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ABSTRACT
Promoting women’s political participation aims to achieve gender equality and bring
justice to women whose rights and choices have been constrained. Women all around the
world have remained subordinated in politics, and this is still true today, from the local to
the global level (Whitworth, 1994). For some women who participate in public political
activities, their ability to gain leadership or primary positions has been restricted by many
factors. Gender roles and gender stereotypes shape formal political structures in the same
way that these factors shape a family’s structure (Lilja, 2008).
This qualitative study therefore, contributes to better understanding local perspectives on
the roles of women in Cambodia’s local politics, either as voters or politicians in order to
address gender inequality. This study will be an input for developing strategies which aim
at engaging local people in gender equality programs which promote women’s
participation in politics, and it will also contribute to the study of gender and politics in
Cambodia. Based on Beoung Preah commune, Cambodia, this study drew on feminist
epistemology and qualitative methodology. It involved the use of semi-structured
interviews and focus groups with community members, political party representatives,
local officials and other relevant local actors in Beoung Preah commune.
This study explores local understandings of women’s political opportunities and political
representation, in which they believe to make change in their community. This discusses
the reasons behind women’s underrepresentation in local politics and suggests steps
forward, grounded in local participants’ knowledge. It investigated local discourses on
gender stereotypes such as how research participants conceptualize femininities and
masculinities constituting the ideal attributes of political leaders. This is important for
understanding women and men’s political opportunities and constraints. The study also
explored different local perspectives on women’s political representation, expectations,
emerging outcomes and socio-economic and political challenges, which make gender
inequality a more complicated issue to address in the commune context.
While achieving gender parity is in progress, the query of whether gender equality can be
simply achieved right after women’s inclusion in local politics needs to be further
investigated.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction
In Development Studies, gender equality is globally considered central to development
policies and process. Within a mainstream gender discourse, enhancing women’s status
and women’s empowerment is a key area to achieve gender equality as women have been
historically marginalised and subordinated in many sectors of development (Desai &
Potter, 2014). Political spaces are a significant means for women to access and influence
development policies which affect them. Increasing women’s representation in politics
has been a priority in development agenda (Rai, 2014). The assumptions of women’s
representation, which claim that women’s presence in politics can formulate and
articulate women’s interests, can be challenged. However, increasing women’s numbers
in political positions is believed to be influential in changing gender stereotypes in public
life (Rai, 2014).
The United Nations has been active in supporting women’s policy issues and promoting
women’s participation in politics (Rai, 2014). Cambodia has aligned its development
agenda with the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) which was initiated by the
United Nations (UN) in 2005. This MDGs initiative was modified to Cambodia
Millennium Development Goals (CMDGs) to suit the country context (Ministy of
Planning, 2011). The MDGs (2005-2015), as well as the CMDGs (2005-2015), has
strongly urged for national and global actions on a number of development priorities, one
of which is to bring gender equality in all aspects of development. From the CMDGs
progress report 2011 (Ministy of Planning, 2011), it shows that Cambodia has made some
improvements on CMDG#3 (the third goal) by increasing the number of female political
representatives and narrowing down the gender gaps in the education and employment
sectors, although the weakness and challenges still remain.
Cambodia’s constitution promotes equal rights and opportunities for men and women
from all ages, nationalities and ethnic groups, but the gender inequality is still there
(Öjendal & Kim, 2014). The limited number of women representatives in the national
assembly, sub-national institutions and commune office has been a concern for
Cambodia’s government. In order to address gender inequality at this decision making
1

level, core national policies such as the Rectangular Strategies (phase I, II, III), Organic
Law, and National Strategic Development Plan (NSDP and NSDP updates) all ensure
women’s inclusion and gender-sensitive action plans (Ministy of Planning, 2011; Öjendal
& Kim, 2014). Through the lens of Women in Development (WID) approach, as long as
there are gender-sensitive legislations, policies and women’s inclusion, achieving gender
equality is realistic. Though, Gender and Development (GAD) approach has shown that,
legislations alone are not adequate solutions, and practitioners need to focus on changing
gender relations starting from the family level.
This study, therefore, aims to contribute to understanding the factors which influence
political participation at the local level, especially for women. Qualitative research was
conducted with local participants in Boeung Preah commune, a local community in
Cambodia, to explore local understandings of women’s political opportunities and
political representation. This research also intended to uncover the reasons behind
women’s underrepresentation in local politics and local government, and suggests steps
forward, grounded in local participants’ knowledge.
This first chapter provides the foundations for the whole research thesis. It begins with
the research location by presenting some relevant facts in an attempt to provide some
socio-economic and political context of Cambodia, and Beoung Preah commune, Prey
Veng province. Then, the research rationale discusses how the research topic was selected
and why my research questions are significant to contribute to promoting women’s
participation in politics. Next, it briefly provides a summary of my methods of data
collection and analysis as well as my positionality. Finally, it outlines the thesis structure
which discusses how my research objectives and questions are addressed.

1.2 Introducing the research location
Cambodia is located in Southeast Asia, neighbouring the gulf of Thailand, Thailand, Laos
and Vietnam, with approximately 15 million people. The country’s administration is
divided into provinces and municipalities (krong). Provinces and municipalities are
divided into districts and sections (khan) respectively. Communes (khum)/quarters
(sangkat) are sub-divisions of each district/section, and villages (phum) are the lowest
level of local government (UN, 2004a). Beoung Preah commune is in Ba Phnum district
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which is a sub-division of Prey Veng province, located in the south-eastern part of
Cambodia, about 90 kilometres away from the capital city, Phnom Penh (Image 1&2).

Image 1: Map of Cambodia

Source: Adapted by author from UN (2004b)
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Image 2: Prey Veng Province (in pink shade) and Ba Phnum district (circled) on Google
Map

Source: Adapted by author from Google Map
(https://www.google.co.nz/maps/place/Prey+Veng,+Cambodia) on 16 February 2016
A brief context of Cambodia’s politics
Throughout the past decades of history, Cambodia has experienced changes of political
systems which have led to Cambodia’s current development status. In the past, Cambodia
maintained an authoritarian monarchy before becoming a French protectorate in the 18th
century (Chandler, 1992). One of the factors influencing the Cambodian King to create a
French protectorate in the 18th century was to secure Cambodia’s territorial integrity
against invasion from the neighboring countries. During the French colonial rule (19411953), administrative and political reforms brought some significant change, but also
caused controversies which led to nationalist movements against the colonial rule during
the 1940s. One of the reasons was that the French reforms were considered as
deteriorating Cambodia’s traditional learning and civilization (Chandler, 1992).
Although democratic elections were proposed by the French, politics in the form of
political parties started to be popular when the late King Norodom Sihanouk successfully
claimed for Cambodia’s independence from the French in November 1953, and joint
politics in 1955 (Baaz & Lilja, 2014; Chandler, 1992). Unfortunately, the country was
stabilised for only 15 years under the late King Sihanouk’s political leadership. In the
4

mid-1960s, the late King Sihanouk’s popularity declined for a number of reasons and
internal conflicts started to raise concerns (Baaz & Lilja, 2014). The political instability
led to a coup d’état against the late King Sihanouk in 1970s by Lon Nol, his political
opponent, and Cambodia was changed from a Kingdom to a Republic. With the influence
of international relations and the formation of communist groups, the republic of
Cambodia declined in 1975 and the country fell into the most horrific radical revolution
in Cambodia’s history, the Khmer rouge regime or so called ‘Cambodian genocide’
(1975-1979) (Baaz & Lilja, 2014). The Khmer rouge regime ended in 1979 with support
from Vietnam, but there was still an aftermath of civil war which came to an end after the
conflicting parties signed the Paris Peace Agreement in 1991. The country sought its first
free election in 1993 with support from the United Nations Transitional Authority in
Cambodia (UNTAC) (UN, 2004a).
In many reports, the Cambodian government has been acknowledged for its effort in
national reconstruction processes after the Khmer rouge regime and two decades of ongoing internal conflicts (1980s-1990s). Based on its constitution, Cambodia is selfdeclared as a democratic country, but according to recent studies, the political culture of
Cambodia actually fits in the discourse of hybrid democracy, a mix of authoritarian and
democratic government systems. Among other reasons, Cambodia is categorised as so,
because of the limited freedom of political participation which is an important indicator
of a democratic society (Baaz & Lilja, 2014). In addition, within a full democratic system,
citizens look into the politics of issues (which means that the ideology of political parties
are more important than the persons representing), but within the hybrid democratic
system, citizens look into the politics of presence (which means that the identities of the
political candidates matter the most) (Baaz & Lilja, 2014; Lilja, 2008). Cambodia’s
current political culture has been situated within local discourses of patron-client
relationship in which voters and politicians negotiate personal deals and promises as an
exchange for voters’ loyalty toward a political party, and vice versa (Baaz & Lilja, 2014).
Therefore, the personal qualities of political candidates can be beyond the intrinsic ability
to perform their jobs, which is the ability to maintain and protect the political
constituency (Baaz & Lilja, 2014). Such conceptualisation, therefore, should benefit the
discussion of why women representatives are important for politics.
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Image 3 below shows a pre-election rally, in which the portrait of the Cambodian People
Party’s leaders was used in the party’s slogan, portraying the importance of political
leaders’ identities.
Image 3: A parade during the political campaign in Cambodia (2013)

Source: Adapted by Sophea Tieng (2013)
Socio- economics
Cambodia is categorised as a developing country with low income levels, but the poverty
line decreased from 34% in 2008 to 17.7% in 2012, which is a positive indicator for the
country’s economic development. Cambodia has enjoyed a fast growth rate with its free
market economy since 1998 (post-conflict years). In 2008 and 2009, Cambodia was hit by
the global financial crisis (World Bank, 2016).
The country’s economy has mainly relied on agriculture, the garment industry and
services within the tourism industry. It is reported that the export-oriented garment
industry (apparels and shoes) has provided jobs for 90% of the women labour force,
mostly from rural provinces (Asian Development Bank, 2015). This is one of the reasons
for migration from rural provinces to Phnom Penh city or employment zones.
Employment issues and huge growth in migration have worried Cambodia’s policy
makers. Cross-border migration to the Republic of Korea, Thailand, Malaysia and other
countries is increasing as a result of domestic employment shortages, relatively lower
6

wages, and limited access to land for agricultural production (Maltoni, 2006; Tunon &
Rim, 2013). The migration trends from Tunon & Rim (2013) shows that there has been an
increase in women’s cross-border migration. These women are highly demanded to work
as domestic and factory workers.
In Beoung Preah commune, migration has become a local issue as it will be shown in the
findings chapters. Up until 2010, 97% of Beoung Preah’s population had remained
farmers, though around 16% of them migrated for jobs and most of them were women.
Only 7.25% of Beoung Preah commune’s population worked for the local government
and public administration, and 11.34% of them were employed by the private sector,
according to the online commune database provided by National Committee for SubNational Democratic Development (2010). In Ba Phnum district, civil society such as
non-governmental organizations and other development partners have been active in
programs such as gender equality, livelihoods, education and health care especially for
women, children and the poor. These not only provide some employment opportunities
for local people but have also engaged local government to pay more attention on gender
equality and women’s issues (Interviews, 2015).

1.3 Research rationale and research questions
One reason for conducting this study is to contribute to the government and civil society’s
efforts in eliminating gender inequality in Cambodia. Based on the country’s
development agenda, which includes CMDGs, National Strategic Development Plan
(NSDP) and the country’s commitments to join global efforts, achieving gender equality
has been one of the development priorities for Cambodia (Ministy of Planning, 2011).
Not only is gender inequality a problem in itself, but it is also considered as one of the
major cross-cutting issues which hinder development process, for example, in political
participation. It has been argued that equal political representation and gender justice are
important for making a stable and democratic country (Lilja, 2008).
Gender norms and gender stereotypes have been deeply rooted in Cambodian society, and
these have influenced and restricted women’s choices of economic, social and political
roles. Women in Cambodia are still under-represented in politics even though political
structures and laws are apparently gender neutral (Öjendal & Kim, 2014). This is because
social norms and stereotypes are very strong in confining the extent to which women can
achieve their goals and contribute to their society. Thus, gender roles make Cambodian
7

women less visible in public administration and politics in many ways. At the local level,
on top of the gender disparity in the political office, it is noticed that most women who
are already in the positions of power remain in the secondary roles (COMFREL, 2012).
Therefore, while more women have been included in the political structure, questions
concerning women’s political representation and the outcomes of this inclusion are still
on-going.
My personal experiences also contribute to identifying my research problem. Before my
study commenced, I had worked with Gender and Development for Cambodia (GADC),
where I was involved in a project called “WOW”, established by Committee to Promote
Women in Politics (CPWP). There, I worked with Women Political Activists Network
(WPAN). WPAN consisted of a group of local women from different age groups who
wished to become local politicians or become involved in any commune work (CPWP,
2012). The organisation’s achievements in capacity building and advocacy activities with
national, district and commune leaders were recognised. There seemed to be a green light
from the local political gatekeepers that women were strongly encouraged to stand for
local political candidacy. However, not many women whom the organisations had trained
were elected to primary positions in the commune council after the commune/sangkat
election in 2012. The proportion of women in each commune council of the project
targets is less than 20% (NEC, 2012). According to the commune/sangkat election result
as shown in table 1, the number of women occupying positions in the commune council
remains limited.
Table 1: Number of women commune councilors
Official Result of Commune election 2012
Ba Phnom District
No. Commune
No. Councils Female Roles of women
1
Beoung Preah
11
3
Commune council member
2
Cheung Phnum
7
1
Commune council member
3
Chheu Kach
7
1
Commune council member
4
Reak Chey
7
2
Commune council member
5
Roung Damrei
7
1
Commune council member
6
Sdau Kaong
9
1
Commune council member
7
Speu Ka
7
1
Commune council member
8
Speu Kha
7
1
Commune council member
9
Theay
9
1
Commune council member

Source: Adapted by author from NEC (2012)
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On average, women have occupied less than 20% of commune political space in Ba
Phnum district, and none of them were elected as the commune chief or deputy commune
chief which are the more influential roles in the commune’s organisational structure
illustrated by Ly (2015). In Beoung Preah commune, some women who were elected also
gave up the positions (Interviews, 2015). In this commune, women councillors were
assigned to leading the Commune Committee for Women and Children and assisting civic
registration and conflict resolution (Interviews, 2015).
I am interested in exploring the extent to which local people have known about women’s
roles in local politics or want to improve the status of women. In some literature, gender
norms and stereotypes are important factors which limit women’s political opportunities,
while intersectionality issues such as economic power and patron-client relations are also
noticed (Lilja, 2008; Öjendal & Kim, 2014). The lack of gender equity policies at the
local level has also discouraged women to join politics (Chhoeun, Sok, & Byrne, 2008).
However, there has been no research conducted in the location of this thesis, regarding
these issues yet.
Therefore, the main question my research project seeks to address is how the roles of
women in local politics are understood by local people, local leaders and other local
actors. With this objective, the research then aimed to answer four questions below:
1. What do local people (both men and women) think about the roles of women in
local politics in their commune?
2. What are the factors influencing women’s political opportunities? What kinds of
support do women need?
3. What are the implications of the inclusion of women in local political spaces?
4. How does having women in local leadership positions change (or not) gender
relations and gender inequalities at the local and everyday level according to local
actors (including leaders, community members etc.)?
This research is significant in that it hopes to contribute to a better understanding of local
perspectives on the roles of women in local politics, how women have been empowered
in the political sphere, and how the current practices could be improved. Within this
research process, participants shared their personal views and experiences, and this
knowledge can contribute to further studies on women in politics as well as discussions
which might benefit the community. This research has also empowered participants who
9

started to have confidence to speak and to be aware of the importance of their knowledge
in my research.

1.4 Epistemology
This research adopts a qualitative methodology to meet the above objectives and answer
the questions of ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’.
I decided to use a qualitative research design based on my epistemological standpoints as
a social constructivist, or specifically, a feminist. Both social constructivist (Creswell,
2014) and feminist epistemologies understand knowledge as subjective and partial
because knowledge depends on the way it is constructed and who constructs it (Gregory
et al., 2009; Sultana, 2007). This means that there is no universal knowledge that can
explain all life settings. Hence, there are some contexts that statistics cannot provide
enough explanation for. There can be more than one answer, and many positions and
perspectives
Qualitative methods, such as in-depth interviews and focus group discussions are
appropriate tools to inquire subjective information according to Willis (2006) and Crang
and Cook (2007). At the core of my research, I am trying to understand the knowledge
and experiences of local people in the commune I visited, as these people are the ones
who know best the context of their lives and make decisions accordingly. Plus, it helps to
understand the gender and political issues on the ground, how the problems happen and
what challenges and solutions there are. Semi-structured interviews and focus group
discussions were appropriate to accomplish my objectives in accordance with my
philosophical worldview (Creswell, 2014). Instead of focusing on statistical findings
which might enable generalisations to an extent, I tend to focus on the details and
complexities of my participants’ views.
The semi-structured interviews and focus groups allowed for flexibility of discussion
(Steward-Withers et al., 2014). Therefore, sometimes, there were slight changes in the
pattern of questions asked. The interviews and focus group facilitations were simple and
relaxed, giving my participants and me a chance to develop a good understanding and
open conversation. My analysis was grounded in my participants’ points of view by using
quotes at length but I also discussed most of the findings whilst reflecting on feminist
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literature. In addition, I was able to make some notes on my observations and any
unprecedented events throughout my fieldwork to provide extra inputs for analysis.
The study topic was selected not only because of its academic significance, but it was also
inspired by my personal experiences. Considering my background in gender equality
advocacy and my identification as a feminist, I wish to see every individual in my country
and other places enjoy their lives with equal treatment, respect and care. Because the term
‘women’ is found in the title, I do not mean to overemphasise the roles of women and
disregard the roles of men or categorise them. This is because in my country context, I
believe that women have not received fair treatment in most aspects of their lives. I think
studying the roles of women is important to raise awareness of women’s achievements
and enable women to be empowered. While women should get more attention because of
their historical disadvantages, interdependence and collaboration between all genders
should also be promoted. However, my interest in gender equality is not ended when
women have 50 per cent share of resources, but it is interesting to explore the extent to
which the gendered outcomes have satisfied all community members.

1.5 Conclusion and thesis structure
There are several important points underpinning my thesis. It is clear from this chapter
that this study aims to understand the extent to which local people are aware of women’s
roles in local politics and what they think can be improved in order to enhance the status
of women and gender equality.
Overall, this chapter provides the overview of the research which partly contributes to the
rest of the discussion throughout the thesis. Next, chapter 2 provides theoretical
discussion on feminist perspectives on gender equality for analysing my research
findings. Feminist theories and the knowledge of gender and development approaches are
used extensively in my research discussion. Chapter 3 provides a review of the context in
which the research project was situated. It discusses Cambodia’s historical and political
context in relation to gender. Chapter 4 discusses how the research was conducted,
starting with a discussion on the methodological framework, fieldwork preparation,
fieldwork process, and after-fieldwork assignments. In addition, it reflects upon the
research process and approach to analysis. Chapter 5 discusses how women’s political
opportunities are accessible or constrained in Beoung Preah commune. The main issues
the chapter focuses on include local perspectives on gender roles, gender discourses,
11

femininity and masculinity and other social, economic and political factors which
influence women’s decisions to join politics (or not). This chapter aims to answer two
research questions: (1) what do local people think about the roles of women in local
politics? and (2) what are the factors influencing women’s political opportunities and
what kind of support do women need? Chapter 6 discusses local perspectives on women’s
roles in local politics by focusing on the political representation of women in the
commune council. It centres on how women’s presence in decision making positions
contributes to commune development. Within this chapter, two questions will be
answered: (1) what are the implications of the inclusion of women in local political
spaces? (2) How does having women in local leadership positions change (or not) gender
relations and gender inequalities at the local and everyday level? Finally, chapter 7 which
is the conclusion chapter recaps the main findings and discussion of the research;
discusses the research implications, and suggests for further research on gender and
politics in Cambodia.
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK IN WOMEN AND
POLITICS
2.1

Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to present the theoretical perspectives and concepts which will
inform my findings and analysis chapters providing a lens for my study, but also adding
extra nuance to my arguments.
First, I discuss several feminist key theories which link to development and women in
politics. These theories are used as the up-front explanation to assist my efforts to
understand the current gender gaps in politics in Cambodia. As this section will explain,
feminism has enlightened debates on how the world can work towards advancing the
status of women. Various perspectives on how gender has affected world politics will be
discussed in this section. The knowledge of feminist theories helps to reflect why there
are still gender gaps in the local government in Cambodia despite having political will in
place. Overall, this chapter discusses feminist perspectives on the cause of women’s
subordination, gender equality, masculinities and femininity, Women in Development and
Gender and Development approaches, which will be used as an analytical lens in this
study.

2.2

Theoretical perspectives on gender in politics
2.2.1

Feminist theories, development and women in politics

Feminism is a significant theory for social movements for gender equality and women’s
rights, and it was brought into development debates in mid-1970s, particularly in
academic disciplines (Maynard, 1995). Each feminist perspective explains the main cause
of women’s subordination in politics in different ways and informs specific strategies to
advance women’s status (Razavi & Miller, 1995; Tickner, 2008). Though, Maynard
(1995) contends that categorising feminism is problematic because feminist thinking
continues to develop by time and context and each labelled feminism has become
involved in dealing with positional issues which can be found in other feminist
perspectives.
To start with, it is suggested that in many parts of the world, men remain the dominant
actors in world politics especially high politics (state, security, war and peace), while
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women’s roles are seen as secondary (Whitworth, 1994). Now, I discuss different
understandings of gender inequality, development and women’s roles in politics through
several feminist lenses.
Liberal feminists believe that women’s underrepresentation in politics has derived from
social norms which restrict women’s access to education, employment and institutions.
Plus, the conventional gender division of labour and the lack of equitable laws do not
encourage women to join politics (Whitworth, 1994). Hence, liberal feminists aim to
overcome women’s subordination by promoting equal rights and opportunities for men
and women, through its advocacy for the changes of legislations and social policy
(Maynard, 1995). On the positive side, it is acknowledged that liberal feminism has
brought a significant change for women in politics; from having the right to vote
(Connelly et al., 2000) to having political positions (Whitworth, 1994). Therefore,
changing laws and social policy was seen effective to equate women with men in the
public sphere (Whitworth, 1994).
In line with liberal feminism, Women in Development (WID) is an influential approach to
development, adopted in the 1970s to advance women’s decision making in development
policy (Kardam, 1994; Young, 2008). This initiative was inspired by two factors:
women’s movements for equal rights and status (especially in employment in the northern
countries during 1970s) and the emergence of research on women’s roles in economic
development in third-world countries. The WID approach restructures development
programs by challenging the stereotypes and conventional sexual division of labour in
order to promote equity for women in all sectors and boost economic efficiency (Razavi
& Miller, 1995).
However, there are a number of critiques to liberal feminism and the idea of WID
(Whitworth, 1994). Unlike liberal feminism which emphasises equal capabilities, radical
feminist analysis emphasises the criticism of patriarchal systems. Radical feminists argue
that women could bring different consequences to world politics if women were leaders
(Whitworth, 1994). Based on this perspective, the concepts of masculinities and
femininities are important for achieving gender equality in politics. Masculinities can be
referred to typical social and physical characteristics of men which are constructed and
reinforced by a society within a specific timeframe and place, and is often discussed in
relation to femininities; the characteristics applied to women (Connell, 1998).
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Femininities and masculinities play an important role in shaping the world’s political
arenas including international relations, war and peace (Whitworth, 1994). For example,
wars are claimed to be masculine behaviour while the act of peace or rejecting wars are
claimed to be feminine behaviour. Therefore, it is argued that, if women remained
subordinated in political structures and had no influence on decision making in
international politics, women would only join men’s ideologies including the act of wars
(Whitworth, 1994). Based on this example, the women’s inclusion in WID approach does
not necessarily have significant implications on development and politics.
WID is also criticised for inadequately addressing gender inequality at its roots. In the
WID approach, overcoming women’s subordination relies upon the extent to which
women can be productive and competitive in the market place regardless of the struggles
women might face behind the scenes (Razavi & Miller, 1995). The fact that women may
be occupied by a heavy reproductive workload at home is not necessarily recognised,
while such a burden diversely affects women’s productivity at work and, hence,
legitimises unequal resource and power allocation (Razavi & Miller, 1995).
Marxist feminism explains the cause of women’s subordination as a result of
modernisation. Changing from a traditional economic system to a modernised economic
system created class and unequal power relations between men and women in the first
place. This is because women’s traditional roles had very little to do with resource
management and markets, a channel for accessing economic power when modernised
economic system was formed. Hence, women who were economically dependent would
remain subordinated to men who could provide them economic security, and men who
were in the lower class would remain subordinated to men and women from higher
classes (Razavi & Miller, 1995). This is how women started to be inferior in many
aspects of their society including political power.
A little bit different from Marxist feminism, socialist feminism is seen as being concerned
with both restructuring economic structure and gender relations at the same time in order
to achieve gender equality (Maynard, 1995). Inspired by socialist feminists, the Gender
and Development (GAD) approach originated in mid-1970s has come to complement
WID in addressing gender inequality in a society and development world. Using similar
terms as in WID, GAD approach promotes gender equality, gender equity and women’s
empowerment but it is implemented in different ways (Razavi & Miller, 1995). Gender
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equality can be defined as the equal treatment, including the provision of rights, services
access and opportunities, for men and women regardless of their gender differences
(United Nations Population Fund, 2014). Gender equality may also mean that individuals’
suitability to perform certain roles should not be discriminated based on their gender (i.e.
being a male or a female). Gender equity and women’s empowerment are measures and
strategies to compensate the disadvantaged groups, particularly women, allowing them to
exercise their rights and opportunities (United Nations Population Fund, 2014). One
difference between GAD and WID is that the former also values reproductive roles so
that resources and power should not be only allocated based on economic productivity
(Razavi & Miller, 1995; Young, 2008). GAD also nuances WID approaches by
promoting ‘togetherness’ and ‘connectedness’ between men and women in an attempt to
address inequality and subordination. In other words, in GAD discourses, it is encouraged
to discuss multiple subjects in gender equality, not just women alone (Razavi & Miller,
1995). However, GAD is seen lacking analysis on the issues of class and race which
challenge the assumptions that women and men are homogenous, having the same
experience or benefiting the same development initiatives by dominant western discourse.
Hence, intersectionality also became a key concept within feminist thinking (White,
2006).
2.2.2

