as their home: “SOS Where’s
my right? Where’s my home?”, thus framing their struggles in legal terms as well.
Lastly, inside strategies also include litigation by individuals and collectivities, as is extensively
done by the women from both settlements. However, their court cases have often been blocked,
for example by the court clerk in the Boeung Kak case, which said that a court case would cost
40,000 US dollar. This shows that the use of law in resistance is in some cases restricted, either
by other actors, by the women’s resources or, as in this example, by both.
The women in Phnom Penh also employed other forms of resistance which do not necessarily
fit into Brisbin’s inside strategies of resistance. For example, they employed small acts of
resistance which did not directly challenge the Cambodian authorities, which Scott (1985) has
called everyday forms of resistance. Women from the Boeung Kak Lake, for example, have been
trying to rebuild a demolished house, and have been recording protest CDs, as well as singing
songs during protests. They also used symbols referring to peace in their protests, such as the
lotus flowers, thus emphasising their peaceful intentions.
Jumping scales is another strategy employed by women in Phnom Penh which does not fit into
Brisbin’s inside strategy of resistance, nor does it fit into the micropolitics of resistance or
everyday forms of resistance. Jumping scales, however, is closely related to framing, as
international actors such as Amnesty International, the United Nations and the World Bank are
more receptive to claims of justice and the violation of human rights than to claims about, for
example, the loss of women’s livelihoods. Probably one of the major reasons that these
international actors engaged with the women in Phnom Penh in the first place, is due to the
women’s translation of local grievances into violations of human rights by the community
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representatives. For example, during an interview with the International Federation on Human
Rights, Yorm Bopha is calling upon national governments that signed agreements with Cambodia
to protect the Cambodian citizen’s human rights. Moreover, when the Boeung Kak Lake women
filed a complaint to the World Bank that their land titling programme had adversely affected
them, the World Bank had to investigate their claims and stop its funding to the Cambodian
government.
The “embodiment of eviction” strategy identified in the previous chapter also falls outside of
the inside strategies of Brisbin, as well as micropolitics and everyday forms of resistance. Even
though these acts of resistance do not explicitly use the law to resist forced eviction, these acts
do symbolise or refer to the violation of the women’s rights. The funeral dresses worn at a
protest could be seen as a symbol for the women to mourn the loss of their housing rights. The
stripping in public symbolised the stripping of the women from their housing rights. The
cardboard houses carried around on World Habitat Day represented the women’s housing
rights. This strategy therefore implicitly uses law to resist the forced eviction from their home.
The role of law in resistance by women in Phnom Penh is thus substantial. Law has been explicitly
used in inside strategies of resistance, by filing complains, through litigation by individuals and
collectivities, through sending petitions to the Cambodian authorities about the illegality of
contract and through framing the forced evictions as a violation of the national Land Laws and
the human right to adequate housing, not only in official complaints, but also in songs, in
interviews and in slogans written on walls. Law is also present in the other strategies of
resistance employed by women. For example, while jumping the scale women frame their
struggles as a struggle for their human right to adequate housing. It is also implicitly present in
the embodiment of eviction strategy, as these acts symbolise the violation of the women’s
housing rights. Sometimes the use of law in resistance in blocked, for example when filing a
court complaint is too expensive. Moreover, these strategies are dependent upon each other
and on other actors; all the different strategies employed by the women are therefore
interrelated, not only with each other but also to the underlying gender relations in Cambodia.
As has been stated before, it is due to gender roles that women in Cambodia are at the forefront
of resistance in the first place. However, exactly because these women are at the forefront of
resistance, they change their gendered roles within the family.
Because women’s resistance changes their role in the family, it is, in my opinion necessary to
stipulate on the consequences women’s activism has on their lives and on the lives of other
family members. I stumbled upon the consequences of resistance more than once in academic
literature as well as in interviews with the women. Resistance against forced eviction has shifted
the notion of citizenship from the public into the private sphere, the home, which is called
intimate citizenship by Brickell (2014). The women have used their rights as citizen not only to
struggle for housing rights and against the forced eviction from their homes, thus struggling over
civil, political and social rights that have been (partly) denied to them, but at the same time, they
also struggle against the oppression and exploitation of women in the name of their culture
(Yuval-Davis, 1997). The resistance by women is thus closely connected to gender relations in
Cambodia. The women in Cambodia previously were “good wives”, but due to their activism,
they have little time left to clean, cook and look after their children, which changes their
traditional role in the family (LICADHO, 2014a). The implication of these changes have been
tough on some women: “Being an activist and community leader has been hard for me because
my husband didn’t want me to do it and this led to disagreements. Before I started as an activist,
our life was happy and we had time after work to talk and have fun and relax and go out at the
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weekend. All that has changed.” (LICADHO, 2014a:3). The women’s role in decision-making in
the family has changed due to their activism, which is something their husbands find difficult to
deal with. Women no longer obey to every decision their husbands make and express their own
opinion. Many women also confess that domestic violence has increased after they became
involved in activism (LICADHO, 2014), showing the difficulties to accept women’s changed roles
by their husbands. Women’s activism thus has many consequences that need to be taken into
account and that might also explain why some women do engage in resistance, while others do
not take part or do not take part anymore.
These consequences of activism enforce the feelings of the women that they do not only
struggle against forced eviction, but also against traditional gender relations. As women are not
only at the forefront of the struggles against forced eviction, but also on the verge of changing
traditional gender relations, resistance against forced eviction can, in several dimensions, best
be described in Tep Vanny’s words (Vital Voices, 2013a): “This is a woman’s struggle.”

