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Katherine Brickell, Simon Springer 
(eds.): The Handbook of 
Contemporary Cambodia 
London: Routledge, 2016. 496 S., 
149,49 EUR 
There is more to Cambodia than the Khmer 
Rouge. Our perception of Cambodia is often 
shaped by the horrors of the Communist 
Party of Kampuchea’s (CPK) reign from 
April 1975 to January 1979. However, “The 
Handbook of Contemporary Cambodia” 
makes a strong case for the importance of 
studying the contemporary forces that shape 
current Cambodian politics, economics and 
society beyond its tragic history of genocide 
and civil war. This impressive volume edited 
by Katherine Brickell and Simon Springer 
gathers 38 contributions from not only 
international experts, activists, and academ-
ics, but also Cambodian scholars, although 
their numbers are still limited. Examining 
the shape of contemporary Cambodian 
society and its striking complexities is an 
ambitious task. In order to grasp the anato-
my of contemporary Cambodia, the book is 
divided into five parts on political and 
economic tensions, rural development, urban 
conflict, social processes, and cultural 
currents. There are many well-written and 
highly informative papers, but among the 
most outstanding are those on Cambodian 
geopolitics (Sok Udom Deth, Kairat 
Moldashev, and Serkan Bulut), social 
persistence and change through rural–urban 
migration and its bi-directional remittances 
(Sabina Lawreniuk), on household and 
family structures (Patrick Heuveline), and 
the current spatial politics of memorializa-
tion of the Khmer Rouge era (Savina Sirik 
and James Tyner). 

Since everyone approaches the complexities 
of social processes through a particular 
analytical lens, and since it is impossible to 
provide a full account of every aspect of 
contemporary Cambodian society, politics, 
and economics, criticism of the book’s own 
limited perspective might be slightly unfair. 
However, at times, the volume carries an 
overly activist tone, e.g. when the authors 
state in their introduction that the front cover 
(a family relocated through land grabs sitting 
around a fireplace symbolizing both hope 
and violence) evokes something the book 
compilation shall aim for as well, namely the 
“warmth, cohesion and resilience in the face 
of relentless accumulative practices of global 
capitalism” (p. 11). This shapes how the 
book is organized; for example, some papers 
are placed under the heading of “conflicts” 
when they do not deal with conflict of any 
sort, directly or indirectly (unless the mere 
existence of tourism, city planning, real 
estate markets, migration, or street vending 
is interpreted as a form of tension). 
This is not to say that it is not vital to ad-
dress pending and, in many areas, worsening 
issues such as relocation, dispossession, 
gentrification, corruption, juridical deficien-
cies, and gender-based violence as well as 
political, urban, and developmental conflicts. 
However, even though the editors them-
selves at times criticize the developmental 
and neoliberal discourse and its heavy focus 
on deficiencies, violence, and exceptionality, 
they adhere to a strikingly similar narrative 
of constant crisis. The papers collected in the 
book are all interesting and serve as an 
important guide to understanding Cambodi-
an society (not least the analytically strong 
and innovative chapters written by the two 
editors on gender–based violence and 
homelessness). But the picture — including, 
literally, the one on the front cover — 
guiding both the basic structure and the 
leading narrative of the volume is still that of 
a society that is haunted — by violence and 
persistent socio–political tensions that 
threaten to erupt soon. Of course, there 
seems to be a deepening political and socio–
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economic crisis in various areas — almost a 
commonplace since the unrest in the wake of 
the elections in 2013 — but whatever hap-
pens during the upcoming elections, there is 
more to Cambodia than these contemporary 
and recurring tensions of an unequal and 
poverty-stricken post-conflict society. 
Cambodia is not just a continuation of its 
tragic history. 
Again, it is a truly ambitious task to examine 
the shape and the complexities of contempo-
rary Cambodian society. Beyond the activist 
tone, the “Handbook of Contemporary 
Cambodia” remains a vital and indispensable 
guide to understanding Cambodian society 
as it is today. Besides exploring the com-
plexities of current areas of conflict, it also 
provides a timely and highly relevant 
glimpse into a diversity of subjects such as 
visual arts, the maintenance and transfor-
mation of traditional music, the persistence 
of spirits and religious and moral order, the 
politics of good water governance, the 
structure of the education system, labor 
rights, micro-finance, and the judicial system 
and important laws. All in all, the volume is 
required reading for practitioners, academ-
ics, and professionals working on and in 
Cambodia. 

Daniel Bultmann 
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