Intersectionality

Intersectionality refers to the multiple strands of inequality a particular group of people
might experience (Walby et al., 2012). Learning from the feminist critiques above, there
seems to be a convergence to focus on intersectionality issues such as class, race, and
social hierarchy which overarch women’s subordination and gender inequality. It has
been acknowledged that WID and GAD approaches have benefited women by increasing
women’s representation, institutional change and more resources allocated to women.
However, it is suggested to incorporate race and class in understanding gender inequality
within different development contexts (White, 2006). For example, some literature argues
that the legacy of the West’s colonialism also contributes to gender inequality in the
South through new colonial discourses which mislead the status of women in the South
(Kishwar, 2014). The universal gender index cannot be used to measure the status of
women in many aspects of development including politics, because what constitutes
gender equality can be understood differently by people from different races, cultures,
and even economic systems (Kishwar, 2014). In addition, study has shown that class in
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which women are situated also determines women’s ability to achieve their political goals
(Rai, 2014). In line with intersectionality, feminists proposed another approach to
development which is called Women and Development (WAD) which values the
perspectives of women from the third world which should be incorporated with
development models for third world countries (Young, 2008).
From the perspective of intersectionality, issues such as race and class are also significant
in understanding women’s positions in politics. As previously discussed, the notion that
women represent women is limited with two reasons based on Rai (2014), and this
limitation is consistent with the concept of interesectionality. First, women and men
cannot be generalised as homogenous as women have different values, needs and live in
different class and cultural settings. Second, women can play roles in formal and public
sphere as politicians through being a member of political parties, so it does not
necessarily mean they could address women’s needs if the political parties’ policy would
not (Rai, 2014; Rendel, 1981). Plus, although women can hold political power, it cannot
secure the women’s advancement in the society if women are still seen as powerless in
the smallest political unit which is the family (Rendel, 1981). Based on Rai (2014), this
reflects representation as a form rather than a content, when hierarchy and patriarchy still
remain powerful despite the presence of women. In addition, it is problematic to assume
that women in the third world also have the same perspectives on world politics according
to Sedghi (1994). Sedghi (1994) argues that while feminist groups in the first world
challenge the patriarchal system to make change in politics, women in the third world
support the government for their national defence without necessarily getting rid of the
patriarchal system.
In relation to intersectionality of class, Rendel (1981) wrote in their work on Women,
Power and Political Systems that while women were traditionally underrepresented in
politics in many European countries, a small group of women who originally came from
the family of high ranking officials used to have more privilege in access to political
opportunities. These women including wives, mistresses, mothers, daughters or
succeeded widows were appointed to high political office based on their husbands, sons
and fathers’ merits rather than on their own merits. Rendel (1981) describes this as the
political importance of the family to form a patronage system and secure men’s political
power. This work also mentions that access to politics from this kind of relationship could
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be impractical for different races or countries where people might not accept the
patronage system associated with women. As sub-categories of class, Rendel (1981)
asserts that women’s education and economic status influenced women’s direct and
indirect access to political power. Nevertheless, when women’s access to political power
through political parties, the qualification in terms of political experiences still undermine
higher educated women’s opportunities to be involved in a male-dominated politics
regardless of her intrinsic ability. In other words, women face multiple inequalities. This
understanding can also be used to reflect the gendered politics and power structures at
local level.
After discussing different feminist perspectives, it can be seen that feminism and feminist
approaches to development have brought some significant impacts on the causes of
gender inequality. It is argued that there is no convergence on the best feminist theory or
approach to development (Maynard, 1995) but the theoretical debates in this section show
that in order to better address gender inequality and women’s subordination, changing the
legislations and providing equal opportunities for women might be not enough. Hence, I
agree that the GAD perspective provides me with a clear framework to discuss gender
inequality in politics in this thesis. To do this, I discuss women’s political opportunities in
the formal sector as well as how they negotiate power at home. As part of GAD, the
intersectionality concept benefits my analysis in that it helps to deconstruct the gender
discourse to a certain degree and explore the complexity of women’s life settings at the
ground level. It also includes the perspectives of men. In this thesis, I believe that gender
is contextualised, so it is important to avoid being judgemental about women’s
subordination in the Cambodian context. In addition, while I want to explore local
people’s views on the importance of women’s inclusion, I also investigate the gendered
implications that women and men have experienced and other issues intersecting gender
inequality such as culture, socio-economic and political context, to better understand
women’s positions in local politics.

2.3 Conclusion
In conclusion, this chapter has provided a framework to study the gender gap in
Cambodian local politics from many angles. It is clear from this chapter that there have
been many achievements for the cause of women and equality since the birth of
feminism. Feminist theories are a significant lens for the study of gender equality and
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women’s rights. In this thesis, feminist theories will also be used to discuss gender
inequality in politics in global, regional as well as the Cambodian national context. The
GAD lens and intersectionality can also be incorporated with the attempt to understand
gendered implications in political development, and to discuss strategies for increasing
women’s representation. This lens will be used to discuss gender issues throughout the
findings and discussion chapters.
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CHAPTER 3: CONTEXT OF WOMEN IN POLITICS IN CAMBODIA
3.1 Introduction
In this chapter, I situate my research by presenting the historical context of women and
politics in Cambodia at the national and local level.
This chapter has two main sections. In the first section, I demonstrate past experiences
and strategies of Cambodian women politicians at national level in their advocacy for a
more equal share of political participation and positions of power. It includes the
activists’ experiences in social movements for the cause of promoting women’s rights in
Cambodia. Then, I examine specifically the roles of women in politics at the local level
based on previous studies. This section provides inputs for identifying the gaps in
understanding local perspectives on the presence of women leaders in their community
development. Overall, this context chapter reviews what has been studied regarding the
roles of Cambodian women in politics, and it provides a background to my research
problem in order for conducting this study.

3.2 Historical context of women in politics in Cambodia
Some literature on the political context and decentralisation process in Cambodia has
covered the importance of women’s roles and participation in politics at national and
local levels and the efforts of different actors to achieve gender equality in politics. There
have been some publications which discuss the opportunities and challenges to promote
gender equality in political structure as well as other aspects of development.
3.2.1

The roles of women in politics in the past

This sub-section unpacks the roles of Cambodian women in the political sphere. It helps
deconstruct dominant discourses on Cambodian women as powerless and completely
isolated from politics (Frieson, 2001; Jacobsen, 2008). Although it is evident to a degree
that some gender stereotypes and gender norms have subordinated women, it cannot be
concluded that Cambodian society values men over women. For example, some social
norms are seen as gender neutral such as non-gender-based inheriting rules in the family
(Jacobsen, 2008). Plus women can be viewed as superior as household heads, educators
and care providers who influence the mind set and well-being of their families (Frieson,
2001; Jacobsen, 2008). These norms however, make women’s roles more prominent in
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the private sphere of Cambodian society and less visible in the public sphere (Frieson,
2001; Lilja, 2008).
Although mainstream studies of the history of Cambodia usually do not emphasise gender
issues, it is claimed that Cambodian women have played an important role in politics in
the past, particularly in the politics of nationalism (Frieson, 2001). For example, during
Cambodia’s national movement to claim independence from the French in the 1940s,
women became involved in restoring the national identities through writings about culture
and women’s social roles which basically dictated the gender roles and women’s code of
conduct (Frieson, 2001; McGrew et al., 2004). Women’s roles in promoting the country’s
politics by this means centred on family relations and household chores (Frieson, 2001).
Women’s empowerment, hence, was promoted in accordance with women’s code of
conduct to protect national identity, emphasizing the importance of Khmer women’s
figure and motherhood rather than gender equality principles (Jacobsen, 2008).
While there were also Cambodian women writers who challenged the patriarchal setting
in the Cambodian nation by that time, most women in solidarity with men only
challenged the French influence on Cambodia’s culture and sovereignty (Frieson, 2001).
Such promotion of national identity and the gender norms was strong. These contentions
suggest that women would join patriarchal system for their nationalist movements/nation
regeneration rather than challenge the system for their own gender interests (Sedghi,
1994).
Frieson (2001)’s findings echoes Rendel (1981) in that Cambodian women, as in other
South East Asian countries such as Burma and the Philippines, have rarely gained access
to political power in their own merits, but through the existing privileges from their male
kinship ties who are more influential in the public domain. In other cases, women are also
offered political positions, social benefits and property as an incentive/reward for actively
serving in national defence and conflation services during the revolutionary and postrevolutionary period (1970s-1980s) (Jacobsen, 2008).
Frieson (2001) found that despite the limited visibility of women in the public sector,
Cambodian women have political power behind the scenes, which refers to the idea that
women (as wives/mothers) use their family roles and sexual relationships confined in the
domestic sphere to influence men’s political affairs. Knowledgeable and active royal
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women such as queens Jayarajadevi and Indradevy of King Jayavarman VII are
acknowledged for contributing to the strong leadership in ancient Cambodia (Ly, 2015).
During Cambodia’s Angkorean times (circa 12th century), the influence of a ‘scholarly
and ambitious wife’ of the King Jayavarman VII could possibly be one among the reasons
behind the revolutionary King’s decision making, as proposed by some scholars
(Chandler, 1992, p. 58). An observation of political events in Cambodia (mid-1960s to
1980s) suggests that women took part in their husbands’ political decisions which led to
the coup d’état against late King Norodom Sihanouk, the fall of Republic Cambodia ruled
by Lon Nol in 1970s and the victory and the fall of Communist Party of Kampuchea
(Khmer rouge regime 1975-1979). This observation feeds an argument that the prosperity
and/or the failure of these political regimes were possibly attributed to the ideology of
political leaders’ wives or consorts (Frieson, 2001).
After Cambodia’s first free election in 1993, the government was reformed. Women were
underrepresented in the top-level government in 1993 and 1995, with most of their
positions appointed to them were limited to women’s affairs (Jacobsen, 2008). By 1993,
women were still struggling for political participation due to gender stereotyping, and
women’s historical disadvantages in education and employment which limited women’s
ability to advance their positions (Jacobsen, 2008). The on-going divide of public/private
sphere and the political culture, which is not fully democratic, have caused women to
become less active in politics (Lilja, 2008). It is also claimed that the legacy of
colonialism, where by women were not allowed to officially appear in politics and public
administration, also contributed to the underrepresentation of women in politics in the
later regimes (Jacobsen, 2008).
In contemporary Cambodia, the number of women’s movements in civil society such as
women’s organisations, state-led women’s associations, non-governmental organisations
and women’s self-help groups have been increasing although only a few high ranking
positions including the ministerial level positions have been appointed to women
(Jacobsen, 2008). With less executive power, women have played roles as advocacy
workers, trainers, resource mobilisers and peace and security keepers (Frieson, 2001;
McGrew et al., 2004).
Cambodian women politicians in the past several decades have used a number of
strategies to promote women’s empowerment in the political sphere. It is noticed that the
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issues of women’s subordination have been discussed in relation to gender stereotypes
and social norms such as women’s code of conduct which limit women’s opportunities
and visibility in the public sphere while the power of women is recognized to some
extent. The strategy of relevance (Razavi & Miller, 1995) is one way of negotiating
power and promoting the status of women in Cambodia. This can be exemplified in
claims such as educating voters to trust in women because women will articulate the
needs for women (Norodom Ranariddh, 1999), and investing in women’s education and
health care will provide a good return to development (Ky, 1999). Regional networking
such as women’s cooperation in the ASEAN community has been recognised as a
platform for women politicians from regional countries to share experiences and visions,
and build solidarity to pressure their political leaders on addressing gender issues (Kao &
Hofmann, 1999). As a strategy of resistance, Lilja (2008) demonstrates that Cambodian
women politicians resist the current gendered politics by deconstructing discourses on the
image of Cambodian women and promoting identities of successful women politicians.
Although it is problematic to generalise that the identities and interests of ‘women’ are
singular, or that women’s representation is completely authentic, women’s access to
institutions and positions of power provides a new image of women outside the domestic
sphere. At the bottom line, political representation provides marginalized groups, in this
case, women, justice (Lilja, 2008).
3.2.2

Contextualizing local politics

This thesis deals with women participating in local politics. Local politics in this thesis
can be referred to as political activities at the local level which are governed by the
bottom structure of the government (local government) such as commune councils
(Berman, 1981).
Theoretically, local government acts as an agency which directly confronts with local
pressure groups such as unions, rights groups and associations and addresses local needs
and concerns at the local level. However, their political agenda is subject to the central
government and economic, social and cultural conditions (Berman, 1981). Political
activities in local offices range from state politics and electoral politics to legal, fiscal
policy implementation and general public service delivery in a local territory for local
people (Berman, 1981).
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Decentralisation can be defined as a public reform process in which political power is
transferred from the central government to the local government to ensure local-based
economic and social development with high levels of effectiveness and efficiency
(Turner, 1998). This western concept of public administration has been brought to
developing countries during the 1990s (Turner, 1998).
Decentralization is claimed to be a practical way for local development in four ways
(Nickson, 2006). First, it allows local government who has the best knowledge of local
needs, concerns to make decisions which are responsive. Second, it ensures efficiency
through the local government’s ability to mobilise internal resources, minimising its
reliance on external resources. Third, local government can construct a clear mapping of
development targets and beneficiaries. Last, decentralisation processes can be used as a
platform for engaging people and civil society and brings accountability (Nickson, 2006).
In practice, the original decentralisation has been reformed to fit in developing countries’
political situations. Deconcentration has emerged from the failure of implementing the
original concept of decentralisation. Deconcentration means that local government are
given executive powers with limitations in some areas such as fiscal policy, and the local
government must perform their roles with support from the central or sub-national
government (Turner, 1998).
Some parts of this thesis, I link my discussion to the terms ‘decentralization and
deconcentration’ to refer to the government reform since 1993 which has caused a lot of
implications on the political participation and political power of the commune councils
regardless of gender issue. For example, this reform process allows spaces for Cambodian
women at the local level to build up their power and political experiences as a departure
point (Norodom Ranariddh, 1999).
3.2.3

Women and politics at the local level

Women’s representation in local politics is often discussed with regards to gender issues
in decentralisation and deconcentration (D & D) processes. D&D is a government’s
initiative to promote the bottom-up approach in which local institutions, namely
commune and sangkat councils take care of its own community people (Öjendal & Kim,
2014). The commune/sangkat election law indicates equal rights for men and women to
vote or stand for election at commune/sangkat level but it does not specify any quotas to
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ensure women’s space after the election (Law on commune/sangkat council election in
Khmer, 2006). These laws and social policies are in place to promote women’s
empowerment in politics.
The representatives in local institutions aim to deliver public services to local people and
design commune/sangkat development plans for and with local people. Particularly, the
presence of female representatives is considered significant to protect and make benefits
for women through public decision making. To achieve gender equality, gender
mainstreaming strategies have been integrated into D&D processes through policies and
programs implemented by government mechanisms and civil society.
Literature from the west shows that traditionally, women had played a major role in local
politics which includes leading self-help organisations, child care and social services.
However, these roles are considered as informal politics and non-politics because these
involved less executive or structured power (Brownill & Halford, 1990). In Cambodia,
findings suggest that women’s presence in local politics make impacts to local
development via their formal political roles and social, peace-making movements
(McGrew et al., 2004). It is claimed that women’s participation in the commune councils,
since the first commune/sangkat election, has contributed to the improvement of postconflict governance, building good cooperation across political parties and building
partnerships between civil society and the government. Women are also the focal points
for better dispute resolutions between the local authorities and local people over land or
human rights issues as women tend to promote non-violent responses. The progress in
gender-based violence prevention in communes is also accredited to women who have
been active in the civil society’s gender equality programs (McGrew et al., 2004).
Based on statistics, women leaders are still underrepresented at the commune level. The
election results show that women councillors accounted for 14.6 % and 18% of the
commune seats in 2007 and 2012 respectively (Öjendal & Kim, 2014), while the
proportion of seats held by women commune councillors have been expected to be 25%
by 2015 (Ministy of Planning, 2011). At the local level, although the decentralisation
initiative has created more spaces for women leaders (Öjendal & Kim, 2006), gender
streotypes still disadvantage women. Plus, gender inequality overarches other social
hierarchies, such as patron-client relations (Chan & Chheang, 2008).
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There are different explanations regarding the absence or under-representation of women
in local politics in Cambodia according to previous literature. Women as commune
councillors or village chiefs have been under pressure because of existing gender norms,
family, education, trust, security and economic barriers (Chhoeun et al., 2008; Öjendal &
Kim, 2006). Gender norms have been rooted since the ancient time of Cambodia, and it is
argued that these norms prevent women from being involved in politics (Brickell, 2011;
Chan & Chheang, 2008). For example, the gender norms restrict women’s mobility while
working for the commune council requires women to work outside their homes, leaving
the household chores and family behind. Through gender norms, women are also
expected to focus on reproductive roles, serving husbands and the family (Miedema,
2011), so that women, without support from their spouse and family, find commune
work, a productive role, as a double burden. Chhoeun et al. (2008) states that women are
often rejected from public roles because of historical disadvantages such as low education
and limited work experience in that sector. To overcome this challenge, many
organisations, especially NGOs, have implemented women’s leadership programs to
build women’s capacity and confidence in their roles (Chhoeun et al., 2008). This kind of
program has been successful in terms of increasing numbers of women as political
activists (Chhoeun et al., 2008).
Even though women and men have adequate capacity and equal rights with men to
participate in the political sphere, the cultural characterisation of women and men
(femininities and masculinities) may limit women’s political opportunities (Chan &
Chheang, 2008). For instance, politics can be assumed as a masculine field which is
suited with allegedly masculine behaviours such as being brave, strong, dominant and
confident but women are viewed as timid and shy. Therefore, women may not be
supported by their counterparts or voters (Öjendal & Kim, 2014). The masculinities
concept may also discourage men whose wives wish to do politics. Besides expecting to
be the breadwinners of the family, some Cambodian men who accept that women (or
wives) can join formal employment still refuse to share responsibilities and household
chores as these tasks are considered feminine-like practices (Brickell, 2011).
Gender disparity still remains in the commune councils because there are limited numbers
of women selected as commune election candidates, by political parties (Chan &
Chheang, 2008). Political power at the commune level is distributed based on a political
party list. Women lose their chances to be elected as well as rarely acquire the leadership
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roles because they are generally placed lower down in the candidate list. Furthermore,
even though each political party has its own gender policy on promoting women’s
participation, these policies are too broad, which can lead to a failure in implementation
(Öjendal & Kim, 2014). In relation to decisions on whether to place women on the top list
or not, research has found that political parties are concerned with two factors: the
possibility of winning the election according to gender preference by voters, and the
economic status of men and women candidates (Öjendal & Kim, 2014). These findings
mean that socialisation which determines the gender suitability in public roles still
remains, and these are yet further constrained by economic factors, which are a barrier for
achieving gender parity. These debates indicate that there is a policy challenge for
increasing women’s participation in the decentralisation process when the legislation has
no control over the internal policy of political parties.
Beyond being elected, the literature shows that there is limited motivation for women as
commune councillors to perform their daily roles or continue their political career based
on the current policies. For example, dependants’ allowance for women councillors’
husbands who stay at home is missing in the financial procedure of the Council of
Administration Reform while there is such incentive for male councillors’ dependent
wives (Chan & Chheang, 2008). Besides that it is discriminatory, it does not encourage
the families of women councillors to accept the shift of traditional gender roles if they are
only compensated by limited incentives that these women could earn outside the home.
Therefore, women councillors face a double workload: productive and reproductive roles
if they continue with their careers. A recent study on leadership pathways for female
political activists also suggests that the extent to which women are successful in political
careers depends on their internal factors such as relevant work experience, personal drive,
satisfactory educational background, aspiring personality, and external factors such as
personal wealth and support from family and surroundings (Ly, 2015). For women who
are already pursuing public roles, there is also a need to make financial policies consistent
with the activity plans assigned to them (Chhoeun et al., 2008).

3.3 Conclusion
While there is political will and development policies in place to advance women’s
participation in politics, the obstacles for women still remain. Suggestions of gender
stereotypes, hierarchy, socialisation (masculinities and femininities), and sexual double
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standard for women are still found in the literature. It is unclear whether gender
mainstreaming in the legal framework and documents, such as political parties’ policies,
could be an adequate solution. The literature has demonstrated several significant points
in gendered politics at the global, national, and local levels, most of which are aligned.
However, at some points, gender inequality seems to be contextualised, not to forget the
different political agendas at the local level which could be influenced by specific
economic, social and cultural conditions.
In the context of Beoung Preah commune, the understanding of women’s roles in local
politics is still limited. The overall context is covered based on literature and program
reports from women programs in general. It has not clearly been shown how local people
view women’s roles in politics, and whether or not their willingness to support the
political parties is based on the gender of appointed leaders. There is a need for greater
understanding of how beliefs about masculinity and femininity play a role in the success
of women political leaders and the extent to which people think masculinities and
femininities impact local politics. It would also be constructive to hear men’s voices on
women’s roles in local politics and men’s perceived strategies in dealing with the same
issues. Regarding the economic barriers such as low salary which have pushed women to
drop-out of politics (Chhoeun et al., 2008), it is unclear if it is the case for male commune
councillors or not. Perhaps, the unequal economic benefits within this institution are
distributed based on clans and political interests, other than gender aspects, as what the
literature has discovered in other parts of Cambodia. Furthermore, how women’s
leadership is perceived as making change in their communities, which is the ultimate
outcome, remains unclear. The next chapter discusses in details how local knowledge of
these issues was adapted, interpreted and used throughout this thesis.
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY
4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the research process for this thesis. The chapter is divided into subsections which describe approaches to conducting my fieldwork and analysis. First, it
deals with my theoretical perspective on how knowledge is constructed, and how that has
led me to have this research design. Then, it briefly outlines my methods of data
collection and rationale behind these decisions. It also discusses the process of organising
and interpreting the information I have gained from the field work. Finally, I reflect upon
the whole research process to ensure that I carefully acknowledge my positionality and
research ethics.