6.3

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

This thesis has researched the role of law in strategies of resistance employed by women in
Phnom Penh, using different theories and concepts as described in Chapter 2. The framework
on law, gender and resistance I have put together in this chapter has proved useful to analyse
my case study. It has revealed that law plays an explicit or more implicit role in almost all
strategies of resistances employed by the women. Moreover, it has revealed that resistance by
women in this case study is extensively influenced by gender relations, but as a consequences
also changes these relations in the process. To gain this insight, it has been useful to combine
the theories on law, gender and resistance. By combining these theories, I also discovered new
ways in which women use law to resist forced eviction. For example, I have used the “jumping
scales” and “embodiment of eviction” strategies of resistance as described by Brickell (2014), to
described resistance beyond resistance against legality, micropolitics and everyday forms of
resistance. This has been useful to gain an insight in how these strategies more explicitly or
implicitly are related to law and gender. This framework could therefore be theoretically
improved and extended by other scholars in the future.
This research can be used by NGOs to gain an insight into the different strategies of resistance
that are used by women and to see where they can support these women in their struggles. It
can also be used by policy makers to understand how the law they design at the national or
international level, especially land laws and the human right to adequate housing, is used in
practice at the local level.
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7 DISCUSSION
In this discussion I would like to briefly stipulate on some points that could have improved this
thesis. I also want to make some recommendations for further research.
Firstly, as also stated in section 1.2, one of the main drawbacks of this thesis is that more
information than expected was written in Khmer. This language barrier has limited the
information available on some actors, such as the 7NG and Shukaku Inc. companies, the
municipality of Phnom Penh and the Cambodian government. It has also limited the acts of
resistance I could analyse in the fifth chapter, as I could not understand many slogans or songs
during protests or even some interviews with women by NGOs. I am therefore not sure whether
I have covered all the acts of resistance employed by women in Phnom Penh and this might have
influenced the conclusion drawn at the end of this thesis. Moreover, related to the language
barrier, I am to a large extend depend upon the reports and other articles of NGOs such as
Amnesty International and LICADHO, as well as on the newspaper articles of Phnom Penh Post
and Cambodia Daily. This dependency and thus one-sided information on my case study might
also have influenced the conclusions drawn at the end of this thesis.
Secondly, I cannot be completely sure how big the role of women was in the resistance
employed by the Dey Krahorm community. Even though in some acts of resistance, women were
clearly at the forefront of the struggles, in other acts, it has not been completely clear whether
it was women who let the struggle. There has also been a lack of prominent activists from the
Dey Krahorm community, as not one resident seem to have taken the lead in their struggles.
This is different in the Boeung Kak Lake settlement, where women have clearly been at the
forefront in all acts of resistance and where some women could be clearly indicated as leaders,
translators or community representatives.
These two main drawbacks could be solved by collecting primary data on forced evictions in
Phnom Penh, by interviewing women and by doing participatory observation at community
meetings, demonstrations and so on. In order to collect this data extensive fieldwork is needed.
Thirdly, further research could be done on the consequences of women’s activism for these
women, their families and gender relations in Cambodia, as also described in the conclusion. I
came across many interviews and quotes that referred to changing gender roles within the
families, as well as increasing domestic violence against the women. More research could be
done into the relationship between activism and gender relations.
Lastly, more research could also be done on other case studies of forced eviction outside of
Cambodia and whether the resistance against forced eviction is also led by women in these
cases, in order to get a full understanding of the relationship between law, gender and
resistance.
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