4.2 Methodological framework
The research design is influenced by a number of significant factors, one of which is the
philosophy, or ontology, underpinning this thesis (Creswell, 2014; Kitchin & Tate, 2000;
Murray & Overton, 2014). The term ontology theoretically describes how the subjects and
objects in the world are believed to exist and react differently. Ontology flows into
epistemology which studies the belief of how knowledge is constructed and how objects
are learnt and understood by different knowers. In research, epistemology informs how
researchers use certain methodologies and how knowledge can be gathered and
interpreted accordingly (Murray & Overton, 2014). In other words, researchers choose a
research methodology which is consistent with their worldview, resulting in the adoption
of qualitative, quantitative or mixed approaches to research (Creswell, 2014).
My research topic derived from my interest in studying my participants’ experiences, and
their ways of reasoning in order to make decisions concerning their own lives. I partially
adhere to a social constructivist approach that values individual’s experiences as
knowledge (Creswell, 2014). I am also inspired by feminist epistemology which claims
that knowledge is partial, subjective and it is subject to the way it is constructed (Gregory,
Johnston, Pratt, Watts, & Whatmore, 2009; Sultana, 2007). Considering myself as a
feminist has influenced me to take into account voices from diverse groups, especially
women, and obtain qualitative information from them.
With these approaches, the gaps can be understood by studying how Boeung Preah local
people, both men and women think about the gender gaps, women’s roles in politics and
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whether or not women’s representation is significant and why. I agree that qualitative
methods encourages my participants especially women leaders to express their views of
the realities they live and work, in their own words. In this thesis, the qualitative
methodology aims to explore views and lived experiences related to commune
development, gender norms, women’s needs and women’s representation, acknowledging
subjectivities of my informants at the micro level rather than assuming stereotypes (Moss,
2002). To sum up, the qualitative methodology is consistent with my approach to
knowledge, and it is a suitable way of doing my research topic. The following sections
will describe the techniques of finding participants and collecting and interpreting data
(methods) within this methodological framework.

4.3

Data collection methods

A purposive sampling strategy was used in my research design and process. This strategy
means that the selection of research sites, methods and participants does not need to be
randomised or size-oriented, but it seeks for the best understanding of a particular setting
(Creswell, 2014).
4.3.1

Choosing the research site

My decision to conduct this research in Cambodia is based on two reasons. First, I wish to
dedicate my knowledge to the country, to contribute to the government’s efforts in
enhancing the status of women, which also aligns with my research scholarship
objectives. Secondly, I prefer home-located research because of convenience, familiarity,
language, cultural fluency and other practical values (Unwin, 2006).
Boeung Preah commune (as in Image 4) in Ba Phnom district, Prey Veng province was
selected for this qualitative study for a number of reasons. First, my two-year work
experience with the Committee to Promote Women in Politics (CPWP, 2012) group
provided me with insights into how local women in Ba Phnom district had strived to
change their economic, social and political status. Secondly, although the project I
worked with took place in five target communes in Ba Phnom district, Beoung Preah
commune was chosen over the others because it is the largest commune in terms of land
and population; It has political diversity and there are three women commune councillors
(The National Election Committee, 2012).
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Finally, my existing relationship with the local authorities, implementing NGOs and
women’s network in this district was another asset to help in conducting my field
research, in terms of administrative procedure (such as authorisation/ invitation letters)
and the participant recruitment process. These reasons make conducting research in this
site interesting and achievable.
Image 4: Women farmers and typical houses in Beoung Preah Commune

Source: Adapted by Sophea Tieng (2015)
4.3.2

Sampling method

A non-probability sample was used in this research, which is not intended to statistically
represent the whole population in the commune but to reflect the thoughts of some key
actors (Ritchie et al., 2003). The sampling is purposive in terms of the characteristics of
participants including gender, age, social roles and occupations, but the participation
needs to be voluntary (Richie et al., 2003). The combination of this sampling method was
chosen because the study aims to gather rich information from those who have knowledge
and experience related to the topic while it ensures ethical principles that no participants
were forced or pressured to participate. Purposefully selected participants who did not
have time or interest in this research referred the contacts of other participants who might
be eligible and available to participate. The sample size was responsive to time, budget
and my capacity to handle the project (Ritchie et al., 2003).
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As my research questions aim to ensure different perspectives, I involved thirty people, of
which were nineteen community people (male and female), six local leaders (male and
female commune councilors and members of Commune Committee for Women and
Children), three district leaders (male and female) as shown in Table 2. Overall, I had
fifteen female and fifteen male participants who were from various age groups (twenty to
sixty years old). The majority of participants were residents in Boeung Preah commune,
and the rest were residents in Ba Phnom district.
Table 2: Participant Characteristics (Boeng Preah commune, Ba Phnom district)
Characteristics
Community people
Farmers
Business (sellers,
repairers)
School staff
Local officials
Commune councillors
(or political party
activists)

District leaders
District officials

Age
range
20-60

40-60

30-60

District women affairs
official
Commune Committee 30-40
for Women and
Children
Education
Health care
Total

Male

Female

Political parties

9

10

N/A







N/A
N/A


3



3


N/A

1


2




19

6
- Cambodian People
Party (CPP)
- Cambodia
National Rescue
Party (CNRP)
3
- Cambodian People
Party (CPP)
- Cambodia
National Rescue
Party (CNRP)
N/A

2


15

Total

2

N/A
N/A
15

30

I prepared a name list of potential interviewees based on the relevance of their knowledge
to my research questions, and the diversity of perspectives I would like to gain. I decided
to talk to all three women councillors who originally came from different political parties
by the election time in 2012. Only three among eight male councillors were selected, one
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of whom was the commune chief. They all were members of different political parties. I
chose to interview one male district councillor and one female district councillor to gain
insights into their experiences and future visions on promoting women in local politics.
Local people who were invited to join the study were those who resided in the same
neighborhood as women councilors, so these people have some notions on what women
leaders have been doing at home and at work.
4.3.3

Participant recruitment

It is not surprising that permission from gatekeepers to conduct research in some
locations may be required (Willis, 2006). Gatekeepers can be defined as persons who
have control over information about the research site and local people (Crang & Cook,
2007). Prior consultation with the commune chief was made to find out if the topic would
be too politically sensitive. It was suggested that a formal letter requesting permission to
conduct field work in Ba Phnom district should be sent to the district office, addressing
the chief of district governors. I had planned to use my connections with my former
workplace (a Non-Governmental Organisation or NGO) to facilitate this process because
the organisation has a memorandum of understanding with the district office through its
collaborative projects. This planning was made in a hope that the district authorities trust
the organization more than individuals. However, shortly before doing this, I was advised
by a district official that for educational purposes, I shall not use NGOs’ connections to
request for permission because this could mislead the local authorities that the research
would be conducted by that NGO. Alternatively, my own formal letter, my supervisor’s
supporting letter and research supporting documents (including question guides and ethics
approval) were an adequate proof of the research purpose to get an approval from the
district chief of governors.
After getting the approval, it was important to bring the approval letter to the commune
chief and spend some time to brief research information and other planning to get extra
support. The commune chief and female commune councillor assisted me in finding a
contact list of commune council members, district councillors and CCWC members. I
used the contact list to search for my pre-determined participants for interviews and make
preliminary contact through phone calls. In my first call, I briefly introduced myself and
confirmed with participants about the research project and any consent issues to make
sure that my request is likely to be accepted. Though, this process was done again during
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a face-to-face meeting in which we discussed the information sheet and consent form in
detail. The most important features of the consent form that I stressed included recordings
and names used in the research. After participants agreed, the interviews could be started.
I needed to find the locations of community people such as farmers, sellers and teachers
to join interviews and focus groups. As the letter indicated to commune chief to
collaborate, it means that the commune chief could help mobilise participants for this
study. However, I did not prefer this which is similar to nomination, as it could
potentially conflict with voluntary participation. Instead, I connected with local people by
myself. I used the local contacts that helped me make connections with people in the
commune. Two people that I know guided me on where to find eligible participants and
advised me on cultural appropriateness when approaching community people. These two
people are Beoung Preah residents and ‘respectful’ persons, one of whom is my friend’s
father and another one is a former WPAN member I used to work with. In the first phase
of my participant recruitment, my friend’s father helped me by passing information sheets
to my target interviewees, collecting phone numbers and accompanying me to find the
locations of participants. In the second phase, the woman volunteered to walk with me in
the village in order to recruit other 13 community people to join focus groups. This social
gatekeeper introduced me (as a student) to the village locals as I approach their homes.
They allowed me to hand in my participants the participation information sheet and
inform them about my identity, purposes of visit, my research purposes and consent
related issues. Some local people passing by and came to greet were also invited to join
the focus groups. The process took place for a full day. This connection was very helpful
in the participant recruitment process. However, some positionality issues were inevitably
occurring. This will be discussed in the reflection section.
4.3.4

Tools to generate data

There were three methods of data collection in this project: interviews, focus groups and
personal journal. All inquiries were made through semi-structured interviews which were
adjusted from one to another. This approach allowed me to listen to what participants
would like to share while keeping focused on pre-determined questions (Steward-Withers
et al., 2006; Willis, 2006).
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Interviews
The main tool for collecting data in my research is interviewing (or in-depth interview)
which is a common method used in development research (Willis, 2006). Interviewing
allowed me to obtain rich information by having private conversations between me and
participants on particular issues (Willis, 2006). In this case, it was face-to-face
interviewing. I chose to conduct interviews because I wish to explore the general context
of commune development and participants’ opinions, understandings and everyday
experiences related to women’s participation in politics and how gender norms have
changed in recent years (Crang & Cook, 2007).
I interviewed nineteen people including farmers, sellers, teachers (community people),
men and women commune councillors, district councillors, and Commune Committee for
Women and Children (CCWC) members. An interview protocol, including questions,
guide and interview schedule (participants’ profile, date, time and locations) were
prepared in advance to ease my interviewing process (Creswell, 2014; Willis, 2006). I had
separate question guides for four groups of participants depending on their roles in the
community. Probing questions depended on how the conversation developed. Digression
was common in my interviews. I handled this situation by following my participants’
flow of conversation but trying to create new questions which could partly answer my
semi-structured questions. During the interviews, participants were often asked to clarify
their ideas, explain and elaborate on their points of views. The face-to-face interviews
took place at the homes or offices of participants, depending on their preference.
Participants also suggested available times to meet and were one hour long on average.
Voice recordings were used for all interviews.
Focus groups
The second method was focus groups. Focus group discussions are a qualitative method
which provides a group of participants a forum/space to discuss a topic. They can either
express their views or resist other people’s views (Crang & Cook, 2007). I conducted two
focus group discussions to learn how participants interact within the group and challenge
different opinions about the roles of women leaders and gender issues. This method aims
to answer the first question of the research.
The focus groups were comprised of community people who were living close to female
commune councillors. These people were non-politicians and non-professionals. Focus
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groups were divided into female-only (7 people) and male-only group (6 people), and
these took place at a village temple at different times. The purpose of gender division is to
balance the power relations and create spaces for women to talk as women could be more
inferior to men in a joint discussion. However, the inequality such as level of education,
social positions and different living conditions might also create gaps among them
(Chacko, 2004). As with in-depth interviews, I prepared a set of semi-structured questions
and began the discussions with greetings and brainstorming questions. In addition, as the
focus group members could be identified as an existing group (Crang & Cook, 2007),
they were more confident to talk to me and with each other. To control the silences,
dominant speakers and digression, I applied Crang and Cook (2007)’s technique which
uses the third person statements to provoke a new topic and debate. This technique was a
useful aid to the discussions.
Personal journal
Finally, I used a personal journal as a tool for reflecting on my field work process,
including, but not limited to what I understand about the research site and how my
relationships had grown. The personal journal was also used to keep track of who I met
and topics we talked about, so it helped me initiate some new questions for the next
participants. All of the three methods were effective for my study but some disadvantages
and positionality issues were inevitable and will be discussed.

4.4 Data analysis procedure
4.4.1

Data Organization

There are several types of data collected from the field work. I drew Creswell’s steps in
organising this data (Creswell, 2014). All interviews and focus group discussions were
recorded using voice recorders. The recordings were set with real date and time, which is
consistent to the interview schedule in hard files. Each recording consists of the heading
which is the topic of the research and the profile of interviewees (as stated in the
interview protocol). All recordings are stored in the researcher’s personal computer. The
transcribing was done during and after fieldwork. During the field work, few interviews
were transcribed to help me review the past conversations to see if there are interesting
findings, mistakes, doubts or issues that prompted me to upgrade my interview
guidelines. Field notes and reflection notes were made as an on-going process after each
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research activity completed. The transcribing was done in original language which is
Cambodian/Khmer language. All transcripts were filed on the researcher’s personal
computer with password protection. NVivo program for qualitative data analysis was
employed in this process to ensure that data is well organised and stored and it is flexible
to make changes on software compared to hand coding. The Khmer script was imported
to NVivo qualitative research software. The process of coding was done in Khmer
language without translation to reduce the discrepancy in meaning. However, after the
coding was completed, the overall findings were written in English. To ensure authentic
representation and respect as much as possible, participants’ words were quoted at length
in both Khmer and English language. The main purpose of including original scripts
(Khmer) in the thesis findings is that it facilitates interpretation for readers who can read
in Khmer. This also aims to minimize the discrepancy of translation. In addition,
presenting Khmer scripts in the thesis is to move towards a more plural academia,
challenging Eurocentric assumptions that English is the only language to be included in
the academic work (Zanotti & Palomino-Schalscha, 2015).
I used thematic analysis which is inspired by grounded theory. Grounded theory was
developed by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, as an approach to qualitative data analysis
which generates new theories based on participants’ findings (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
The process starts from the examination of the gathered data, grouping the data into
themes or categories to create full meanings. The discussion of these small meanings
leads to a holistic knowledge and can be understood as a new knowledge or theory.
Grounded theory focuses on the larger context which comes from experiences (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008).
In this feminist post-positivist era, grounded theory data are suitable for
deconstructing the contextual discourse, and taking the analysis of the data to a
macro level, over and above the symbolic interactionist interpretation
(Keddy et al., 1996, p.451)

Keddy, Sims and Stern (1996), in their journal article, have stressed the relevance of
grounded theory in social science by studying three feminist scholars’ research
methodologies, and they argued that ‘grounded theory’ is part of doing feminist research.
Grounded theory approach is preferred in this study because it deconstructs certain
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stereotypes and discourse about how women’s roles in local politics are understood in the
Cambodian context. It attempts to create a new knowledge which is the knowledge of
participants including people whose voices are rarely heard in academic texts, and the
conclusion would be subjective and accurate for where they live and work rather than for
other places (Keddy et al., 1996). The analysis is inductive in that it groups multiple
statements, opinions, different pieces of information and texts into several macro labels.
As a result, it creates a number of themes which adequately represent the main ideas and
arguments which aim to answer the research questions. Grounded theory is somehow
similar to thematic analysis with an exception that the analysis should emphasise the
storytelling which “carries the most emotional impact from the point of view of the
participants”(Keddy et al., 1996, p. 451).

4.5 Reflections on the research process and ethical considerations
Reflecting on the research process is considered an integral part of my research because
words which describe emotions, understandings, experiences and interactions of
participants may be formed and transformed as a consequence of research approaches,
and time and places the storytelling took place (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). Awareness of
positionality issues and reflexivity is very important in field research (Chacko, 2004;
Sultana, 2007). My personal journal is an approach to keep myself reflexive and
acknowledge any possible positionality conflicts between me and my participants. I
would like to acknowledge the possible ethical and positionality issues as below.
4.5.1

Ethical considerations

Not only does the reflection process help shape my analysis, it also acknowledges the
extent to which ethical guidelines have been applied throughout the research process.
Consent and confidentiality
Prior to starting the field work, I applied for ethics approval on my research project, from
the Human Ethics Committee (HEC) at Victoria University of Wellington (VUW). In this
application, I had to declare my awareness of how to work with human subjects such as
how I would approach participants to talk to me, how I made sure participants were
consenting to give responses to me, and how I would avoid harming and disadvantaging
my participants.
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Consent forms and participation information sheets are two important documents, and I
had to ensure that participants understand them. I translated these documents into Khmer
language and printed the documents on both sides (Khmer and English). Some academic
words such as ‘research’ and ‘Master of Development Studies’ used in these documents
were new or strange for some community people (even some literate ones) because they
had never been exposed to a higher education setting before. I needed to explain these
words to them in informal spoken language. For example, I equated ‘research’ to ‘big
homework from school’, so they could relate to my work and research purposes. In
addition, those who had seen a group of students or interns conducting research or
surveys in this location before helped explain the others. There were also some
participants in focus groups who volunteered to read the consent form to the others. I
asked all participants to sign the written consent forms except those who preferred oral
consent. To comply with the ethical guidelines, pseudonyms will be used when I present
participants’ ideas across the research findings to avoid direct identifications of
participants.
Gifts and farewell
At the time of recruitment, clarifying with participants that their participation was
voluntary and that they would not receive any financial compensation or travel allowance
was another important thing. Small gifts were prepared for each participant to show my
appreciation. I sought suggestions from other researchers to make the decision on the gift
contents to ensure that it was culturally appropriate. Gifts may be questionable due to
ethical consideration (Gillen, 2012). This concern is useful but it could be unfair to judge
that all participants would participate in a study only for gifts. In my setting, giving gift
was neither mentioned in the participant information sheet nor announced before the
discussion started to avoid such confusion. To some extent, these kinds of acts may have
caused conflicts of interests or ethical issues, but I drew on Crang and Cook's idea that it
all depends on what we know as culturally appropriate things to do. After the fieldwork
completion, I had a chance to say goodbye to the community people, and I organized a
farewell lunch with district authorities who had collaboratively given me a warm
welcome and access to district administration. This is believed to be a moment which
built relationships among the researcher and the district authorities to ensure future
collaboration.
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The role of my research assistant
A male research assistant, who is a university student and passionate to learn more about
gender and development, was invited to accompany and assist me in travel, logistics, and
some transcribing. In the process of keeping my personal journal in use, I conducted
regular reflection meetings with my assistant who could see my participants’ interactions
differently from how I did. Not only did meetings with the assistant provide inputs on
writing in the reflection process, but also helped improve my interview and facilitation
skills from time to time. The assistant did not have responsibility to design the question
guides, recruit participants or interview participants although he also helped reflect on the
preliminary findings.
The assistant also had to sign a confidentiality form and ensure the proper management of
voice recordings and transcripts. In return for my assistant’s efforts, I covered the travel,
accommodation and food expenses. It might be the case that financial compensation for
the research assistant can be offensive (Binns, 2006). However, there should be open
communication and trust to avoid wrong expectations. With prior consultation and
agreement on the roles and responsibilities, extra allowance was considered as the
incentive for my research assistant who spent huge amounts of time and energy with my
project.
4.5.2

Reflections on my positionality issues

Reflecting on positionality, power and reflexivity has been an increasingly debatable
topic in doing ethical and rigorous development research since the mid-1980s and that is
also discussed in feminist epistemology and feminist research methodology (Gregory et
al., 2009). ‘Positionality’ can be referred to as how I hold my positions including but not
limited to cultural, political, social and academic aspects of my identity against my
research participants, my gatekeepers and other people's identities (Gregory et al., 2009,
p. 556). In addition to complying with ethical principles approved by the Human Ethics
Committee, being aware of positionality and power relations and being able to reflect on
these in my research process to ensure more ethical knowledge production are highly
significant (Chacko, 2004; Sultana, 2007).
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Cultural fluency, insider and outsider
I personally appreciate Chacko's illustrations on how positionality was applied in her
research condition. One similar aspect of position I and Chacko might be sharing is our
identity as a researcher studying abroad and doing home-located research but having less
cultural fluency in the field, regardless of our language fluency (Chacko, 2004). I coped
with the gaps of cultural fluency by confirming with my local connection on what
activities and ways of communication are considered culturally appropriate. For example,
I asked them for some information about my potential participants' background such as
their personality, family and work, and any precautions to avoid being awkward and
offensive. The questions such as 'How old is he/she?’, or ‘what should I dress up like?’,
‘Are there any sensitive questions I should avoid?’ and ‘Can I give participants gifts?’
have helped me prepared myself to behave properly and fit in each participant's world
during the interviews and focus groups. As Chacko (2004) explained, I was probably
treated as an insider because I am Khmer and have previous relationships with some local
people in the commune and the district, but I could be an outsider because I have a
different family and educational background. As participants might view me as a welleducated student, some tended to think that I know better than them by always asking me
“if I say something wrong, please let me know”. This could cause some participants to try
their best to polish their response in a hope that it would make sense to me while it did
not necessarily reflect their thoughts. To deal with this potential issue, I tried to reassure
participants that there is no right or wrong answer, and that I am most interested in their
own views.
The reluctance to ask for the local authorities’ intervention in the recruitment of
participants was to minimize the risks of having involuntary participants and having
questions answered in particular ways rather than participants’ own ways (Willis, 2006).
However, working without connecting any channels was not realistic. Local connection
helped me liaise with participants, allowing me to socialize, introduce myself and develop
some trust.
As mentioned earlier in the recruitment process, relying on only few persons’ network is
seen convenient but it can be problematic as it does not guarantee the diversity of
perspectives (Willis, 2006). For example, first several participants who received my
participation information sheet might be relatives to the local contact, so they might have
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similar views. While the local contact only provided partial help in recruitment, being
friendly, humble and gentle is the best technique I have used to approach my participants.
Once participants felt comfortable to talk, there was a chance to check if participants were
happy to participate in my study.
Different aspects of my identity and positionalities
My identity could possibly create several positionality issues when conducting interviews
and focus groups. Interviewing commune and district leaders, both men and women, is
very important as this can enable the collection of information which is useful for
understanding the context and challenges of the local government, particularly why
women are encouraged or discouraged to become involved in local politics. However,
having an opportunity to interview them does not guarantee reliable and accurate
information.
My identity as a former NGO worker is problematic. In Cambodia, to a certain extent,
civil society such as NGOs might be viewed as opposed to the government instead of as a
partner for development. As a consequence, local officials especially those who are
directly in charge of the governance have been reluctant to discuss or share the weaker
aspects of their performance or government policies with me. I needed to clearly state the
research purposes and distance myself from my former role as a former NGO worker. I
also expressed my respect by avoiding questions which are provocative, sensitive or
offensive for the government officials and encouraging them to express what can be
solutions or stimulators to the current development. Both local authorities and local
people might have reacted to me based on my positionalities. The responses they
provided me were all a matter of trust. Therefore, I kept clarifying with participants about
my role as a student. Another issue of my identity is that because I am a woman and my
research involved women’s participation in politics, a number of participants might give
me answers which are in favour of promoting women’s status regardless of their authentic
perspectives. Finally, as a young woman, I had to be flexible with the way I speak to
different people with a different social status, age group and gender. For example, it was
easier for me to talk to someone of my own age than an elderly person, or women’s group
than to men’s group, though the presence of a male research assistant did help in gender
balancing.
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4.6 Conclusion
Research design, especially the construction of the research methodology is an important
part of research in which the research questions will be addressed. The design
significantly impacts research findings so researchers need to be very thoughtful about it.
This chapter has covered the main features of methodological framework as well as
acknowledging all the issues underpinning my research design and process. To sum up, I
have the following main points.
First, this qualitative research is inspired by a feminist standpoint, and I agree that
through qualitative methods such semi-structured interviews and focus groups, I have
learned the complexity of issues I discussed in the fieldwork. Although I did not
interview everyone in the village, I believe that those who participated in the project
already provided a lot of insights into understanding my research problem. Through
qualitative methods, my research centres on interpreting participants’ words rather than
giving them multiple-choice answers to choose from.
Second, a purposive sampling strategy is another asset for this study because it allowed
me to explore the perspectives of key people and groups who were actually involved in
the issue. This can help maximise the research outputs from asking people who have
experience or contact with key actors in local politics, or who have authority to answer
some questions. Finally, as I discussed in this chapter, although this methodology aims to
get the best information, there can be some limitations. For example, it can be done
differently by those who have different philosophical worldviews from mine, and the
outcomes and illustrations would be different. In addition, I am concerned that the
positionality between me, my participants and people I have met has also shaped my
research outcome into the way it is.
After discussing how I collected and used my data, in the next two finding chapters I will
look at (1) what local participants think about women’s political opportunities in their
commune, (2) the implications of women’s political representation and (3) how
increasing numbers of women in public roles and decision making positions is realistic to
community people.

45

(This page is intentionally left blank)

46

CHAPTER 5: EXPLORING WOMEN’S POLITICAL OPPORTUNITIES
5.1 Introduction
This chapter provides some context behind women’s opportunities to participate in their
society from an everyday political level to a formal political level in Beoung Preah
commune. There are two main sections in this chapter. In the first section, the chapter
looks at the political importance of gender relations and how local perceptions on
femininity and masculinity shape the understanding of women’s political opportunities. In
the second section, the chapter discusses the issues which influence women’s decision
making and women’s ability to participate in and benefit from their society through local
politics. This section also looks into participants’ opinions of problems, causes of
problems and suggestions for more gender equitable outcomes.
At the end of the discussion, two of my research questions will be answered. The first
research question, ‘what do local people think about the roles of women in local politics?’
will be answered by understanding how local views on gender roles and governance
guided their belief about the roles of women in politics. The second research question,
‘what are the factors influencing women’s political opportunities? What kind of support
do women need?’ will be answered based on understanding lived experiences of women
councillors.

5.2 Gender roles and implications for local politics
As previously discussed in the conceptual framework, the political process in Cambodia
is seen as gendered from the family level (Frieson, 2001). Then, discourse on gender roles
practiced in the households has political importance. First, gender roles determine how
much effort women can contribute to her society, as a member of households. Second,
local people’s views on gender norms affect the way local people think in terms of how
women should contribute or have contributed to local politics. Gender roles are defined
here as “the normalized roles that men and women are expected to perform in their
everyday lives” (Castree et al, 2013: Gender Role). However, the practice of gender roles
in a society differs by time, place and culture (Castree et al., 2013). Based on this
definition, gender roles are embedded in all levels of actions including attitudes and
performances at home and everywhere else.
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5.2.1

Gender roles

Gender roles and gender norms are deeply rooted in Cambodian society (Öjendal & Kim,
2014). Gender roles in Cambodia, like other parts of the world, generally categorise
women and men’s roles into two categories: domestic/private domain and public domain
(Brickell, 2011; Chan & Chheang, 2008; Whitworth, 1994). Not only do such gender
roles refer to gendered divisions of labour but they also refer to social and cultural values
and attitudes which need to fit in these domains. For example, women were traditionally
expected to do household chores, serving the husband and nurturing children at home,
while men are expected to generate income and support the family (Brickell, 2011).
Performing differently from gender norms can affect their social reputation and selfesteem (Gender and Development for Cambodia, 2010; Miedema, 2011). As defined,
gender roles are a subject of time and place.
Gender division of labour
Gender division of labour still exists at the local level like Beoung Preah commune, but it
has gradually changed due to local people’s frequent exposure to gender awareness
programs and consumption pressure. Women participants and their neighbours occupy
most of the household chores, some of the farming activities or home-based businesses,
while men do less household chores and work to generate income for the family.
Although sharing gender roles is becoming more common, the core gender roles are not
yet interchangeable. For example, women can take part in earning an income, but women
may still be housewives. In the past, there may have been a stronger divide between
men’s roles and women’s roles in the family, compared to the present time, for example
in the organisation of housework. Men have changed their attitudes toward the family’s
obligations and housework, as Sreyleak would suggest:
កលពម
ី ុនគអ
ឺ �� ឹ ង!កលពម
ី ុនគាត់យល់ថាករងរផ�ះគជា
ឺ ករងររបស់ �ស�ី១០០% ប៉ុែន�បនា�ប់ពអ
ី ង�ករ េយ

នឌ័រគាត់មកផ្សព�ផ្សោយចឹងេទគាត់មានករផា�ស់បូ រ។
�

កលពីមុនគាត់គិតថាករងរ

ហ�ឹងជាករងររបស់

�ស�ី ចឹងគាត់អត់ជយ
ួ េទ គាត់សុខចិត�ថាេបមានេពលទំេនរេមល
 ទូរទស្សន៍េដកេលង េហយេពលដល់ េមា៉ង

ហូបបាយចឹងគាត់ចដ
ំ ល់េពលហូបចឹង។ គឺអត់ជយ
ួ េទ។ ែតឥឡូវគាត់យល់េ្រចនគាត់ជយ
ួ េដយសរ គាត់
គត
ិ ថាករងរហ�ង
ឹ ជាករងររបស់េយង
 ទំងអស់គា�។ (្រសីលក� េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

In the past it’s like that, people think housework is 100% women’s work,
but since they are exposed to awareness-raising programs by Gender
organization (GADC), they have changed. If it was before, when men had
free time, they’d rather lie down and watch TV for fun until lunch time,
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and they will have lunch. They would not help. But now they understand
more, they help each other as they think household chores belong to
everyone.
(Sreyleak, female, former women political activist, Tamau village, interview, June 2015)
It might be problematic to judge that women are subordinated since roles in the
households can be valued as equally important as roles outside the households (Brickell,
2011). However, when there is a divide between men and women’s roles as Sreyleak
describes, men and women are not collaborativein the family. Not only does it reduce the
family’s efficiency but it also unnecessarily restricts women if they need time for other
opportunities. Sreyleak believes that this norm, at least, is being changed and this divide
is not as strong as before.
From some perspectives, an attempt to resist such gender relations may also fail when
gender roles are strictly reinforced by the other gender (GADC, 2010). For instance,
gender roles also pressures men who are supposed to be the breadwinners in the family,
and this can be reinforced by women.
In addition, entering paid employment is not always a women’s choice regardless of how
overwhelming the household chores can be. Brickell (2011, p. 1354) explains this divide
as “a stubborn stain on development” as it hinders women’s opportunities for two
reasons. First, while this divide constantly sets the domestic sphere as a women-only
space, domestic chores create a double burden for working women when there is no
replacement in her domestic sphere. Second, women are nurtured to be dutiful mothers
and daughters, so they prioritise the family’s household chores over their personal
interests.
Gender roles and education
Education is an important means for social and political development in the commune as
one school leader believes:
េបេក�ង្រសីខិតខំ្របឹងេរៀនេហយចូល្របឡូកក�ុងវស័
ិ យនេយាបាយហ�ឹងខ�ុំគិតថាដល់េពលគាត់្រតលប់មកមូល
ូ ទំងអស់េនតមភូមត
ដ�នវញដច់
ខត្រត�វែតមានករផា�ស់បូ រ។
� េប� ស�ី្រគប់រប
ិ
ិ មឃុំតម្រស�កមានចំេណះ

ដង
ំ េនាះយា៉ងណាៗភូមឃ
ន
ឹ គថា
ឺ ខ�ង
ិ ុ្រំ ត�វែតមានកររកចេ្រម
ី
 ។ (ដរ៉ េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

If girls study hard and participate in politics when they come back to the
commune, I think this will absolutely make change. If all women in the
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village, commune and district have strong knowledge, our community
must be developed.
(Dara, male, school leader, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
While the significance of gender equality in education is better recognised by local
people, combating school absenteeism is still what local authorities pay attention to.
Gender norms have been obstacles for girls more than for boys in accessing education, in
some parts of rural Cambodia (Velasco, 2001). The obstacles can range from having to
deal with household chores and threats from gender-based violence, restriction on
mobility and gender preferences on children’s education (Velasco, 2001). In Beoung
Preah commune, there is a different trend in talking about gender inequality in education
which shows that some gender norms in the past are still influential but this is not always
the case. For example, a participant described a dilemma whereby his daughter was
forced to drop out of school, but this does not explicitly show that parents have gender
preferences over their children’s education:
កូន្រសីខុ ំឈ
� ប់េរៀនគឺេដយសរកូន្រសីនិងកូន្រប�សេរៀនជាប់បាក់ឌុបេស�គា�។អ�� ឹ ងកូន្រសីឈប់េដម្បឲ
ី ្យកូន

ច្បងេរៀន។

កូន្រសីេពលែដលេយងលំ បាកគាត់កឈ
៏ ប់េទរកសុី ។

មានករងរអីេធ�?មានែតេទកត់េដរ។

េពលគាត់សុំឈប់ខុ ំថា
� មន
ួ េទវថាអណិតពុកនិងែម៉សុខចិត�េទរកសុី េដម្បឲ
ិ ឲ្យឈប់េទពុកគា�នអីជយ
ី ្យបង

េរៀន។ គគា
ឺ ត់លះបង់ឱកសខ�ួនឯង។ (សុី ថន េនភូមអ
ិ �ង�ង)

My daughter quit school as at that time, my daughter and my son passed
their BacII 1 exam at the same time. So, my daughter decided to quit school
and let her elder brother study. When our living condition was poor, my
daughter quit school to earn money. It’s nothing besides working as a
garment worker. I told her not to quit, and I said ‘father did not have
anything to help (inheritance)’ but she said she felt sad for the parents, and
she’d rather earn income for her brother and sacrificed her own
opportunities.
(Sithorn, male, local official, Ang Krong village, interview, July 2015)
Based on his statement, Sithorn expresses regret for his daughter’s disadvantage because
of the family’s poverty, which gives limited options for everyone in the household. Yet, it
should be noted that this kind of decision that young women like his daughter make can
be influenced by her perceived personal and societal gender roles. Although it does not
explicitly show that women are forced to make a decision, through the way girls are
nurtured, confined by their gender role as a dutiful daughter, women might be self-aware
1

BacII means they finish high school (grade 12)
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that sacrificing for the family is a worthy decision to make. Hence, studying for them
might be less important while it is more relevant for their brothers who are expected to be
the bread winners whose career development is seen as important. This reinforces a study
which says that “As a corollary, women’s familial obligations are often problematically
linked to women’s supposed orientation towards fulfilling collective, rather than personal
interests”(Brickell, 2011, p. 1354).
Surprisingly, some local people during the fieldwork tended to say that education for all
genders should be focused on because school drop-outs have become a concern for both
boys and girls because of the direct and indirect results of migration and poverty. Some
suggested that the current school attainment rate at primary and secondary level suggested
that boys’ attendance has dropped significantly. During the focus group, some people did
not appreciate the old perceptions about girls’ education which stated that ‘girls should
not study much because at the end of the day, they will be housewives and that girls who
are literate are keen on having relationship with boys as they can write love letters’
(Women focus group, 2015). These statements are less occurring in everyday speaking in
the community despite the fact that they remain influential. Therefore, it is suggested that
gender norms are not always the case which influences educational planning. As Velasco
(2001) also commented, girls’ mobility for education may have been less restricted by
gender norms nowadays because girls’ mobility has been enhanced for employment, as a
participant said:
កលមុនកូន្រសីកម
៏ ន
ិ សូ វឲ្យេរៀន េ្រពះចស់ៗថាខ�ចេគេចះសរេសរសំ បុ្រតេស�ហ។ គាត់ឲ្យេនដំបាយ ដំ

អីសុីេទ។ ឥឡូវសរេសរសំ បុ្រតអី េបេគនាំគា�េទរកសុី (េគេ្របែតទូរស័ព�ទក់ទងគា�)។ ្រសី្រប�សអី ែតអត់ េ្រប

ទូរស័ពម
� ន
ិ ្រសណុកេទ។ (អ�កចូលរូមពភា
ិ ក្សោ្រក�ម)

Before, daughters were not encouraged to study because elderly people did
not want them to write love letters, daughters just do cooking. […] Now,
what’s the point about love letters, if they all go out for businesses (rok si)
[…] and, women and men, now all use mobile phones [that means even
though they cannot write love letters, they can use phones to
communicate].
(A female participant, Pra Srae village, focus group, July 2015)
It is suggested the old gender norms which may restrict girls’ mobility for education is
changing as described above, because it seems that they are able to leave home if it
presents opportunities to raise the family’s living standard. Another key factor which
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prevents both girls and boys from completing their education is migration which may
have resulted from consumption and globalisation pressure. On the one hand, ideas
around women’s education are also changing due to the increasing number of young men
and women who migrate to the city for higher education with satisfactory outcomes
afterwards. On the other hand, a

study of young women’s journey through higher

education contends that education may not necessarily be an empowering means for
young women’s success, but their resistance to gender norms embodied in their girlhood
made them succeed in education (Rogers, 2014). Therefore, taking this into account, it
means that resistance to dominant gender roles affects girls’ education, and education
conversely affects gender roles.
Women’s image, migration and power negotiation
Throughout history, men have had more privileges compared to women in terms of
decision making in the households in a patriarchal setting as well as decision making to
appear in public domains such as local politics (Brickell, 2011; Jacobsen, 2008).
Empirical findings through this research suggest that while certain gender norms still
exist, there is a wider recognition on the significance of women’s roles in local politics.
As an attempt to interrupt women who wish to explore more opportunities beyond
households, ‘women belong near the kitchen stove’ is an expression which is often heard
and used to ridicule women’s dreams. While a precise definition and rationale behind this
phrase can hardly be found, interpretation of this term is based on individual knowledge
and experiences. For Phat, this phrase depicts inequality for women and dictates that
women have no rights to do other things outside the kitchen. Phat uses the notion of
women’s rights to contradict this idea as quoted below:
�ស�ីមានសិទដ
�ិ ូចែតបុរសែដរក�ុងករេរៀនសូ ្រតក�ុងករដក
៏ នសិទ។
�ិ េនះចំេពះ
ឹ នាំ។ ក�ុងជួររដ�ភបា
ិ លធំ�ស�ីកមា
៎ ចំេពះ�ស�ីគា�មន
�ស�ីែដលេរៀនបានេ្រជ្រជះេទណា
ិ បានេរៀនគា�មន
ិ អចេទេប្រគាន់ែតយល់ ដឹងតិចតួចេនាះ

គឺ

បាន។ អ�កខងេ្រកមហ�ឹងេហយនិងអ�កេរៀនសូ ្រតបានេ្រជ្រជះអចេធ�េបក�ជនអីបានេ្រពះ �ស�ីនិងបុរសមាន

សិទ�ិេស�ៗគា�។មនុស្សែដលបានេកតមកេហយែតងែតមានសិទ�ិេស�ៗគា�កុំឱ្យដូចសង�មពីេដម

េគថា�ស�ី

បង�ិលច�ង�នមន
៎ ។ គ�ឺ ស�ីមានសិទេ�ិ រៀនសូ ្រតមានសិទ្រ�ិ គប់្រគងក�ុងច្បោប់ េ្រកមច្បោប់
ិ ជុំវមន
ិ ែមនចង
ឹ េទណា
ទំងអស់គា� ទំងបុរសទំង�ស�ី។ (ផាត េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

Men and women have equal rights to learn and to lead. Women also have
rights to take high ranking positions in government. This is only applicable
for well-educated women, not low-educated women who only have little
knowledge. At the local level, women who are well educated also can
stand as a candidate because women and men have equal rights. All human
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beings are born with the same rights, unlike the old society (in the past)
which said women belong near the kitchen stove; it’s not like that. Both
men and women have equal rights to education, rights to governing the
country under law.
(Phat, male, farmer, Tamau village, interview, June 2015)
Phat’s expression can be interpreted that the idea of ‘women belong near the kitchen
stove’ can be challenged because the contemporary society, to his knowledge, focuses on
legislations and rights, which provides women more options. He personally thinks
women’s rights are both legal rights and natural rights. However, the extent to which
women should deserve this recognition relies upon how much women are educated,
which is problematic. Similar to this, another participant expressed his knowledge in
relation to the restriction on women’s mobility that:
“�ស�ីវលច�ង
� នមន
ិ
ិ ជុំ” េនះជាពក្យពីបុរណមកមានន័យថា�ស�ីមន
ិ អចេទណាឆា�យបានគជា
ឺ ពក្យចស់ កំ

រលព
ិ
ីេដមេមល
 ្រសលេល�ស�ី។

ែត�ស�ីសម័យេនះវអចឆ�ងពីច�ង�នេនះផុតេ្រពះ�ស�ីសម័យេនះមាន

សលឲ្យេរៀនសូ ្រតេទមុខឲ្យមានកររកចេ្រម
ន
ី
 ក�ុងឆាកនេយាបាយថា�ក់ជាតិនិងឈនេទដល់សកល

េលកេទៀត។ ហ�ឹង�ស�ីែខ�រេយង។ [….] ពក្យេនះមន
ិ ែមនបុរសណាអចថាេទ។ ពក្យេនះចស់េលកេពល

េទ គែឺ ចងខុសពស
ី � នភាពបច�ុប្បន�។ (េឡង េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

‘Women belong near the kitchen stove’ is an old saying, which means that
women cannot go far away. It is the old-fashioned saying which
underestimates women. But women nowadays can move beyond the
kitchen stove (literally). Because women at the present time can pursue
their study, to bring political development at the national level, and global
level… that’s our Khmer women. Now, no men can say this saying. This
saying is old, which does not portray the current situation.
(Leng, male, farmer, Tamau village, interview, June 2015)
Through Phat and Leng’s comments, how women are portrayed in their society is related
to the awareness of laws and changes in gender stereotypes. They believe that women are
making a difference, and women’s performance nowadays have transformed the image of
women from being occupied with household chores and staying at home, to being in
higher education, doing politics and connecting with outsiders around the globe. This
transformation, in reverse, affects their views on gender stereotypes andthe old idea of
‘women belong near the kitchen stove’ is no longer the only way.
Now, some would suggest that women cross the line and no longer belong near the
kitchen stove, and women’s resistance to the gender norms comes through some forms of
negotiating power. Power is defined as “the ability of one agent to affect the actions or
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attitudes of another,” and power can be exercised, deployed, and constructed to be
positive or negative (Gregory et al, 2009: p.577). Empirical evidence shows that while
power relations in the family are framed by gender, family hierarchy and culture, power is
being negotiated through economic force, one of the impacts of globalisation. From one
perspective, it can be noticed that once the family’s economy and livelihood is controlled
by parents, parents have greater influence on children’s decisions. When economic means
are removed, this level of influence might also decrease. In other words, decision making
in the family partially relies upon who the breadwinner is. Two participants highlighted
the political importance of economic force on everyday life of people in their community.
Both raised the case of parents’ influences on their children’s marriage:
័
ឥឡូវសិទ�ិ�ស�ីសិទ�ិយុវវយអ
ី...េយងែម៉ឪែដលដណ�ឹងឱ្យេទៀតអត់?េគេទេធ�ករេគ្រត�វគា�េគេហេយងេទតម

េគេហយមន
� ំមន
ិ ែមនដូច្រទឹសី ន
ិ ធំជាងនាលិេទ […] ច៎ េគេធ�ករបានលុ យ េគេដរេ្រចនជាងមុនសូ ម្បែី តែម៉ឪ

ក៏គា�នសិទិប
� �ង�បប��កូនេទ។ កលមុនែតអ�កហ�ឹងហ៊ន្របែកកអត់បានេទ!មន
ិ ឱ្យេទ! ែតែម៉ឪ្របែកកអត់ឱ្យ

េទ។ វផា�ស់បូ រតមសង�
�
ម។ គាត់យល់ដង
�ិ �ង�បេគេទៀតេឡយ
ឹ ថាេយង
 គា�នសិទប
 ។ឥឡូវកូនរកសុី ច�
ិ � ឹ មែម៉
ឪវញកលមុ
នែម៉ឪច�
(មា៉លី េន្រស�កបាភ�)ំ
ិ
ិ
ិ � ឹ មកូនឥឡូវែម៉ឪេមល
 េចវញ។

Now we talk about women’s rights and youth rights, you think parents still
arrange marriage for them, no? Now if they get along with each other, they
ask us to follow them (arrange ceremonies). There is no longer such an
idea like ‘cake is never bigger than the basket’. They (young people) go to
work and experience more. Parents have no rights to suppress or dictate
children anymore. Before, no, you cannot do anything if parents deny your
proposal. Social norms have been changed. Now children raise parents,
and before parents raise children. Now parents only look after
grandchildren instead.
(Maly, female, district official, Ba Phnum district, Interview, July 2015)
In Maly’s interview, parents used to arrange marriage for children especially for girls in
the past. Her interview shows that in the past, although children used to disagree with
arranged marriage, they still needed parental acceptance from both sides on their love
relationship before the marriage could take place. In relation to this, local people used to
say that ‘cake is never bigger than the basket’, which is a popular proverb from a classic
novel in Khmer literature. In the novel, the mother warns her daughter not to choose love
over parents because parents (the basket) provide shelter for children (the cake) so that
they are more superior (bigger). This implies that parents are the guardians of children, so
parents know best what is good for their children’s future including decisions on marriage
and relationships. Hence, arranged marriage was a norm. However, according to Maly’s
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opinion, the value of this proverb has become less convincing when both young men and
young women are economically independent. If so, that means economic power is an
important means of power negotiation, as someone may legitimise someone else’s power
to make decisions on behalf of them just because they provide financial support. In
another comment about women and men’s behaviours toward HIV testing services for
pre-marriage couples, health centre staff also echoed the same idea as mentioned above.
�ស�ីគាត់េ្រចនែតមានៃដគូរច
ួ ជាេ្រសច។ គាត់ទក់ទងគា�រលូ នេហយគឺមកដល់ៃថ�ករែម៉ឳជាអ�កករឲ្យ។ មន
ិ
ែមនែម៉ឳចូលដណ�ឹងឲ្យេទៀតេទ។

[….]

ឳពុកមា�យអត់មានឥទ�ពលេលគាត់េទៀតេទ

ឥឡូវចប់ព១
ី ៨ឆា� ំ

េទ។ [….] ឥឡូវេនះនំធំជាងនាលិ។កលមុនមា�យជាអ�កេរៀបចំ។ ករចយវយឳពុកមា�យជាអ�កេរៀបចំ។
ែតឥឡូវកូនអ�កេរៀបចំែតេទេរៀនេនភ�េំ ពញេទេគគិតពីជីវតខ�
ិ ួ នេគរកចំនូលខ�ួនេគ។ឥឡូវចំនូលេគ២០០
ដុល�រេផ�មកមា�យេ្រចនែដរហ�ឹងណា
៎ ។ (ដរ៉ េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

Most women already have their partners in mind and parents only need to
arrange the wedding ceremony for them. No more arranged marriage. […]
Parents have no more influence on children over 18. […] Now the cake is
bigger than the basket. Before, the mother arranged for them because
parents organized for a living. But now children organize it. Once they go
to study in Phnom Penh (city), they live their lives and earn income
themselves. Now they can earn like 200 dollars per month and send money
to their mother.
(Dara, male, health centre staff, Pra Srae village, Interview, July 2015)
Dara’s expression shows that the conventional family hierarchy becomes repositioned
when young people are more economically independent. In addition, young people have
more exposure to new cultures, education and opportunities, allowing them to resist the
old ways of thinking and exercise their rights and freedoms. Although both Maly’s and
Dara’s interviews do not necessarily mean that children are more superior than their
parents in terms of power in decision making, children, especially women, gain power to
escape from the locus of households, which allow them to act as an individual and for
their own interests.
Like other participants, Sreyleak finds economic power as a negotiating power in her
family and as a practice of resisting gender discourses. Sreyleak stated that:
បុរសេពលេយង
៏ ្យតៃម�មកេលេយង
 មានលុ យគាត់កឱ
 ែដរ។ គាត់មន
ិ ហ៊នេមល
 ងយេយង
 ។ េបស
 ិ នេយង
 អត់

មាន្របាក់ចំនូលគាត់រកបានមកហ�ឹងគាត់ឱ្យេយងែមនប៉ុែន�េពលែដលគាត់ទរេទវញេយ
ិ
ងក៏្រត�វឱ្យគាត់ ទំង

អស់។ េបសិនជាបាត់លុយអីចឹង....ដូចថាេយងចំនាយ.... ធម�តគាត់ឱ្យ១០មុន
ឺ មកេយងចំនាយតំងពីបេ៊ី ច

ងេ្រមចខ�ឹមសព�មុខេទកូនចយផង

ដកចុះេឡងបាត់លុយហ�ឹងអស់េហយ។ដល់េពលគាត់សួរវញថាលុ
យ
ិ

េទណាខ�ះ? េយង
 រកនក
ឹ អត់េឃញ
 ថាលុ យេទណាខ�ះេ្រពះវេ្រចនមុខេពក។ េពលចង
ឹ គាត់ខង
ឹ អីចង
ឹ េទ។
ែតេបេ យង
�
 �ស�ីមានករងរេធ�េ ដយខ�ួនឯងេយង
 មានលុ យកន់ខួ នឯងេយ
ងចយសប្បោយចត
ិ �ដល់ចយ
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សប្បោយចត
ួ ចង
ិ �ចង
ឹ េទ......ដល់គាត់ណាបានកូនមានករងរេធ�ម
 យ
ឹ ឱ្យកូនេ្រកយៗក�ួយេ្រកយៗេមល
 ត

ម។ ដូចខ�ុំចឹង ក�ួយៗខ�ុំចឹង វថាេរៀនតមមង
ី េ្រពះមង
ី មានករងរ មាន្របាក់ែខគាត់អត់ខ�ចពូេទ។ (្រសីលក�

េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

If we can earn income on our own, men also value us. Men cannot look
down on us. If we do not have income, men (husbands) can give us the
money but he will take it all back when he wants. But normally, he can
give us 100,000 riels to spend for groceries, school fees…and then it is all
spent, nothing’s left. If we forget where each spending goes, husbands get
mad. If we women have jobs, we control our income, we spend for
ourselves and we are happy. Then, when other people see us, they want
their children to become like us; it is like my niece who said ‘because
aunty has a salary, she is not afraid of uncle’.
(Sreyleak, female, former women political activist, Tamau village, interview, June 2015)
According to Sreyleak, she feels more confident and independent to have her own income
so she will not have troubles when she spends some money. By saying she is not afraid of
her husband can be implied that she has implicit power which makes her less inferior to
her husband on any occasion. It indicates a more equal relationship. For her, such power
is not just for her self-esteem, but she is also a role model for the younger generation.
Economic power should not be adequate to address unequal gender relations (Razavi &
Miller, 1995). However, it can be used for bargaining power (Kabeer, 2003) for stepping
back from subordination, as a short term goal.
Political participation in the domestic sphere
Based on a previous study, whether women have been active in politics either on the stage
or behind the scenes, it seems that when women ‘do’ politics, their roles, participation
and approaches have been highly influenced by their gender roles (Frieson, 2001;
Jacobsen, 2008). For example, during the 1940s women involved in political activities
such as nation regeneration in a way that women can utilise their feminine characteristics,
the image of ideal women and motherhood to promote national identity and influence
others (Jacobsen, 2008).
Brickell (2011) focuses more on the activities and performances of men and women in the
household. The discourses centre on women’s inability to avoid domestic chores rather
than domestic chores as one of women’s choice and how politically influential women
can be within a household. Even if women still play a role as a mother: women can
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influence the family members on their political decisions. If women have access to
information, they know more about opportunities and constraints that their family are
having. They made better decisions in the households which bring about change if they
are educated, as one participant suggested:
�ស�ីេមផ�ះ្រត�វករេចះដឹង។េបេយងតួនាទីជាអ�កមាន្រគ�សរេរៀបករេហយចឹងេយងមន
ិ ែមន្រគាន់ែតថាដំបាយ
ហូបេបាកគក់េខអវកូនេរៀនេទេ្រពះដល់េពលេយង
ឹ ពខ
 អត់េចះអត់ដង
ី ងេ្រកថាទូលំទូលយប៉ុនណាេយង


អត់ដឹងមានប��្របឈមចំេពះ្រគ�សរេយងកូនេយងេចេយងេទ។ (នារ ី េនភូមដ
ិ ីថុយ)

Housewives need to have knowledge. If they are head of the household,
they not only cook meals and wash clothes for their kids but need to know
about the outside environment. If not, they miss information about issues
which can threaten their families including children and grandchildren.
(Neary, female, local official, Dei Thoy village, interview, July 2015)
To some local people, women do not have to be politicians or in public/administrative
positions to be politically influential. Besides having rights to vote which legitimates
women’s power in electoral politics, women are considered as an important channel for
political engagement between politicians and citizens. As a quote below shows, women
through their role as a mother, either working mother or housewife mother, can contribute
to social change as well as mobilising political constituencies. When I asked her if she
thinks having women in leadership is important, a female district official said:
ឥឡូវគឺ្របជាជនគាត់មានករយល់ដឹងពីសរៈសំ ខន់ៃនករមាន�ស�ីជាអ�កដឹកនាំ។ គាត់ថាេបមាន�ស�ីជាអ�ក

ដឹកនាំេ្រចន
 កន់ែតល�។ បុរសខ�ះចង់ឲ្យ�ស�ីេចះេ្រចន
 ពេី ្រពះ�ស�ីជាមាតៃនពភ
ិ ពេលក។ មានន័យថាមា�យជា
អ�កែដលេនជិតកូនជាងគាត់

េ្រពះគាត់ជាបុរសេដរ រកសុី ឆា�យអត់មានេពលែថទំកូនអត់មានេពល្របេដ

កូនគាត់ចង់ឲ្យ្របពន�េចះេ្រចនជាងគាត់។

បុរសខ�ះគាត់ថាេបឲ្យ្របពន�្របេដកូនចុះតួនាទីជាប�ីេធ�អី?គាត់ថា

ចង់ឲ្យ្របពន�េទេ្រចនជាងេ្រពះគាត់អត់សូវេនផ�ះគាត់េធ�េម៉ចឲ្យបានលុ យចិ��ឹមកូន។ (សុី នួន ្រស�កបាភ�)ំ

Now people know more about the significance of having women in
leadership. Some men want more women to become leaders because they
think women are the mother of the world. It means that a woman stays
close to her child the most because men have to go far away for a living so
they do not have enough time to guide the children, so men want women
to be more knowledgeable. Some men would argue [if women guide/teach
children, what are the roles of husbands?], but they would say ‘leave this
job for the wives because husbands are not home regularly and husbands
only need to earn money to support the children’.
(Sinoun, female, district official, Ba Phnum district, interview, July 2015)
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Through the interviews with Maly and Sinoun, women at home have an important role as
a child bearer. Intimacy creates a mode of interaction between mothers and children, and
knowledge is passed on to the next generation through child bearing. Nevertheless, it does
not show gender relations which can make mother’s influence on children conditional.
According to the theoretical discussion earlier, it could be argued that if women were
influenced by men in a patriarchal setting, women would only pass on the masculine
attitudes to their children, which may not make a lot of difference to the local politics
nowadays (Whitworth, 1994).
During focus group with women, while some say they do not know much about what is
happening in their society, some say they are keen on observing their leaders. To their
knowledge, their rights to vote and with consent are something realistic as they discussed
below:
សំ នរួ ៖ េត� ស�ីកុ ងភូ
� មឥ
ិ ឡូវចប់អរម�ណ៍ពេី រឿងនេយាបាយែដរឬេទ?
អ�កចូលរួម ក៖ហ�ឹងខ�ុំមន
ិ សូ វដឹងេទ។

អ�កចូលរួម ខ៖ ខ�ុំចង់ដឹងពីនេយាបាយែដរ។

អ�កចូលរួម គ៖ ហ�ង
ឹ េហយ
 ចង់េមល
 គាត់។ថាគាត់កសងបានអេី ហយ
 ក៏សរេសរែដរ។
អ�កចូលរួម ឃ៖ ចង់ឲ្យែតបានេបាះេឆា�តទំងអស់គា�។

អ�កចូលរួម ង៖ ឥឡូវេយងេបាះេឆា�តឲ្យអ�កែដលេយងេពញចិត�គា�នអ�កណាេគបង�ំេយងេទ។ េយងេបាះឲ្យ
ទំង្រក�ម ្រសី ្រប�សមន
ិ គិតេទ។

Question: are women in the village now interested in politics?
Participant A: I do not know much about politics.
Participant B: I want to know about politics.
Participant C: I want to see what they have built. I would admire them
for building something.
Participant E: Then, we can vote altogether.
Participant F: Now we vote for whoever we like, no one forces us. We
vote for anyone we like, men or women, we don’t care […]
(Female participants, Pra Srae village, women focus group, July 2015)
Through this conversation, community women are seen as important actors as political
observers, although they are not present in political power. This should be regarded as an
important issue when discussing women’s roles in politics as Brownill and Halford
(1990) contend that traditionally, women’s participation in the social side of politics was
categorized as non-politics, so that women’s politics through her non-public sphere is
overlooked. Now, I will look at how local perceptions on masculinity and femininity are
related to politics.
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5.2.2

Masculinity and femininity

Conceptually, femininity and masculinity issues have been discussed a lot in relation to
world politics that women would make a difference to the world politics if women
became leaders (Whitworth, 1994). Empirical findings show that the discussion of
femininity and masculinity shapes local people’s vision of whom they expect to be their
respective leader.
A previous study in Cambodia shows that influenced by the gender stereotypes, local
people have less preference towards women political candidates (Öjendal & Kim, 2014).
It is assumed that women’s feminine characteristics such as being timid and shy are not
suited in political positions, while men’s masculine characteristics such as being strong
and dominant make men a better political leader (Öjendal & Kim, 2014). Nevertheless,
masculine behaviours such as being dominant may not be an excuse to discriminate
against women leaders in Boeung Preah commune. There are several aspects of
masculinity that do not seem to fit in local’s expectations. For Dara, being timid is
somehow a more positive aspect of the current leaders as he stated that:
�ស�ីែដលសមេធ�េមឃុំេនាះ មានអកប្បកិរយាល�
គាត់សុភាពរម្យទម។ គាត់អត់និយាយេរឿងមន
ិ
ិ បានករដូច

បុរសេទ។ េពលជួបេចះែតនយា
ិ យេលងេ្រចន
 ែតេប�ស�ីគាត់មន
ិ នយា
ិ យេលងេទចូល្របធានបទគាត់ែតម�ង។

ខ�ុំេជឿថាេបបុរសជាអ�កដក
ឹ នាំ�ស�ីមន
ិ ហ៊នតវ៉ េ្រចន
 េទ។មានន័យថាេបបុរសនយា
ិ យែតពរី បមា
ី ៉ ត់គាត់ែលង

ហ៊ននិយាយ។ែតេប�ស�ីជា្របធានវញគាត់
េនែវកែញករកខុស្រត�វេនហ�ឹងឯង។ (ដរ៉ េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)
ិ

Women deserve to be the chief if they have good behavior and they are
gentle. They do not speak about unnecessary things like men. Women
would go straight to the topic. I think with men as a chief, women (under
supervision) do not challenge a lot because after men say a few words,
they will stop talking. If women were the chief, women keep challenging.
(Dara, male, health centre staff, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
Dara’s statement means that women [either local women or women commune councilors]
find it more comfortable to approach gentle leaders. Women leaders would be preferred
because they are more open or gentle to others, which encourage longer conversation.
Perhaps, for Dara, communication with women is seen as less risky if mistakes are made.
In the argument below, Sokbun describes drinking alcohol as a masculine behavior. Such
a characteristic is viewed as careless in terms of leadership because if men were not much
into drinking (alcoholic), men could be more focused in the commune work. However, in
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particular for women, the statement does not assure that women do not consume alcohol.
Plus, according to a women’s focus group discussion, women who drink alcohol as much
as men can be viewed as less feminine which is also less culturally acceptable. Perhaps,
women are also much more occupied than men because of their domestic roles, leaving
her no opportunities to join any gatherings outside. For some reasons, because women do
not fit in the habit of drinking, women are viewed as better leaders. Sokbun stated in an
interview:
ខ�ុំយល់ថាជាករ្របេសរែមនែទនេបមានវត�មាន�ស�ីចូលរួមជាពិេសសជាប់កុ ងដ
� ំែណងែតម�ង។ចង់និយាយថា

ឲ្យមានវត�មានគាត់េលខជាប់េនក�ុងតួនាទ្រី ក�ម្របក
ួ �ស�ី
ឹ ្សោ្រស�កក៏ដូចជា្រក�ម្របក
ឹ ្សោឃុំ។ មូលេហតុគឺ ទម
ី យ
គាត់េធ�ករ្របាកដ្របជា�ស�ីគាត់មន
ិ មានេពលេទហូបចុកអីេទែតបំេពញករងរគឺបំេពញករងរេហយ។ទីពីរ
គាត់ដឹងករងរគា�គាត់�ស�ី�្រត�វករអីគាត់អ�កបីបាច់េក�ងគាត់ដឹង។មានចំណុចសំ ខន់េ្រចនេទៀតតមពិត�ស�ី

គាត់សំខន់មយ
ួ េទៀតគឺចិត�គាត់ធ�ន។
់ គាត់ព្យោយាមក�ុងករេដះ្រសយទំនាស់ៃផ�កុ ង។
�
(សុ ខប៊ុន ្រស�កបាភ�)ំ

I think it is good if women are present in politics especially in elected
positions in both the commune council and district council. First, women
are determined, they don’t have time to hang out and drink [refers to
drinking/eating/ gathering], they are focused on work. Second, women
know women and children affairs. There are many other important points,
and in fact, women are patient and always try to address internal conflicts.
(Sokbun, male, district official, Angkrong village, interview, July 2015)
According to Sokbun, when it is not common for women to drink and have gatherings, it
reduces corruption if women were leaders. This is because bribery works through
intimacy and relationship built by gathering activities. However, this issue of femininity
and masculinity around fiduciary risk is debatable in men’s group discussions as shown
below:
អ�កចូលរួម ក៖ខ�ុយ
ំ ល់ថាដូច្រសបែដរថា �ស�ីជាអ�កដឹកនាំមន
ិ សូ វមានអំេពពុករលួ យេ្រពះ�ស�ីអត់េលភលន់
ដូចបុរសេទ។

ខ�ុំលឺពក្យចស់ៗពីេដមថា�ស�ីអត់េលភលន់ដូចបុរសេទទីមយ
ួ មុនចប់អ�ី�ស�ីេមល
 បានឆា�យ

ជាង្រប�សថ�ីត្បតែតកំ
លំងេខ្សោយែមន។�ស�ីមានក�ីអណិតជាងមនុស្ស្រប�ស។ េហយសំ ដីសំេដក៏មន
ិ
ិ េឈ�យ


េកងកចដូច្រប�សែដរ។

អ�កចូលរួម ខ៖ចង់នយា
េ្រចន
ិ
ិ យថា�ស�ីមាន្រពហ�វហរធម៌
 ជាងបុរស។
អ�កចូលរួម ក៖. ពុករលួ យហ�ឹងឲ្យែតេយងអងអំណាចកប់ចក់ហ�ឹង្រត�វករលុ យ។�ស�ីមន
ិ អងអំណាចមន
ិ

សូ វពុករលួ យ។ ធម�ជាតរិ បស់គាត់គឺចង
ឹ ។

អ�កចូលរួម គ៖ ្រប�សៗហ៊នចូលខរ៉ អូេខសប្បោយរឯ្រស
ី
ី ៗអត់។

Participant A: I agree that women are not involved much in corruption
because women are not greedy like men. I was told by some elderly people
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that women are not as greedy as men. First, women have long term visions
even if women are physically weaker. Women have more empathy than
men. And women are not as rude and aggressive as men.
Participant B: I want to say women have Brama Viharas 2 more than men.
Participant A: Corruption takes place whenever you need money to gain
power for threatening the others. If women do not use such power, women
are less involved in corruption. It is women’s nature.
Participant C: Men dare to go to Karaoke and be fun, but women do not
dareto go.
(Male participants, Prasrae village, men focus group, July 2015)
The statements above show men’s positive views about women leaders in terms of their
attitudes toward corruption as women are assumed to have more transparency. Women
have more compassion as one participant said women have characteristics of Brahma
Viharas with other people. It can be interpreted that women are not keen on using power
for fighting or hurting others, therefore women are less likely to be interested in power.
Hence, corruption which is a tool to obtain power would not be attractive to women. In
addition, by saying that men have access to entertainment (Karaoke which is a place for
drinking, dancing and gathering) more than women, it assumes that women have less
opportunities for corruption, as a participant previously said that bribery occurs through
gatherings.
However, according to some men, the extent to which corruption takes place is subject to
women and men’s views on materialism, and therefore women are also subject to
corruption as two participants contest that:
អ�កចូលរួម ក៖ គំនត
� ឹងណា
៎ ឥឡូវ្រប�សៗេទេធ�ក
ទេទរអ៊ូណា
៎ !មន
ិ
ិ �ស�ីខុ ំដ
 រមកវញេហេប៉
ិ េជឿសកេមល
 េទ។

េបម
� ែ�� សុី កែ�� េទ។មន
 ន
ិ អ�� ឹ ងប៉ូលីសរល់ៃថ�ផុ ំក
ិ នយា
ិ យេលងេសចេទគា�នអ�កណាចង់្រកេទេបប
 ុរសៗ

វញេទចង់
្រកេ្រពះេទសុី េទផឹកេទេលង។ េហយេបថា្រសីមន
ិ
ិ ចង់មានយា៉ងេម៉ច? ែតចង់មាន គឺវពុករលួ យ
េហយ។

2

Brahma Viharas refers to four principles of divine emotions in Buddhism, which includes Metta (Loving-kindness) Karuna
(Compassion) , Mudita(appreciative joy), and Upekkha (Equanimity) retrieved from according tohttp://www.brahmaviharas.org/, last
accessed 18 February 2016.
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អ�កចូលរួម ខ៖ �ស�ីែដលចង់មានក៏មន
ិ ែដល្របាប់បថា
ី� េទគាបអ�កេនាះយកលុ យេទែតវជាកច
ិ �កររបស់�ស�ី។

េទេធ�ករ�ស�ី្រត�វែតសួ រេ្រពះវ្រត�វករ្រគប់ែបបយា៉ង។

លុ យឯណាទិញម�ូប។

ទីមយ
ួ កូនមួយចំែណកចឹងេបប�ីមកវញទេទគា
� បាន
ិ

អ�កចូលរួម ក៖ ែន! �ស�ីចង់បានេ្រចនជាងបុរសេទៀតតំងពីេ្រកមេម្សៅេ្រគ�ងអល�ង�ែស្បកេជងែកងេចទ។សុ ទ�

ែតេ្រគ�ងលម�ទង
ំ អស់ ។

Participant A: But I know women’s mind set, now if men come back
from work with an empty pocket, women will complain; you can try! So
like the traffic cops, nowadays; they blow the whistle (literally) and fine
people every day for money, right? I am not joking; no one wants to be
poor; maybe men want to be poor because after they go out eating,
drinking and for entertainment. How can you say women do not want to
become rich? As long as they want to become rich, they are likely to
corrupt.
Participant B: For women, even they want to become rich, they would
never dictate husbands to extort money from someone but it is women’s
job [to follow up about husband’s income]. Women need to ask about
income because she needs money for every expense. First, it’s for children,
and if men come back with empty pocket, how can she get money to buy
food?
Participant A: Women want to become rich more than men do because
they want make up, jewellery, and high heel shoes… all luxuries.
(Male participants, Pra Srae village, men focus group, July 2015)
Through the conversation above, participant A and B tended to argue over whether or not
men are more corrupt than women or the other way around. In the discussion context,
some traffic police officers (usually men) do not receive good impressions from many
people especially because of the misuse of power in their traffic law enforcement. This
has become a demonstration for participant A who said that the motive behind traffic
police officers’ acts is women’s needs. However, other participants highlighted the fact
that women and men are the same, and that the difference is between good and bad
people.
អ�កចូលរួម គ៖ ចុះ�ស�ីេទេធ�ក
បុរសសួ រមន
ិ
 រមកវញទេទ
ិ ថាមន
ិ ចង់បានដូចគា�? អហ�ង
ឹ វេស�គា�គត
ិ េទវដូច
ែតគា�។
អ�កចូលរួម ឃ៖ ចំែណកខ�ុំថាមន
ិ ្របាកដេហយក៏មន
ិ ជាក់ែស�ងែដរ។ វ្រគាន់ែតថាទំងអស់ជាទូេទក៏មន
ិ ែមន
ែដរ។�ស�ីកេ៏ ដយបុរសក៏េដយវមន
ិ ែមនជាេរឿងទូេទេទវមានអ�កល�អ�កមន
ិ ល�មន
ិ ែមនទំងអស់េទ។
អ�កចូលរួម ង៖ េបនិយាយថាតមបុគ�លចឹង ខ�ុំយល់្រសប។
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Participant C: So after women come back from work with empty pockets,
men do not ask about money? I think men and women are all the same.
Participant D: For me I think we cannot generalise and it is not evident.
Women and men are all human beings. We cannot generalise. Men or
women, they are not all the same. There are good people and bad people.
Participant E: If you say it depends on individuals, I agree.
(Male participants, Prasrae village, men focus group, July 2015)
Women are sometimes viewed as possessing soft, gentle personalities but some are
unkind and tricky. One participant criticised women as being arrogant whether in her
position or husband’s position as he said:
េបត
ិ
 មខ�ុំវញតមខ�
ី ត
ិ ្យរល់ៃថ�េនះគ�ឺ ស�ីថាេបន
 យា
ិ យេរឿង្របឡូកចូលនេយាបាយគត
ឺ ច
ិ ។
ុ ំពន

បានន័យថាខ�

ច។ េហយខ�ុំេមល
 េប�ស�ីបានេធ�អីហ�ឹងគឺឬកេលសេស�ចែតម�ងមន
ិ ដឹងយា៉ងេម៉ច។ �ស�ីេបជំនាន់មុនប៉ុលពត

ហ�ឹងេគថាេបប�ីសក�ិបី្របពន�សក�ិបន
ួ ។ (អ�កចូលរួមពិភាក្សោ្រក�ម ភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

For me I think women are fearful when they hear about joining politics[…]
But I noticed that when a woman gets any positions, she acts if she’s
higher than the king (literally), I do not know why. […] and we said ‘if the
husband were a captain (sak bei), the wife would be a major’ (sak boun).
(A male participant, Pra Srae village, men focus group, July 2015)
In the statement, this participant argues that women tend to be arrogant once they become
involved in power, and women are seen as having ‘power behind the scenes’ although
they are not present in the political spaces. As studied by Frieson (2001), this power
behind the scenes means that women are highly influential in the family structure and
women can command or persuade their husbands to make decisions accordingly. By
viewing women as an arrogant type of leader, although participants accept that such
femininity can be subjective, it does not encourage some local people to think of how
women leaders or women politicians can make change at the commune development
which is being led by men.
In conclusion, it is clear from this section that local understandings of gender roles,
masculinity and femininity are complex and diverse. This is important for understanding
women’s political opportunities and challenges.
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5.3 Women’s political opportunities
The findings from this study show that while government, civil society, and other
stakeholders encourage women to join politics, and some political opportunities are open
for women who are interested to join, not every woman would decide to join politics or
remain in the positions. This section will discuss women’s political opportunities by
explaining the reasons behind women’s decisions and explorations of new opportunities.
Overall, three factors which include social, economic and political factors are discussed
together.
Responding to a query of why female focus group participants do NOT prefer working
for the local government (or join politics) if they are given opportunities, there are
different opinions as shown below:
សំ នរួ ៖

ស្រមាប់អ�កអត់ចង់េធ�វញេហតុ
អី? (សំ ណួរេដម
ិ
 ៖ េបស
 ិ នជាមានឱកសេគេលកទក
ឹ ចត
ិ �ឲ្យមង
ី ឬ

បងចូលេធ�ក
ិ យនេយាបាយ េតម
 រក�ុងវស័
 ង
ី /បងចង់េធ�ែដរឬេទ?)
អ�កចូលរួមក៖ អហ�ឹងេយងអត់េចះ។
អ�កចូលរួមខ៖ អត់ចង់ចិត�ឯងចង់ែតរកសុី េធ�ែ្រសណាេផ្សង។
អ�កចូលរួមគ៖ េនែតផ�ះចិ��ឹមែត្រទព្យខងហ�ឹងេទ។
អ�កចូលរួមឃ៖អត់ចំណូលខងហ�ឹង។
អ�កចូលរួម ង៖ េទណារួច? (ករងរផ�ះេ្រចន)
សំ នរួ ៖

េបមា
 នអ�កជួយេធ�ក
 រផ�ះចង់អត់?

អ�កចូលរួមង៖េបមា
 នេចះែតចង់េហយ....... ដូចខ�ុំកំពុងនយា
ិ យ….អង�ុយហ�ង
ឹ …នក
ឹ ដល់េគា។

Researcher: If you are given an opportunity to work in local politics,
would you do it? (For those who said no)
Participant A: That’s because we are not knowledgeable
Participant B: I personally do not want to do it. I’d rather do business,
farming or other things
Participant C: I would just stay at home and rather look after
wealth/property within my household.
Participant D: No preference on that work
Participant E: Impossible that I can go… [Lots of housework]
Researcher: If there is someone to help, would you like to do it?
Participant E: If there is someone, I would want to do it… even when I
am speaking now, I’m still thinking about my cows.
(Female participants, Pra Srae village, women focus group, July 2015)
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Based on these responses, there are several issues which discourage women not to join
politics. First, women participants do not feel they have enough qualification; hence they
are not confident to say they would like to take up the opportunities. Second, women
participants might not be interested in public work, and would rather look for other
opportunities which are worthy of their labour. Third, women participants might not be
interested in other work because they would prioritise their duties at home. Lastly,
women might be interested in politics too, but they do not feel they have enough time to
do it due to their overwhelming workloads at home. These statements are now used as
scenarios for discussing women’s constraints and motivations in political positions at the
commune level.
5.3.1

Political and social factors

Based on examples given in the women’s focus group discussion above, women’s
political opportunities are subject to a number of political and social factors which
include political culture, family support, gender norms, and capacity gaps.
Political culture
Part of the findings illustrate that political culture also affects women’s decision making
and opportunities. Men remain the main actors in local politics because men have been
more active in political parties than women in the political history until now. One of the
reasons is politics can be dangerous for women as a participant says:
េគថា�ស�ីមន
៎ េគចូលចិត�ែតបក្សេនះចង
ិ គួរេធ�ប
 ក្សេនាះេទេគមន
ិ ចូលចត
ិ �េទណា
ឹ េទ។

ចង
ឹ បាន�ស�ីខ�ចមន
ិ

ហ៊នេទ។ េហយ�ស�ីខុ ំច
� ង់ឲ្យគាត់ចូល្របឡូកនេយាបាយឲ្យេ្រចនែតគាត់ខ�ច។ ថាមានែតងប់ឬរត់េចល្រស�
ក។ ្រស�កេយងមន
ិ ទន់េជឿនេលឿន ែតែ្រកងេលៃថ�េ្រកយអច។ េ្រពះេ្រចនែតកន�ងមករត់េចល្រស�កនិង

ជាប់គុក។ េហយ
 អ�កកន់គណបក្សខ�ះ គំរមកំែហងថាែហ�ងេធ�ៗ
 អ។
ី េប� ស�ីមកពីបក្សមួយេនាះមានេទអ។
ី

្រប�សក៏ចង
ឹ ែដរែតអ�កខ�ះេគេនែតេធ�។ ខ�ះថាែហ�ងែតចូលគណបក្សហ�ង
ឹ ខ�ចែតេចះចុះេទអញមន
ិ ទទួលខុស
្រត�វេទ។ ហ�ឹងទំលប់ែខ�រអ្រកក់េយងមន
ិ រួបរួមគា�។

They say ‘women should not join that political party because local people
do not like this party. They should only join this ruling party instead’. So
some women are afraid of politics. […] I want more women to be present
in politics, but most of them are fearful. We usually say politics only
results in death or defection. […] Our country is not yet developed, but
maybe it’s possible in the future (to have more women) […]. Some are
threatened (both men and women) by saying ‘if you join this political
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party, and something happened, I would not be responsible’. That is our
bad norm, that we do not have solidarity.
(A male participant, Pra Srae village, men focus group, July 2015)
The findings suggest that if the country was fully democratised and politics were seen as
less dangerous or risky, it would increase women’s participation in politics as political
opportunities are offered through electoral politics. Changing political culture could then
provide women with more security and trust.
Family support
Some women such as female commune councillors can have opportunities based at the
local level but this role shift does not adequately reflect change in the family structure or
promotion of women’s choices. Although women have to work, they are still attached to
the obligations toward their family which creates a double burden for women, for
example as studied by Brickell (Brickell, 2011). A female participant said:
េគជា្រប�សេគងយ្រស�លជាង។ េពលខ�ុំចុះ (េបសកកម�) ជាប់ជាមួយបុរសៗ ឧទរហណ៍បុរសៗ៥នាក់�ស�ី
ែតខ�ុំមយ
ួ េទណា
៎

ខ�ុំេឃញ
 ថាគាត់េធ�ក
 រងរបក្សេធ�អ
 ច
ី ឹងេទ

េហយ
 ករងរស្រមាប់គាត់តច
ិ ជាងខ�ុំជា�ស�ី។

មានន័យថាអរម�ណ៍េទេធ�ហ�ឹងេននឹកេឃញកូនេចេទេរៀនមន
ិ
ិ ដឹងមកវញបានអ
ីហូប។
ណាស់បន�ុកក�ុង្រក�ម្រគ�សរ។

េយងេទ។ (នារ ី េនភូមដ
ិ ីថុយ)

េយងគិតេ្រចន

មុននឹងេចញេទេយងេ្រត�មេស្ប�ងអរហរឲ្យអ�កផ�ះមានហូ បចុកេហយបាន

They are men, it is easier for them as I usually join work missions with
men, for example, with a group of five men and I am the only woman.
So… they can do their political party work, their workload is lighter than
mine. During a mission, I always think of my children and grandchildren
who go to school, wondering what they have to eat. We (women) think a
lot about family needs. Before going out, we have to prepare rice and food
for family members.
(Neary, female, local official, Dei Thoy village interview, July 2015)
Compared to men, Neary needs more effort to balance family life and work life. Although
women work outside home, they would not forget about obligations at home. However,
from Neary’s opinions and other women’s, even if the household burden was heavy,
women would find it encouraging if they still had emotional support from family. Family
support is an important external factor which motivates women who wish to participate in
political office as is also evident in other parts of local communities (Ly, 2015)

66

In response it has been suggested that women commune councillors deserve fewer
responsibilities from commune council work, one of her male colleagues said:
េយងគិតថា្រក�ម្របឹក្សោទំងអស់គាត់មានប�ីេហយមានកូនចឹងគាត់េនផ�ះផងគាត់េទបេ្រមរ ដ�ផង។ ចឹងេយង
ទុកេពលខ�ះឲ្យគាត់។ រឯខងបុ
រសេយង
ី
 មកផ�ះមានបាយអហ
ី ូបេដយសរមាន្របពន�េនផ�ះ។ ្រក�ម្របក
ឹ ្សោជា
�ស�ីមា�ក់គាត់រវល់េដយសរកូនគាត់េទេរៀនអស់ បីគា
� ត់េធ�ករងរសំ ណង់។ រឯ�ស�
ី
ី មា�ក់េទៀតេន្រត�វេមល
 េច
េទៀត។ (សុី ថន េនភូមអ
ិ �ង�ង)

We think that all commune councilors (women) have husbands and
children so they work at home and serve the government at the same time.
So we should give them some spare time. For men like us, meals are
already prepared when we come back home because our wives stay at
home. One female commune councillor is busy because her children all go
to study and her husband works in construction. The other woman
(councillor) has to look after grandchildren.
(Sithorn, male, local official, Ang Krong Village, interview, July 2015)
As Sithorn’s script suggests, women are encouraged to have lighter workloads or more
time off from work because women suffer hardships in balancing family life and work
life, which is well understood by her male counterparts. It also reflects that it is easier for
men to work outside as they have privilege at home because of the presence of their
spouses, while it is harder for women to work outside as they perform dual roles with or
without the presence of their spouses. However, this demonstrates that changing the
family structure in which men are more superior than women has not fully happened. In
addition, a solution that gives women more spare time to be dutiful housewives may be
thought of as an equitable solution but it may not help advancing women’s status
especially if women wish to become an outstanding colleague.
Gender norms
As discussed earlier, local perceptions about gender roles, femininity and masculinity
have guided local people’s views on women being a leader in their commune, some of
which are positive for women. Although there is wider recognition of women’s roles in
politics, and women are encouraged to apply for political opportunities, women need to
appeal to moral standards more than men do. It means that compared to men, women are
more prone to positions being dismissed if either men or women act morally wrong. This
case was termed sexual double standard for women (Lilja, 2008), when women need
double protections on their political positions. While the definition of morality varies
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based on participants’ experiences and personal values, there are some interesting points
revealed. For instance, women are judged if they have intimate relations with male
colleagues that affect political party’s reputation:
អ�កេបាះេឆា�តមួយចំែណកក៏គាត់មន
ិ សូ វគិត ពីេរឿងថាអ�កដឹកនាំជា�ស�ី ឬ្រប�សេទ។ ែតគណបក្សេទែដលគិត

គូរថា ្រត�វែតមានចំនន
ួ �ស�ីេកន
 េឡង
 ។ អ�កេបាះេឆា�តមួយចំែណកេទែដលគាត់គត
ិ េនាះ។ ប៉ុែន�ករគត
ិ របស់

គណបក្សគ្រឺ ត�វែតមាន�ស�ីេន្រគប់ភូមិ មន
ិ ឲ្យខ�ះេទ។្រគាន់ែតវមានតច
ិ ។ វពបា
ិ ករកេបក�ជន�ស�ី មន
ិ ែមន

ខ�ចេ្រចនេពកេទ។ េមល
ែដរ។ មន
 េទថាមន
ិ សូ វសមរម្យ េធ�ឲ្យេយងលំ បាកនឹងេ្រជសេរសគាត់

ិ ែមនឲ្យតៃម�

�ស�ីទបេទ និយាយតម្រតង់េទ អ�កខ�ះេធ�ករពិបាកណាស់ ចូលេទដល់ប្រម�ងែតនឹងទក់ទញប�ីេគហ�ឹង។

និយាយឲ្យ្រតង់េទ។ ពិបាកចឹងណា
៎ ។ េធ�ឲ្យខូចគណបក្ស េដយសរែតគាត់ ចូលេទ្រជ�ល្រចលេពញហ�ឹង

។ នយា
ិ យឲ្យ្រតង់អស់េហយ
 េនះ (េសច)។ (សុ ខប៊ុន ្រស�កបាភ�)ំ

Some voters do not care whether leaders are women or men, but political
parties think that they must increase the number of women. Only some
people think that leaders must be women or men. We think that there is a
need for women’s inclusion in all villages, but we do not have many
women now. It is difficult to find female candidates. Some (women) are
not appropriate, and it makes us feel difficult to select them. I am not
devaluing women but honestly, some people are difficult (literally), they
tend to attract/flirt with other women’s husbands (male politicians). It’s
very tough… that creates a bad reputation of our political party, it’s
chaotic. I speak honestly (laughing)!
(Sokbun, male, district official, Ba Phnum district, interview, July 2015)
Some political parties tend to avoid nominating women who are considered to have
inappropriate manners, for example, flirting married men in the same political party. In
relation to this, women were not encouraged to go outside, far away from home, not only
because of security reason but also to avoid gossips or accusation of adultery issues.
Qualification: education and political experiences
Education is important from the perspectives of both female and male participants.
Because women have more historical disadvantages compared to men, women have
rarely been the top leaders in the commune, as a participant expresses:
័
ខ�ុំគិតថាភាគេ្រចន�ស�ីជា្រក�ម្របឹក្សោគាត់ជា�ស�ីវយចំ
ណាស់។គាត់អយុ យា៉ងេហចណាស់ក៥
៏ ០េឡងែដរ។

េដយសរកត�សំ ខន់គឺចំេណះដឹងរបស់គាត់។េ្រពះអីគាត់េធ�ករហ�ឹងសុ ទ�ែតអ�កចស់ៗេហយេរៀនយូរ

េហយដល់មានកូនមានេចេទមន
ចអូនសួ រថាេហតុអី
ិ
ិ បានបន�ករសិក្សោអីេទ។េបបុរសវញេគេចះជាង។ដូ
សិស្ស្រសីេរៀនបានតច
ិ សិស្ស្រប�សេរៀនបានេ្រចន
 ?

មកពីេដម
 មក្រសីេរៀនបានតិច។ដូចខ�ុំចង
ឹ េចញេធ�ករ

េហយមានែដលេរៀនេទៀតណា? បុរសេគអត់មានេមល
ួ ្រស�កបាភ�)ំ
 កូន។ �ស�ីេមល
 កូនផងេចផង។ (សុី នន
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I think most of women commune councilors are aging. They are at least 50
years old. The most important thing is their education. Those who are
working got their education a long time ago. When they had children, and
then grandchildren, they did not pursue their study. Men are better
educated. Like me, after having a job, I no longer studied. Men do not
have to look after kids but women look after children and then
grandchildren.
(Sinoun, female, district official, Ba Phnum district, interview, July, 2015)
According to Sinuon, mature women find it difficult to reach the top political positions.
The fact that women had to compromise their studies with their motherhood when they
were younger has made them weaker than their male counterparts. It is clear from Sinuon
that gender roles have contributed to the fact that women have missed lots of
opportunities. During the interview, Sinuon contends that perhaps men had primary roles
(army, leaders and decision makers) in national conflation during the post-conflict periods
(which refer to the national defence and reconstruction after the Khmer rouge regime, the
Cambodian genocide period 1975-1979). Therefore, men have been active in politics and
are usually mobilised for political activities. Plus, men continued their studies after the
civil war, which made them wiser than women from their generation. As has been found
in a study elsewhere, some women at the local level were offered political positions and
benefits as a reward for joining the cause of the nation (Baaz & Lilja, 2014). Women who
had privileges to join politics nowadays were also those who had some educational
background which was better than other women in the village. However, Sinoun has a
positive vision, that women from the next generations who are better educated can lead
the way, but she doubts if commune work remains a good choice for young women or
not, as she said:
[…] ្របែហលៃថ�េ្រកយអចបាន (�ស�ីជាអ�កដក
ឹ នាំ)។ េក�ងជំនាន់េ្រកយេគមានសមត�ភាពេ្រចន
 អ�កខ�ះបាន

បរ�
ិ � ប័្រតអ�កខ�ះបរ�
ិ � ប័្រតរង។

េហយមានអ�កសល់េននឹងផ�ះគឺអ�កេរៀនចប់េហយអត់មានករងរេធ�។ែត

េបគាត់មានករងរេផ្សងគាត់មន
ិ មកេទ។អ�កខ�ះរកករងរយូរែតរកមន
ិ បានេធ�េហយករងររដ�ឥឡូវមន
ិ ងយ

រកបានេទេបបានគឺបានែត្រក�មហ៊ុន។ តមពិតអ�កខ�ះក៏ចង់េធ�ករងររដ�ជាងេដយសរ្របាក់ែខតិចែមនែតេគ
សង្ឃមេទមុ
ខេគមាន្របាក់ចូលនវិ ត� េគនង
ួ េន្រស�កបាភ�)ំ
ឹ
ឹ នរ។ (សុី នន

[…] Maybe in the future women can become the leaders. Women from
this and next generations will have more capacity. Some hold bachelor’s
degrees, and some hold associate degrees which mean that there are more
qualified people. As we can see, there are some graduates who find it hard
to find a job and just stay at home (literally) [so why not recruit these
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people to work in the commune?]. Some who want a public job cannot
find it because there are limited posts, and the private sector offers more
employment opportunities. However, I think if they had other jobs
[corporate jobs], they would not come here [government jobs] even though
there are posts available. But for some, they prefer working for the
government because although there are fewer incentives, they expect
retirement benefits; it’s more stable.
(Sinoun, female, district official, Ba Phnum district, interview, July 2015)
In this generation, there are also women who are better educated but local state jobs might
be not their choice. As Sinoun has mentioned, commune work might be attractive to those
who are unemployed. If private jobs and state jobs provide equal incentives, state jobs
might be more preferred. Therefore, the implications of gender roles are not the only
factors which influences women’s political opportunities, women’s economy is also
important.
5.3.2

Economic factor

As found earlier, economic independence is bargaining power within the household.
Therefore, economic factors such as incentives and economic background influence a lot
on women’s decision making.
Low incentives, high pressure
It is found that women commune councillors who are successfully performing in political
roles are likely to have other sources of income (Ly, 2015). For women, making the
decision to accept political opportunities or not also depends on their ability to negotiate
their power at home, using the offered economic incentives. A female participant
describes how she gave up commune work after she was elected in the commune/sangkat
election in 2012:
[...] ច៎ ខ�ុំអត់េធ�មកពីខុ �ំេធ�ករឃុំ្របាក់ែខវតិចកលេនាះ្របាក់ែខ៧មុន
ឺ ្រគ�បាន្របាក់ែខេ្រចនជាង។ ដល់ចឹងខ�ុំ
ក៏ចង់េធ�ជា្រក�ម្របឹក្សោឃុំែដរប៉ុែន�ខុ ំ�គិតេទ្របាក់ែខ ្រគ�វេ្រចនជាងវអចេដះ្រសយជីវភាព្រក�ម្រគ�សរ ខ�ុំបា

ន។ ្របាក់ែខ្រគ�ដូចឥឡូវចង
ឹ បានដល់េទ៦០មុន
ឺ ជាងចង
ឹ េដយសរកត�លុ យកក់។ ែតអ�ែី ដលជា គំនត
ិ
របស់ខុ ំផា
� � ល់ គឺចង់េធ�ជា្រក�ម្របឹក្សោឃុំែដរ។ (្រសីលក� េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

I did not accept this positionbecause the salary for commune work was too
low. It was only 70,000rielsfor commune council members at that time and
a teacher’s salary was higher. I also wanted to be a commune councilor,
but I was thinking that if I chose teaching, it would be better for my
family’s living conditions. Now a teacher’s salary has reached over
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600,000riels. But, actually I love commune work.
(Sreyleak, female, former WPAN and now teacher, Tamau village, interview, June 2015)
Sreyleak gave up her dream job as a commune councillor because of the low incentives
she would receive. As she mentioned, the current salary she got from school was already
six to seven times the salary from the commune, therefore, if she did not have other
sources of income, she would not be able to survive. It also can be implied that for those
who wish to have long term participation in local politics, they need to have a higher
commitment and expectations beyond economic incentives. I asked what happens if
women earn little money at work, she replied:
ចំនុចហ�ង
ឹ មានប��ខ�ះៗែដរ។េបស
 ិ នជា�ស�ីហ�ង
ឹ េពលែដលមានករងរេ្រចន
 េហយ
 ្របាក់ចំនូលមន
ិ មានគឹ

មានប��ក�ុង្រគ�សរ។េ្រពះធម�តេយង
ំ ូលចូលផ�ះច្បោស់ជាអ�កផ�ះ
 េទេធ�ក
 របាត់ៗេហយ
 អត់មាន្របាក់ចន

រកេរឿងេហយដូចថាគាត់េនផ�ះហត់េយងេទផ�ះបាត់ៗេហយអត់មានចំនូលអីមកផ�ះេសះឬក៏បានែដរែតបាន
តិចតួច្រគាន់ស្រមាប់ចក់សំងប��ូ លទូរស័ព�អីចឹងគាត់ដឹងែតសួ រេដញេដល។

យូរៗេទគាត់ហក់ដូចជា

អត់ជយ
ួ ជ្រម�ញទឹកចិត�េយង។ �ស�ីភាគេ្រចនមន
ិ សូ វជាអ�ករកេរឿងេទមន
ិ ដូចបុរសេទ(េសច)។ មន
ិ ដឹងយា៉ង

េម៉ច សង�មេ្រចន
 ឱ្យតៃម�េទែតចង
ឹ ។ េបស
 ិ នជា្រប�សៗេទេធ�ក
 រអត់មានលុ យមកចូលផ�ះក៏�ស�ីនង
ឹ ក៏មន
ិ សូ វ

ហ៊នជារកេរឿងគាត់េដយសរគាត់គិតថាខ�ចបុរសហ�ឹង (ខ�ចចិត�បុរសហ�ឹង) ែតេបចំេពះ�ស�ីវញបុ
រសនឹង
ិ

ហ៊នរកេរឿង។ (្រសីលក� េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

If women are occupied at work and earn a little, there can be problems at
home because someone [refers to husbands] at home will argue with them.
That means the person who stays at home is exhausted while women
always disappear from home, without income or with less income just to
pay for gasoline or phone cards, women will be questioned a lot. That is
really discouraging women’s efforts. [….] if it is men who earn less, there
would be fewer problems because women rarely fight with men about that.
[…] I don’t know why, it’s our society which values men this way. Even
men come back home without money, women hesitate to ask, but men
would dare to ask. […] Maybe men think they do housework for their
wives.
(Sreyleak, female, teacher, Tamao village, interview, June 2015)
Although women have a chance to join politics, the lack of support and motivation
influence highly on the women’s decisions. Therefore, what happens behind the scenes
shows that gender equality in political spaces cannot be achieved without having to
change gender relations at home (Razavi & Miller, 1995). According to Sreyleak’s
narratives, it seems that it is more usual for men to question women about their income if
women work outside of their domestic sphere. This contradicts the earlier discussion on
masculinity and femininity that women tend to be the ones who inquire into their
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husband’s income. Such a stereotype concerning men means that women’s power is
legitimated by women’s ability to extract benefits outside the domestic sphere but these
benefits also need to adequately compensate men’s opportunity costs while they think
they are ‘doing their wives’ household chores’. Otherwise, women would rather go back
to their normal domestic domain.
Economic background
Economic background influences women’s decisions to become involved in politics. In
some studies, it shows that some political parties find it hard to nominate women as the
first candidate on the political party list, because women have less economic resources
than men to conduct political campaigns (Öjendal & Kim, 2014). From my findings,
those who choose to join politics might not get benefits from politics as much as they get
from other sources of income, given that they are solely rewarded by the income from the
local government. These people want to use all the knowledge they have with
commitment to make a change in their everyday life. For example, qualified women for
political parties can be found, but some women might prefer not to, as one would
described:
អ�កមានសមត�ភាពេយងអចរកបានែតទឹកចិត�របស់េគេគមន
ិ សូ វចង់ចំណាយេពលេវលេដរេធ�អ�� ឹ ងេទ។

ម្យោ៉ងវអត់ថវកព
ិ
ីេមបក្សហ�ង
ឹ ស្រមាប់ផ�ល់ឲ្យ ដូចជាធនធានឲ្យេយង
 េដរជិះម៉ូតូចង
ឹ េយង
 មន
ិ េចញសំងខ�ួនឯ

ង។ ហ�ង
ឹ េបេ មបក្ស្រសលញ់ គា្រំ ទេយង
 ចំណាយធនធានខ�ួនឯងចង
ឹ ។ [….] អ�កគាំ្រទជា�ស�ីេបខុ ំ�នយា
ិ យេទ

អ�កែដលមានធនធានធូរធារេគមន
ិ អចេចញមកេធ�េទ។
គាត់ចង់ចូលរួមណា
៎ ។ (នារ ី េនភូមដ
ិ ីថុយ)

អ�កែដល្រកី្រកីមានករឈច
ឺ ប់មានករអីចឹងេទ

We can actually find qualified persons, but they do not want to spend time
with such a thing. Plus, there is no financial support from political leaders
to pay for travel or motorcycle gasoline. So if political leaders love and
support us, we spend our own resources like that.[…] For women
supporters, personally speaking, those who have a good economic
condition, perhaps they do not want to become involved. Only those who
are poor and suffering, they want to join when there are political activities.
(Neary, female, local official, Dei Thoy village interview, July 2015)
How economic backgrounds are linked with political participation can be seen
problematic. Based on Neary’s quote, while it is demonstrated that economic merit is
required to be an effective political candidate, some who have good economic
background tend to step away from politics because they think it is not relevant to them.
Ironically based on Neary’s opinion, a motivation for political supporters who have been
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more active in politics might link to poverty, and perhaps poor people are the ones who
want to advocate for change the most. In her explanation, those who already meet their
basic needs and good living standard might not care much about politics because there are
no rewards and they can use their time to do something else. Hence, if this view is taken
into account, there seems to be no meeting point for political parties and those who wish
to be political candidates.
A study also comments that strong economic background is important for women to
become outstanding political leaders (Ly, 2015). This can be true to an extent for Beoung
Preah commune. Several participants suggest that if women do not have strong or
medium economic background, they cannot work in politics any longer, and they may not
be selected as candidates unless they have stronger personalities compared to others. For
example, Phan says that:
េបគា
 ត់េខ្សោយេពកខងជវី ភាពរស់េនអហ�ង
ឹ ពបា
ិ ក។បំេពញករងរក៏ពិបាកអ�កេបាះក៏វយតៃម�តមហ�ង
ឹ ែដ

រ។ករដឹកនាំឥឡូវ ែតកលណាេយងពិបាកេគមន
ិ សូ វស�ប់េយងេទ។ ចង់និយាយថាេយងរកសុី ែតខ�ួនឯង

មន
�
ិ បានផងេដរេទ្របេដេគហ�ឹងវមន
ិ េកត។ ដល់ខួ នឯងសមរម្យែដរបានន
ិយាយេទេគស�ប់និងេគេជឿ។ករ

េរសម
ន
វលក�ណៈ។ (ផាន់ េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

ិ ្របាកដថា្រប�សឬ្រសីេទឲ្យែតេ្រជសេរស្រត�


Women need to have an appropriate living condition […]. If the living
condition is too poor, it’s very difficult. Implementing jobs is also difficult,
and voters also judge candidates accordingly. Now it is difficult to make
local people listen to us. I mean, if we cannot make our own living, how
can we guide others to make a better living? Only if our living is
appropriate, they may listen to you and they believe in you. Candidate
selection is not about women or men, but it’s important to fit the criteria.
(Phan, male, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
Economic background is important to avoid personal attacks from local people as well as
to provide support for subordinates as Phan states. To be successful in politics, a good
economic background is preferable for potential candidates while motivation for
performance is beyond the financial reward. Based on Phan’s statement, however, the fact
that economic background is an issue for women more than men is unknown.

5.4 Conclusion
Instead of thinking about women’s roles in local politics only in a formal political
structure, the chapter also focuses on women’s political participation as a member of
households. It means that in order to achieve gender equality in a wider political structure,
it needs to change gender relations from the household level.
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Based on local perspectives, politics and electoral processes can be seen as gender-neutral
for men and women, but the fact that gender stereotypes and gender norms still hinder
women’s opportunities behind the scene is also acknowledged. The contemporary gender
discourse and knowledge of masculinity and femininity at the local level can be an asset
for analysing local behavioural change which shapes local understandings of
opportunities and challenges in increasing the number of women in decision making
positions and women in political participation.
Besides gender roles and gender stereotypes, the chapter also investigated the economic,
political and social factors which should get the attention of policy makers for long term
outcomes. In conclusion, it is clear from this chapter that making political opportunities
equally accessible for all especially marginalised groups is a first measure for achieving
gender equality, though the gendered outcomes are also important. The next chapter will
focus on how women’s political representation actually makes impacts on behavioural
change and women’s status in the community.
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CHAPTER 6: THE POLITICAL REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN AT
THE COMMUNE LEVEL
6.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter, I focused on the political opportunities for women including
those who wish to join formal politics and those who participate in politics. Besides
understanding the factors which influence women’s participation in local politics,
understanding what happens when women participate in local politics is also interesting.
Hence, this chapter discusses two main points regarding local perspectives on the political
representation of women. First, it illustrates the extent to which local people think
women’s presence in decision making positions makes a difference to the commune
council’s performance and local people’s well-being. Second, it discusses what form of
representation of women takes place in the commune council, and how decision making
incorporates the needs and concerns of women and other groups whom women are
representing.
As discussed in chapter fouron understanding women’s political opportunities, the
increase of village women being active in productive roles and community programs
means that gender discourses on women as passive housewives is being transformed. It is
also explained that the discourses on gender roles have been gradually changed through
the transition of social and economic forces such as globalisation and migration for
employment and education. The chapter also found that women have started to appear
more in the political sphere in Boeung Preah commune. Therefore, it is interesting to ask
how local people perceive the impacts of more women occupying political spaces.
Despite the fact that most participants are more open about the roles of women in local
politics, gender roles in general have not been fully interchangeable between men and
women. This fact leads me to explore whether or not women occupying positions of
power affect gender inequality at the commune level as well as in women’s homes and at
the everyday level. On the whole, this chapter provides more understanding on women’s
roles in local politics which were also covered in the previous chapter, but it highlights
the importance of having women in decision making positions in which women use the
executive power to provide care for those whom women represent. Throughout this
chapter, the third and the forth of the research questions will be answered: To what extent
does having women’s representation in the commune change gender inequalities at local
and every day level?, and How does having women in local leadership positions change
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(or not) gender relations and gender inequalities at the local and everyday level according
to local actors (including leaders, community members etc.)?

6.2 Implications of having women in positions of power at the local
government
There are different understandings of how women’s presence in decision making
positions (such as the roles of commune chief or commune councillors) makes impacts to
the community, according to local people. For some local participants, increasing the
number of women at the decision making level is believed to be an important force in
promoting gender equality and the well-being of local people, while some other
participants feel less optimistic about that. The following sections discuss different
perspectives on the presence of women in positions of power, in this case, the commune
councillors who represent and articulate the needs of local people in the commune.
6.2.1

Local comprehension of the significance of women’s representation

Although women occupying positions in local politics are seen as increasing, the needs
for women’s representation is often justified by an assumption that women
representatives can look after women population because they have common interests,
needs and experience as a woman. As this research has found, commune matters, which
involve women and children’s affairs, are preferably handled by women leaders, based on
both women and men’s perspectives.
As learnt from Ruedin (2013), representation in politics refers to the act of presenting the
ideas or interests of citizens or particular groups, at the seat of government where policy
making takes place. For local government, representation can be referred to both making
decisions on behalf of citizens and providing public services (Berman, 1981).
Political representatives
One of the factors which motivate political parties to mobilise women political activists is
to attract women supporters, with a promise that women will bring about the interests of
women and children (Sarom, interview, 2015). For instance, Sreyleak suggested that
women are the best suited political representatives to articulate the needs and concerns of
women because women are assumed to understand the physical and emotional well-being
of women and children.
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គាត់យល់អព
ំ ទ
ី ុក�លំបាករបស់កុមារហ�ង
ឹ េ្រចន
 គាត់ជា�ស�ីគាត់ជាអ�កែថេចរបស់គាត់ៗជាអ�កែថកូនរបស់គាត់

ចឹងគាត់ដឹងពីទុក�លំបាក។

េពលែដលមានអង�ករដូចជាអង�កររ៉ ឆាគាត់ជយ
ួ ពីប�� សុ ខភាពចឹងគាត់េស�

េទអង�កររ៉ ឆាអំពីសុខភាពេស�ដូចថា�្រំ ព�នថា�អ
ំ ីចឹងឬកុមារែដលខ�ះអហរូបត�ម�។

គាត់បានេលកេពល្របជុំ

ដូចថាគាត់េលកប��ថាេនក�ុងភូមឃ
� នប��កុមារគាត់រគេ្រចនេដយសរខ�ះអនាម័យចឹងអង�
ិ ុំរបស់ខុ ំមា

ករេគមានឱ្យសប៊ូឱ្យថា�ឱ
ំ ្យអីែដរ។

ដូចេពល្របជុំវន
៏ នេលកេឡង
ិ ិេយាគឃុំគាត់កបា
 ពីប��េនក�ុងឃុំរបស់

េយង
 ែដរប���ស�ីនិងកុមារហ�ង
ឹ នង
ិ ប��េផ្សងៗទុក�លំបាកេនក�ុងឃុំគាត់បានេលកេឡង
 េពល្របជុំៗមួយឆា� ំ
េគេធ�ម�ង។ (្រសីលក� េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

Women understand about children’s concerns; they are women; they are
the ones who bear children and grandchildren so they know about their
problems. When there are NGOs coming, such as the RACHA
organization which provides health support for the local community,
women leaders request support in health care such as intestinal worm
medicines or treatment for malnutrition for children. In every meeting,
they raise this issue and they also propose that ‘in the village, there are
children who often get diarrhea because of the lack of hygiene, so the
NGO can provide anti-bacterial soaps and so on’.[…] in the commune
investment plan meeting (conducted annually), she also raised about
concerns of women and children in the village.
(Sreyleak, female, teacher, Tamau village, interview, June 2015)
From the above statement, we can see that women’s experiences in women’s health,
family livelihood and child bearing legitimise women’s capability to speak for women’s
interests when there are investment plans and project meetings with stakeholders such as
non-governmental organizations. Because women are fulfilling similar gender roles, and
they are more associated with nurturing children, women are assumed to know more
about women and children’s needs and concerns better than men do. This can imply that
the presence of women in the commune council is significant in that it helps resolve
women’s issues, which are assumed to be less understood within men’s leadership.
On top of presenting women and children’s needs, most suitable roles for women
politicians are claimed to be promoting knowledge of gender equality and women’s
empowerment. This view is reinforced in several interviews and focus group discussions,
similar to what Leng responds as below:
សំ ណួរ៖ ករងរក�ុងឃុំករងរអ�ីែដល�ស�ីជាអ�កដឹកនាំេធ�បានល�ជាងេគ? (អភវិ ឌ្ឍឃុំជាឧទរហណ៍)
ចំេលយ: ខ�ុំេមល
 េឃញករអប់រ ំរបស់�ស�ីែដលជាគណកម�ករឃុំេឃញថាែផ�កេយនឌ័រនិង ករអប់រ ំ�ស�ីគឺេធ�

បានែមនែទនគាត់ចុះចលនាអប់រ ំតមភូមេិ ធ�ឲ្យ្របជាជនមានករយល់ដឹងមន
ិ មានជំេលះក�ុង្រគ�សរអចឲ្យ
កូន្រសីបានេទេរៀនសូ ្រតឆា�យៗមន
ិ ដូចពីមុនេទ។ (េឡង េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

Question: Which areas of the commune work do women do best?
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Answer: I notice that women in the commune committee are doing the
best in gender awareness and learning programs. They have done the
outreach activities (to raise awareness on particular issues) in the villages,
so people have more knowledge, reduce family conflicts, and girls can go
to school far away from home, different from the past.
(Leng, male, farmer, Tamau village, interview, June 2015)
After asking, the reason of why women or gender equality programmes are usually
described as the roles of women leaders rather than men leaders is not clearly known.
However, perhaps local people know about women political activists through various
local-based women’s empowerment programmes which focus on gender equality and
women’s rights. This means that women are more visible than men in this type of
programme. Throughout the fieldwork discussions, most participants were aware of
women’s presence in local government through awareness raising activities such as
village meetings and trainings on gender equality concepts, law to prevent domestic
violence, girls’ education and other related issues as Leng also explained. Even though
there are some women commune councillors in charge of administrative work such as the
civic registry for birth certificates, they mostly involve dealing with women, for example,
collecting documents of mothers and new-born babies from the health centre (Interviews,
2015). Chanthy would describe the role of women leaders as the one who usually
circulates information in the village regarding gender issues, commune development plan
meetings, and the one who can mobilise local participation.
េពលមាន្របជុំចង
ឹ គាត់េហេទ្របជុំ [...] គអ
ឺ នុភូមជា
ិ មនុស្ស្រសីហ�ង
ឹ ។ េពលមានែផនករក�ុងភូមគា
ិ ត់ចុះេហ
្របជាពលរដ�េទ្របជុំចឹងេទ។ ដូចនាងឯងចឹងមកហ�ឹងចឹង អចទំនាក់ទំនងគាត់េទគាត់នឹងេឃាសនាតម

ភូមច
ិ ឹងេទ។ ខ�ុំឧស្សោហ៍ចូលរួមណាស់ខងេយនឌ័រហ�ឹង។ខ�ុំេរៀនពីអំេពហិង្សោកុំឲ្យមានបុរសរ ំេលភ�ស�ីហ�ឹង។
ំ ងអ�ក្រកី្រកចឹងគាត់ចុះផា�ល់ៗ េធ�ប័
រ ំេលភហ�ឹងដូចថាអំេពហិង្សោហ�ឹងនាង។ […] ដូចថាមានករេហ្របជុខ

ណ�្រក្រី ក។គាត់េឃញ
 ្របជាពលរដ�ណា្រក្រី កចឹងេទគាត់ចុះ។

្របែ្រស)

គាត់មន
ិ សុី សំណូកអេី ទ។

(ចន�ី

េនភូមិ

When there are village meetings, they invite me. […] I was invited by the
deputy village chief who is a woman. When there are village planning
sessions, they also invite local people to join. Like when you come, you
communicate with her and she will spread the information in the village. I
often join the village meetings, about gender. […] I learnt about violence
against women, not allowing men to abuse women, something like that.
[…] when there are meetings to discuss support planning for the poor, they
(women) arrive at the scene (the poor households), and they issue equity
fund card (ban krei kror) for us. There is no bribing at all.

78

(Chanthy, female, farmer, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
In her interview, Chanthy is very enthusiastic about having the presence of women in
local government. She has a good relationship with a female deputy village chief as well
as women commune councillors. For example, she was satisfied with women’s
performance and the equity fund card she has received, which can be used to access a
number of free services in the commune including health care while these services are not
free for the majority. She believes that the equity fund project has reached its intended
beneficiaries (women and the poor) by saying that women leaders help identify poor
households at the scene without bribing. Otherwise, the real poor would not get benefits.
For Chanthy, women leaders can be seen as more approachable and involved. As
discussed in the previous chapter, discourse of feminine characteristics as open, less
serious and approachable has become an asset for women leaders although subjectivity
was also acknowledged. It can also infer that gender roles and gender norms have made
relationship closer between women and women (or men and men) than women and men.
For example, in women’s focus groups, female participants suggested that they have close
relationships with their women councillor and deputy village chief through everyday
conversations. Therefore, women leaders can be quicker than men leaders in response to
women’s issues as they have more frequent contacts. This can be reflected in the different
reactions between men and women’s focus group discussions. For example, many men’s
focus group participants were unclear about achievements of women leaders in their
commune, while women participants had a lot of compliments for women leaders who
have personally helped women villagers or neighbours. Hence, this does not necessarily
mean that men are neglected or incapable of women’s issues but gender roles may cause
the relationship between leaders and population subject to gender difference.
Women focal point
For some, the roles of women leaders in the commune are often described as the women
focal point (Chun bongkol strei), which means that local women mostly need to approach
women leaders when there are cases of gender-based violence and other women issues.
The presence of women authorities is needed in law enforcement on gender-based
violence and family dispute resolutions as described by Neary:
តួនាទីរបស់�ស�ីេយងគឺេបមាន្រគ�សរេ្របអំេពហិង្សោេល�ស�ីឬក៏ជនទុច�រតរ
ិ ំេលភបំពន�ស�ីេយង្របឈមមុខ

ំេណាះ្រសយជូនជនរងេ្រគាះគាត់ជា�ស�ីដូចេយងែដររ។ េ្រពះគាត់មន
ចុះេទជួបផា�ល់េដម្បរកដ
ី
ិ េនក�ុងឆាក

នេយាបាយគាត់មន
ឹ ែតេយង
ិ ដង
 ដឹងពច
ី ្បោប់។

េយងអចដង
ឹ អចនាំគាត់េធ�ព
 ក្យបណឹ� ងឲ្យថា�ក់េលគាត់ជួយ

79

អន�រគមន៍។ ករងរែដលល�គា�នករងរអជា
ី ងជួយេដះ្រសយប���ស�ីដូចគា�េទណា។ េ្រពះេយង
 ជាធម�

ជាតិេយងដឹងពីករឆ�ងទេន�ផ�ល់េយាបល់ែណនាំ្របាប់អ�កែដលមន
ិ ែដលពរេពះ។
មណ�លសុ ខភាពេទេបមន
ិ េចះមន
ិ ដឹងេទឯណាលឺែតចស់ៗថាវែតចឹង។

េយងជ្រម�ញឲ្យគាត់េទ

េបេយងេចះដឹងពីករងរជា�ស�ី

េយងពន្យល់ែណនាំគា�េទ។េបបុរសេធ�ករងរនឹងបានែដរែតមន
ិ ចំទិសេដ។ េបេពទ្យក៏មន
ិ ដល់�ស�ី។គាត់ដឹង

ថាឈេឺ ម៉ចអេី ម៉ច។បុរសគាត់ដឹងពីសុខភាពេរៀនមកគាត់ដឹងែតឈេឺ ពះឆ�ងទេន�អគា
ី ត់អត់ដឹង។បុរសេគេធ�
តមបេច�កេទសេបប
ី ុ យ)
 ុរសអត់េចះក៏អត់ែដរហ�ង
ឹ ។ (នារ ី េនភូមដ
ិ ថ

Our role is to take actions at the scene when there are domestic violence,
rape and violence against women in order to find solutions for victims who
are women like us. […] Because they are not working in politics, they do
not know what to do, but we are aware of (and understand) the law. We
know what to do and can assist them to file a complaint to the authorities
to seek immediate intervention. […] The best job for us is nothing more
than solving our women’s problems. For example, biologically, we know
about pregnancy and birth delivery, so we can advise those who are
pregnant for the first time. We encourage them to go to health centre for a
check-up with more accurate information and not to believe in pregnancy
myths. If we are aware of women’s affairs, we can advise and share
information. […] Men might also work in this issue but they may not
address the issue well. For women health care, it is better to have women
physicians because they know women’s symptoms. Men know about
women’s health from the book, for example, how women go through
labour, but men never experience it. If the male physicians are welltrained, they know the procedure.
(Neary, female, local official, interview, 2015)
While most participants consider women local leaders as active particularly in women
issues, it is interesting to know whether men would overlook women’s needs and issues
in the absence of women leaders. According to Neary, men are less familiar with
women’s experiences in their community, so she contends that men might not be as
capable as women in addressing women and children’s affairs especially in cases where
men are not well informed or educated about women’s needs and emotions, for example
during pregnancy and birth delivery. In the commune, gender-based violence and
domestic violence still persists although it is believed to be decreasing (Interviews, 2015).
It is asserted by some interviewees that women victims tend to be more open with women
local authorities than with men when it comes to dealing with gender-based violence such
as rape, sexual violence within marriage and other sexual and reproductive health issues
as these subjects seem to be a taboo for cross-sex conversation (Interviews, 2015).
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On the whole, some participants agree that when there are more women elected or
recruited in local government either in political positions or administration positions, it
helps facilitate women in the population especially marginalised groups such as the poor
to access public services and ask for attentions. Women are assumed to know best about
women’s needs. This can imply that regardless of their rank, the roles of women
politicians are defined by the concept of gender role which assumes that women’s
interests are understood based on other women’s lived experiences throughout time.
In line with this point of view, there have been debates on whether a political
representative’s characteristics matter to citizens, and it is suggested in that in Cambodian
context, local people would vote for a person rather than the political parties’ ideology
(Baaz & Lilja, 2014; Ruedin, 2013). Perhaps, then there could be differences to local
politics if the elected political candidates were a man or a woman. For some local
participants the presence of women at the local level is significant for women because
they assume that women share the same gender identity, so that all women related affairs
should be handled by women. Based on the theoretical discussion on intersectionality,
this view, however, can be problematic when women should not be considered as
homogenous, and hence the assumption that women authentically represent women can
be limited (Rai, 2014). Through the previous chapter, it was challenged that the ability of
political leaders to effectively make impacts in the community are also subject to their
personalities, education and knowledge regardless of gender difference.
6.2.2

Deconstructing gender discourses

According to a liberal feminist perspective, gender equitable laws and policy are
important for promoting gender equality (Whitworth, 1994), and women occupying
positions in power are ideally the ones who can make key decisions to have such laws and
policy in place. But deconstructing gender discourses might be the foremost strategy
women politicians in Cambodia have used to resist the stereotypes which underestimate
women (Lilja, 2008), so that the number of women in positions of power can be
increased. Because of the gender stereotypes which assume that the majority of
Cambodian women are not capable (physically and socially) in politics, Cambodian
women remain subordinated in the political sphere (Lilja, 2008).
Participants have suggested that the presence of women in politics at the local level
contributes to deconstructing gender discourses and this belief is also in line with Lilja
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(2008). Throughout several interviews, it is noticed that in almost every attempt to
describe the roles of women in local politics, participants contrast two discourses,
‘women should belong near the kitchen stove’ [which is traditional] and ‘women
nowadays can do anything as same as men’ [which is contemporary]. These two
discourses have become key points for analysis of local views about the significance of
women’s representation, even if it is a descriptive one. Gender equality, based on their
understanding, is about upgrading women’s image which is always relative to men’s
image with or without gender equitable outcomes. Based on their views, promoting
women’s identities in public spaces is significant in that it deconstructs the discourses
which limit the possibilities of what women and girls should normally do in their daily
life. Discourses impact highly on women and girls’ opportunities at the everyday level.
Cultural attitudes toward women and girls
When there are more women leaders in the commune, more local people agree that
women can be competent and productive in their society. Hence, this new perception
challenges a society which underestimates women’s potential. According to several
participants, women’s presence in the commune council impacts local perceptions on
what women can do for a living and for their society, as Phan’s interview also illustrates:
ពត
� តគ
់ ំនត
ិ ជាមានករផា�ស់បូ រផ�
ិ េយនឌ័របនា�ប់ពមា
ី ន�ស�ីជាអ�កដឹកនាំចូលរួម។ េយង
 ឈប់ឲ្យេ្របព
 ក្យ �ស�ី
វលច�ង
� នមន
ិ
ិ ជុំនង
ិ �ស�ីមន
ិ បានករតេទេទៀត។

មកដល់េពលហ�ង
ឹ េហយ
 មាន�ស�ីជាេមឃុំ្រក�ម្របក
ឹ ្សោ្រស�ក

កន់ករងររជករ្រគប់ទីកែន�ង។រួមផ្ស ំនឹងេយងេធ�ករេលកកម�ស់�ស�ីផងនិងគាត់បានេឃញ�ស�ីជាអ�ក

ដឹកនាំផា�ល់ផង។ ឳពុកមា�យក៏ែលងមានកង�ល់ថាមន
ិ ចង់ឲ្យកូន្រសីេទេរៀន។ (ផាន់ េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

Having women leaders has changed gender norms. I suggest that we no
longer say ‘women should belong near the kitchen stove’ or ‘women are
useless’. Up to now, women can become the commune chief, district
councillors and public civilians everywhere. […] so parents no longer feel
that they do not want their daughters to study.
(Phan, male, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
By seeing more women in positions of power, such as commune chief and district chief,
Phan suggests that one should not stereotype the roles of women or at least stereotyping
should not be overemphasised in some context. In addition, Phan thinks that the
familiarity of women in leadership roles which are important roles in their society has
indirectly influenced local perceptions on gender roles, as he gives an example in the
improvement of education for girls (indirect impacts).
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From a popular perspective, women’s presence in decision making positions is assumed
to be important for fighting against traditional gender roles which restrict women’s
choices of careers. First, women in the positions of power are thought to be more
influential in deconstructing the stereotypes, compared to ordinary women (Sokny,
female, local authority, Tamau village, interview, July 2015). It can be because in
Cambodian society, political leaders may be treated as an iconic figure, and people tend
to respect those who have higher social and political status more than the ordinary ones
(Öjendal & Kim, 2006). Second, deconstructing stereotypes contributes to parents’
visions and decisions for their daughters’ educational planning. This is because parents
might not resist their daughters who want to pursue higher education when they start to
recognise women’s roles beyond the reproductive ones (household chores and child
bearing). Hence, girls would then have better access to education.
In line with past research (Brickell, 2011; Velasco, 2004), girls may have been
discouraged to continue their studies (or pursue higher education) because girls and
women were nurtured or expected to become housewives and stay at home. Therefore,
there would be no use from enhancing girls’ education. While the lack of gender-sensitive
policy and interventions in schools in rural areas might be found as seen in some research
(Velasco, 2004), women representatives like Neary may expect, or be expected to fill the
gaps. Regarding this, Neary who is a local official talked about the gender norms and her
vision about education for girls in the commune that:
ករងរែវងឆា�យគឺខុ ំ�ចង់ឲ្យ�ស�ីតស៊ូកុ �ងករេរៀនសូ ្រតេ្រពះ�ស�ីេចះេនមានតិចតួចេពក។

ចង់ឲ្យេរៀនយា៉ងតិច

បំផុតក៏បានថា�ក់ទី៩ែដរ។ េប្រតឹមែតអ�ក្រសករខ�ុំេនះតិចណាស់អ�កេចះ។ ែម៉ឳេធ�ែ្រសមានផ�តគ
់ ំនិតថាកូន្រសី
មន
ឹ ជាេរៀនបាន្របេយាជន៍អីេនែតផ�ះដំបាយសុី េមល
ិ ដង
 កូនេទ។ដល់េយង
 ចូលក�ុងឆាកនេយាបាយេយង


ដឹងថាក�ុងសង�មហ�ឹង�ស�ីមានសិទ�ិេធ�ករងរមានចំេនះដឹងខ�ងខ
់ �ស់េហយ�ស�ីកអ
៏ ចេធ�បានដូចបុរសែដរ។�ស�ី

អចេធ�េមធាវនគរបាលប៉
ូលីស្រគ�បេ្រង�ន។ �ស�ីមានតួនាទីចម្បងដូចែតបុរសែដរ។ ខ�ុំចង់បានចឹងេទេត!ចង់
ី

បណុ � ះបណា
� លេក�ងៗេ្រកយៗតមចលនាឳពុកមា�យថា “ឯង! កុំឲ្យកូនឈប់្រទំពិបាកតិចេទឲ្យកូនេចះ”។
ចត
ិ �របស់ខុ ំ�គច
ឺ ង់បានចង
ឹ ។ (នារ ី េនភូមដ
ិ ីថុយ)

As a long term goal, I want women to overcome any challenges in order to
be educated, at least they should finish grade 9 (lower secondary school).
There are not many women in my generation who are educated. […]
Parents who are farmers have thought that it is useless for girls (daughters)
to study, and that girls should only stay at home, cook and look after kids
(when they get married); that’s enough.[…] When we (her and others)
participate in politics, we have realised that women have rights to
employment and education, as do men. Women can be lawyers, police
officers and teachers, so women have primary roles like men. […] I want
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to see our society like this; I want to strengthen young women in next
generations and encourage parents to continue supporting their children
(daughters) to get an education.
(Neary, female, local official, Dei Thoy village interview, July 2015)
As Neary’s interview script suggests, the awareness that women can be as capable as men
in many areas such as politics, law and national security (police officers), which were
once believed to be masculine dominated careers, is increasing. As her note would also
reflect, perhaps, she and some other ordinary women from her age did not have any
notions of equal rights between men and women before. Once women like her participate
in politics (i.e. local government) they have access to information and knowledge which
inspire them to change their perceptions about gender roles and promote young women of
the next generations, especially through education for girls. Her enthusiasm about
education for girls, if it is well implemented, will bring about better and equal access to
education for boys and girls in her community.
Research conducted in Bangladesh discusses a similar finding that women’s political
participation may have a significant impact on long-term labour market outcome (Asian
Development Bank, 2015). This is because through women’s political representation,
parents change their perception on what in general women can achieve. Hence, it affects
their belief in children’s education. Parents and daughters are inspired by the presence of
women leaders in their village.
In the Beoun Preah commune context, where socio-economic conditions are complicated,
proposing that this change in education for girls is an outcome of increasing women’s
public visibility can be useful but it can be only a proxy indicator. According to some
participants, the change of attitudes toward education for girls can result from other
factors such as better education services or scholarships which encourage girls to attend
school more regularly. Plus, while school drop-outs currently matters for boys as well,
due to poverty and migration as discussed in chapter four , gender index in school
attainment might not be adequate to indicate that ‘education for all’ has been achieved. In
addition, gender parity in education might not result from the change in gender
stereotypes alone but it can also result from the current perspectives on advancing
family’s living conditions (consumption pressure). In some informal discussions, some
community people demonstrated that they did not feel inspired to invest in their
children’s education because they had seen some students who did not find opportunities
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to continue after high school, and they also witnessed some graduates who returned home
without a job. As they claimed, this case was not gender-based (Phat, male, farmer,
Tamau village, interview, June 2015). Therefore, if it was evident that a student from the
village gets a good payoff after they complete their study, there would be an increase in
students pursuing their study. However, it should be acknowledged that as an impact from
the village programs women leaders have involved, the awareness on the relevance of
education for both boys and girls should have been increased. For instance, a female local
leader has a vision of what she wants the community to look like. It is mentioned that
housewives who are farmers need threshold knowledge to perform their small-scale
businesses from home, and women who are garment factory workers could earn more
salary if they were better educated compared to others (interviews and female focus
group, 2015). As a local official, Neary explains the reasons she thinks education for girls
is important as below:
មូលេហតុែដលចង់ឲ្យេក�ង្រសីបានេរៀនសូ ្រតខ�ងខ
់ �ស់ទម
ួ េយង
ី យ
 អចយកចំេណះេទរកករងរេធ�េដម្បរី ក

ថវកច
�
ិ
ិ � ឹ ម្រគ�សរ។ ឧទរហណ៍េយង
 េទេរងច្រកអ�� ឹ ងេយង
 េចះអក្សរេគឲ្យេយង
 ្រគប់្រគងគា�១០នាក់២០

នាក់អ�� ឹ ងេទ។

វមន
� ះ។េពលែដលេយងមានចំេណះដឹង
ិ ដូចអ�កមន
ិ េចះេសះេទេចះែតេធ�ពលកម�បុេ៉ ណា

ហ�ឹងេយងេធ�ជា្របធាន្រក�មេគបានមានតួនាទីែដលេ្របចំេនះដឹងក�ុងហ�ឹងរឯអ�
ី កអត់េចះេគនិយាយពីច្បោប់អី
មកអ�កខ�ះក៏ចអ
ំ �កខ�ះក៏មន
់
ិ ចំឆាប់េជឿេគគឺេយងល�ង។

េបេគនិយាយពីអីម
� យ
ួ ែដលបានលុ យនិងផល

្របេយាជន៍បានេ្រចន
 េយង
 េជឿតមេគស�ុង។ េបេ យង
 េចះេយងឆ�ល់េចះថ�ឹងែថ�ង។ (នារ ី េនភូមដ
ិ ីថុយ)

The reasons I want girls to have an education are that: first, they need an
education to find a job to support the family. For example, if they work in
a garment factory, they can lead 10 or 20 people if they are literate. If you
are illiterate, you only sell your physical labour [she refers to unskilled
labour]. If you have knowledge, you can be at least a team leader. Second,
someone who is illiterate believes other people easily because they are not
well informed about the society. They believe in others when they are
hooked with money and benefits. If they are educated, they can think a bit
more before making decisions.
(Neary, female, local official, Dei Thoy village interview, July 2015)
Based on Neary’s reasons, advancing family’s income can be one of the main motivating
factors which urge girls to have access to education. Possibly, the needs for education in a
hope that girls can bring back the benefits to family cause parents to be less concerned
about the extent to which girls can complete the household chores and mobility for higher
education in the city. In addition, education is understood as the ability to think and
access information, which is a tool for girls and women to protect themselves from
associated risks.
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Women leaders and gender-based discrimination
In another issue, women’s participation in politics is resistance to discrimination against
women as can be seen in the interview script below:
េយាបល់ខុ �ំគឺចង់រញ
ុ �ស�ីឲ្យចូលរួមក�ុងឆាកឬវស័
ិ យនេយាបាយហ�ឹងឲ្យបានេ្រចនឲ្យបានភា�ក់រលឹកេ្រចន។

ដល់ភា�ក់រលឹកេ្រចន
 អ�� ឹ ងេធ�ឲ
 ្យអត់សូវមានប��ជំេលះក�ុង្រគ�សរ។ ដល់�ស�ីហ៊នវះកត់ (អរកត់) ហ៊ន

ពុះពរេធ�អ
 ក
ី េ៏ ដយេនាះបុរសេមល
 េទក៏វមន
ិ សកសមនង
ឹ េគថាឲ្យក៏បុរសហ�ង
ឹ

វគា�នករននា
ិ � វគា�នករ

គណកម�ករេខត�នាយករដ�ម�ន�ីបានដល់ចឹងករេឆ�ងៃឆ�េឆ�ងៃឆ�គា�េទវញេទមក
ិ

ដូចថាេសះអេង�យេមល


ព្យោបាទេទមុខឬ

េមល
 ងយ�ស�ី។

ឲ្យែតថាេគេចះេដះ្រសយេគឈនេទដល់្រក�ម្របឹក្សោឃុំ្របឹក្សោ្រស�ក

ងយគា�ថាមន
ិ បានករអីេទេមល
 ងយពីមជ្ឈដ�នអចលុ បបំបាត់េទៀតេទមុខបាន។ (េឡង េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

My opinion is that I want to urge women to participate in politics, so
women know more about what’s right and wrong, and then it reduces
family conflicts. If women dare to make decisions and dare to challenge,
men would think it is not appropriate to look down on women, but he’d
rather think that women are wise […] Women can become commune
councils, district councils, provincial committee and also prime minister.
Hence, ignorance and discrimination against women will be eliminated in
the future.
(Leng, male, farmer, Tamao village, interview, June 2015)
Several participants like Leng believe that women’s presence in local government has
contributed to eliminating gender-based discrimination through the process in which
women are empowered and able to make decisions. At the family scale, for example, he
thinks that when women participate in local politics (either understand about politics or
be politicians or political activists), it reduces family conflicts. In his terms, politics is
more understood as knowledge about law, morality (what is right and wrong) and
obligations of men and women toward each other, so these can help solve problems in the
family. On the one hand, the statement above possibly mean that because women are
informed about law, women’s rights and their own potentials, they can make decisions
more wisely, for example, how to respond to violence against them. In his opinion,
change in power relations within a family may result from having legal knowledge as a
tool for resistance. On the other hand, it seems to imply that problems such as
discrimination against women should rather be started by women as their responsibility to
build up their independence. This means that without women’s resistance, perhaps,
discrimination against women is still justified in some way. At a larger scale, Leng’s
conclusion suggests that women’s ability to present in the formal political structure, for
example, as women officials or prime minister, provides a new identity for women, which
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was not visible in the past. From his explanation, it means that not only does having
women’s presence in political structures become a channel of exercising women’s rights
for both ordinary women and women leaders, but it also provides a pathway for other
women to follow.
While the findings suggest that women leaders are concerned about family issues and
gender equality more than male leaders, some participants point out that men leaders have
had played an important roles in promoting gender equality as well. For example, before
women were appointed to the head of Commune Committee for Women and Children
(CCWC), men had led CCWC activities. Though, from a male local official’s perspective,
it was evident that men were struggling in this role, for example, in interventions on
gender-based violence as he comments:
កន�ងមកអ�� ឹ ងែមន។េបតមមូលដ�នមន
ិ េធ�េទឲ្យសមាជិកខង�ស�ីេធ�េ ទ។

អត់ចូលចិត�េធ�េ រឿងអំេពហង
ិ ្សោ

ក�ុង្រគ�សរេទ។ ែតឥឡូវេនះេយងមានេរៀបចំបណា
� ញបុរសនិង�ស�ីេនចូលគា�ែតម�ង។អ�� ឹ ងេយងេធ�ករងរ
ំ
ដណា
លគា�។ កលមុន្រប�សៗគាត់ថាខ�ិលណាស់!ពិបាក!ខ�ុំមន
ិ យល់ចិត�គាត់ថាពិបាកយា៉ងេម៉ចែដរ។ដូចខ�ុំ

គិតខ�ួនខ�ុំថាពិបាកទីមយ
ួ ករែដលេយងសួ រពីប��េផ្សងៗែដលគាត់មានទំនាស់េបនិយាយឲ្យអស់ េបរប់ពី
ទំនាស់កុ ងនាមជាអ�
�
កេដះ្រសយវវទមូ
លដ�នពបា
ិ
ិ កណាស់េ្រពះទំនាស់មានេ្រចន
 ជំពូក។

រ ំេលភសិទ្រ�ិ បពន�េពលែដលមកពេី ដរ ផក
ឹ
ឹ សុី ្រសវង

ទម
ួ ប��ប�ី
ី យ

ទព
ី រី រ ំេលភសិទ�ិកររួមេភទអហ�ង
ឹ សំ ខន់។ចង
ឹ បានថា

សំ ខន់យា៉ងេម៉ច?គឺគាត់និយាយថា ជាករពិត�ស�ីេយងមន
ិ អចមានេពលណាបានេសចក�ីសុខរហូតេទមាន

េពលខ�ះគាត់មានរដូវអេពលហ�ឹងេហយេធ�ឲ្យគាត់ពិបាកជាមួយ្រគ�សររបស់គាត់។

ដល់ប�ីខ�ះអត់យល់ ពី

ប��ហ�ឹងេទគាត់ពិបាក។មួយចំនន
ួ គាត់ហ៊ន្របាប់ករពិតមកអជា�ធរបុរសែតមួយចំនួនគាត់អត់ហ៊នេទ។

(សុី ថន េនភូមអ
ិ �ង�ង)

In the past, we did not like doing this task (family conflicts) and we always
asked women to do it. But now we have established a men’s network to
work closely with a women’s network. We work on an issue at the same
time. Before, male officials said they were lazy to deal with domestic
violence because it was too difficult for them. I do not understand why it
was difficult for them. Perhaps, it is like that… when we ask about the
causes of violence, they do not tell us everything. Dealing with conflicts is
very difficult because there are many kinds of conflicts. For example,
forced sex after drinking or rape within marriage, is a cause of violence.
You know women are not always having fun, sometimes they have
menstruation, but husbands do not understand and force them. If we (the
authorities) ask them, some women dare to say this out loud; some will
always keep it a secret. But they can share this with women authorities.
(Sithorn, male, local official, Ang Krong village, interview, July 2015)
As Sithorn comments, it means that although men might be concerned about gender
equality and gender-based violence, men might be reluctant to go into deeper
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conversation with women victims or men perpetrators because the subjects are too
sensitive for them. Hence, women fill the gaps of such implementation but it is then
possibly suggested by some that gender-based violence should be women leaders’ field of
responsibilities. In addition, women leaders might also have gaps in understanding and
communicating to the male population. For example, in women’s focus groups, several
participants contended that women leaders who organize gender awareness programs find
it difficult to invite men in, therefore, in such a program, most of the participants were
women. This makes programs less effective if there is only one party involved. As
Sithorn notes earlier, in order to effectively address gender-based violence, it needs
collaboration from both men and women leaders.
Questions on equality at home
Whilst women’s visibility in a public setting may be recognised, it is still problematic to
assume that women are equally valued by their family members at home once their social
status has been changed. A former woman political activist described her feelings about
her family and her pride when she meets villagers:
(សំ នរួ ៖េតេពលែដលេយងក�យជា្រក�ម្របក
ឹ ្សោឃុំេហយ
 េតប
 ងយល់ថា្រក�ម្រគ�សររបស់េយង
 នង
ឹ ឱ្យតៃម�េយង


ខុសពីមុនែដរអត់?) ្រក�ម្រគ�សររបស់ខុ ំគា
� ត់ឱ្យតៃម�ខុ ំេ� ដយសរថាពីមុនករយល់ដឹងរបស់េយងពីមុនអត់សូវ

មានករយល់ដឹងដល់េពលេយងបានអង�ករបណុ � ះបណា
� លចឹងេទេយងបានដឹងពីច្បោប់ដឹងពីកររស់េនចឹ

ងេទកត់ឱ្យតៃម�េយង
៏ ត់ឱ្យតៃម�េយងែដរគាត់ស�ល់
 េហយ
 ណាមួយេពលេយង
 មានមុខរបរអ្រី បជាពលរដ�កគា

េយង
 េ្រចន
 េពលេទណាមកណាចង
ឹ គាត់េដះមួកសួ រអ�ក្រគ�អេ��  ញមកពីណាេទណាេពលែដលេយង
 ចុះ
តមភូមគា
ំ អស់្រក�ម្របឹក្សោឃុំឬ្រក�មបណា
� ញអីចឹង។ (្រសីលក� េនភូមត
ិ ត់េហេយងអ�ក្រគ�ទង
ិ េម៉ )

(Question: After you become a commune council member, do you think
your family values you differently from before?) My family (husband)
values me. Before, I had little knowledge, but after attending many
training sessions conducted by organizations. I know about law and
livelihood [how to live well] so my family values me. Plus, when I have an
occupation, local people also value me; they know about me more.
Whenever I go out and meet them outside they take off their hats (literally)
and ask me ‘Nak krou (female teachers or trainers)! What are you up
to?’[…] When we conduct village disseminations (awareness raising
programs), they call us ‘Nak krou’![The member of Women Political
Activist Network][…]
(Sreyleak, female, former WPAN member, Tamau village, interview, June
2015)
For Seryleak, her positionality among local people in her village changed when she
started to be involved in commune work through the Women Political Activist Network
88

(WPAN) in which she had to present her leadership skills and knowledge to the villagers.
WPAN was established by CPWP, a civil society group, to provide support for local
women who wish to join formal politics at the commune level, particularly to be elected
as commune council members (CPWP, 2012). Sreyleak is proud to be called ‘Nak Krou’,
which literally means teachers or trainers and receive respectful greetings (by taking off
their hats) by villagers who commute and pass by her. She would not be treated this way
if she was an ordinary local woman as she explained. Knowledge and experiences she
gained from the WPAN project has empowered her and given her a new image of herself
which is, to a certain extent, recognised by her family. However, as noticed in the
previous chapter, this same participant argued that while the power and gender relations
in the family change when women have their own occupations; these relations are always
subject to continuous negotiation such as how much women can afford the family,
financially. Economic factor are a bargaining tool for women who wish to do something
different from the norm. Below is Dara’s point of view about women’s power through
economic empowerment:
(សំ នរួ ៖

េតេលក្រគ�មានកររ ំពង
ឹ ទុកេនៃថ�មុខចំេពះ�ស�ី?)

ខ�ុំថាេបបា
 នជា�ស�ីជាេមឃុំ្របជាពលរដ�ជា�ស�ី

គាត់ហ៊នទំងអស់រម
ួ មានហ៊នលះបង់ប�ីែដលេ្របហិង្សោដក់គាត់។ក�ុងច្បោប់មានសិទ�ិេស�គា�ែតឥឡូវមន
ិ

ទន់មានភាពេស�គា�។ កត�ែដលេធ�ឲ្យគាត់េស�គា�គឺករមន
� យាបថ។
េប�ស�ីេគេចញ
ិ ្របកន់និងករផា�ស់បូ រឥរ
ិ

េទរកេទអ�ី ស�ី្រត�វបានសង�មេគទទួលស�ល់អ�� ឹ ងបុរសជាប�ក
៏ ូ រ។
�
េយង
ី ប
 េឃញ
 ថា�ស�ីេធ�បា
 នទំងអស់ដូច

បុរសែដរលីែសងក៏បាន។ បុរសឥឡូវគាត់ភយ
័ ខ�ចេដយសរ្រសីគាត់ចត
(សំ នរួ ៖ េតកត�េសដ�
ិ
ិ �ដច់វញ។
កិច�មានសរៈសំ ខន់កុ ងករផា
�
� ស់បូ រផ�
� តគ
់ ំនិតេយនឌ័រេទ?)

សំ ខន់។

្រស�កែខ�រេយងមន
ិ ដូចបរេទសេទែត

ធនធានេគេ្រចនជាងេគារពេគ។ែត�ស�ីខ�ះេនែតខ�ចប�ីេដយសររបត់សង�មពីមុនមក។គាត់េឃញមា�យ

េគារពឳពុកគាត់េធ�តម។គាត់ថាមួយជីវតប�
ិ ីេធ�បាប៤៥ដងជាេរឿងធម�ត។ែតខ�ុំសេង�តេឃញថាឥឡូវេនះមាន

តច
ិ ណាស់។ (ដរ៉ េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

(Question: what are your expectations about women in the future?) I think
if women become the commune chief, all women community people will
be brave to make decision, I mean toward domestic violence against them.
The law states that we have equal rights, but now it is not equal. What
makes women and men equal is when there is no discrimination and there
is behavioural change. If women work outside (earn money), women are
recognised by the society so men who are husbands also change their
perceptions. Women can do everything as equal as men (for example,
construction). Men then are freaking out because women dare to move on.
[…] [Are economic factors important for changing gender norms?] Yes
they are. Khmer people are not like foreigners, people respect those who
have more resources. […] But some women are still inferior to men
because of the past social norm. For example, those women used to see
their mothers respect their fathers, so they tend to follow. […] In one’s life
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time, if husbands hurt/hit them 4 or 5 times, it is considered as normal
[acceptable]. […] But I notice that nowadays such a case is rare.
(Dara, male, health centre staff, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
As Dara understood, attitudes and behavioural change are an important strategy to
achieve gender equality and it seems that this change is also contributed by women’s
economic productivity. Based on his opinion, it seems that claiming for equal rights and
status to men relies upon women’s decision making and efforts to move on from
subordination. Echoed Sreyleak’s point of view, he believes that once women are
economically independent, women are more empowered in relation to men because
resources are an important tool to gain power and social recognition. As Dara discussed at
first, gender equality has a cross-cutting relationship with class to a certain degree in the
Khmer context, or perhaps class (economic power) can be a stronger determinant of
power regardless of gender. Ironically, Dara’s interview also points out a case of
women’s experience in relationship with abuse in which social status [whether or not
women have occupations] does not guarantee equal power relations at home because of
the rooted gender norm, which suggests women to be more tolerant toward domestic
violence. This behaviour is to protect marriage and it can be passed on from one
generation to the next as also discussed in Brickell (2011). Though, he notes that this is
not common nowadays. As same as this case, one participant also claimed that in some
parts of Ba Phnum district, even though some women hold a public position, they could
still experience domestic violence (Sinuon, female, district official, interview, 2015).
According to Rendel (1981), although politics are powerful and more women appear in
political structures or positions of power, it does not necessarily reflect the gender
equality in the society as a whole if women are still seen as powerless in the smallest
political unit which is the family.
Theoretically, the Women in Development (WID) approach, in which achieving gender
equality by increasing women’s participation was overemphasised, was also criticised
because of the similar issue (Razavi & Miller, 1995). It means that if women are only
valued based on economic and social status in the society, then it is justified to not value
women if the resources and status are removed. By taking these points into account,
women’s inclusion in the public sector and economic activities alone may not be an
adequate solution to end women’s subordination and suppression.
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6.3 Discussions on women’s political representation
There are different forms of political representation. Descriptive representation refers to
‘the extent to which demographic characteristics such as ethnicity, gender or class, are
reflected in the legislature’ while substantive representation ensures that the interests of
demographic groups being represented are met (Ruedin, 2013, pp. 12, 17). Descriptive
representation is important in the Cambodian context since women are underrepresented
at all levels of politics, based on data provided by the CMDGs-update report 2011
(Ministy of Planning, 2011). This section provides a discussion on the significance of
women’s political representation, opportunities and constraints in increasing the number
of women in the commune council and how feasible the gender-sensitive measures such
gender policy and gender quotas are in the commune context, based on perspectives of
key participants including the political party leaders.
6.3.1

Political representation of women

Gender norms remain an obstacle for increasing the number of women in decision
making positions such as in commune councils (Öjendal & Kim, 2014). In Boeung Preah
commune, there are only three women councillors out of eleven commune councillors
while the proportion is more narrowed in other communes, such as Ba Phnum district
(NEC, 2012). All of the three women are assigned to the positions as commune council
members which are the secondary roles in the commune council organizational chart. In
Boeung Preah commune, a list of political party candidates is decided by votes from
political party members and some of its political constituency (Interviews, 2015).
Learning from different perspectives on the roles of women, it seems that women are not
always discriminated in politics except women find it challenging because of the double
burden. However, the commune election results show that women have been
underrepresented. In Ruedin (2013)’s framework of variables influencing political
representation, besides cultural attitudes and political context, candidate supply can limit
the vote choice for citizens (Ruedin, 2013). In an attempt to understand about
participants’ visions for women’s representation in the future, some aspects of candidate
selection were discussed.
Political candidate list
Explaining the limited number of women presenting in the commune office, it is claimed
that the stubborn gender norms still cause some people to believe that electing women is
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not the best choice. It has been studied before that gender norms can affect local people’s
vote choice in commune/sangkat elections so political parties hesitate to nominate women
into the political candidate list (Öjendal & Kim, 2014). However, in Boeung Preah’s case,
not many women have been voted for during the candidate selection, which is internally
conducted by political parties. The below interview resembles the ideas of several people
including Phan who is one of the political gatekeepers:
ករបេង�ន
ួ �ស�ីឲ្យបានេ្រចន
 ចំនន
 មន
ិ ទន់េទបានេទ
“ដឹងេទេបាះេឆា�តឲ្យអីេទ្រសីហ�ឹង“។

េដយសរផ�តស
់ ង�ម។

េបេរសេបក�
ជនអីមយ
ួ េនមូលដ�ន


ដូចថា្របជាពលរដ�ខ�ះគាត់ថា

ឲ្យ្របជាពលរដ�េបាះេទ

េនែត

្រប�សបានេ្រចនជាង។ េទជាមានករអប់រ ំយា៉ងេម៉ច ក៏េនែតេឡងមន
់ ំនិតេនាះ រួម
ិ ទន់ដល់ែដរ។ […] ផ�តគ

មាន ្របជាពលរដ�គិតថា�ស�ីមន
ិ អចេធ�ករងរែវងឆា�យ ្រគប់្រជ�ងេ្រជាយ មានេពលេវល្រគប់្រគាន់ ដូចបុរស
េទ។ េយង
់ េយង
 េនែតមានករនយា
ិ យថា �ស�ីេទមន
ិ េកតេទ យប់ ឆា�យ ធ�ន។
 ក៏មន
ិ ទន់េគារព សិទ��ិ ស�ី

្រគប់ទក
ី ែន�ងែដរ។ ខ�ុំេនែតគត
ិ ថា ដូចឧទរហណ៍េយង
 កំពុងអង�ុយក�ុងឡានឈ�ួលអ�� ឹ ង េឃញ
 �ស�ី មក

េយងក៏មន
ិ ឲ្យកែន�ងអង�ុយេទ។ វមន
ិ ទន់េកតេឡងេទ។ (ផាន់ េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

We still cannot increase the proportion of women in the commune council
because of the social norms. For example, some people say ‘what is the
outcome of voting for women?’ If we select candidates for any local-based
work and ask people to vote, still men will gain more votes. Even though
we have educated people about gender, we still cannot get there yet. […]
the norm I mentioned is that local people think women cannot manage a
big task or be responsible for anything at any time like men. We still say
that women cannot work at night, or far away from home, or with too
much workload. And… it seems that we do not respect women’s rights at
every circumstance. I still think that, for instance, if you were seated in a
bus and then a woman came in, still, women would not be offered the
seats. Such action has not yet happened.
(Phan, male, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
Phan believes that men still outnumber women in most competitions including staff
recruitments for any local-based projects in the commune. From the perspective that Phan
could tell, stereotypes which are linked to the preferred characteristics of political agents
limit women’s opportunities to compete with men, regardless of the evaluation of merits.
For example, by saying women cannot work anytime like men, it refers to the idea that
women are not always available by two reasons. First, it is because women need to be
considerate of her family members and choose family interests over collective interests,
so women are not available for commune matters all the time. Second, women are not
supposed to travel at night because it is widely known that women are more at risk from
criminal acts. Surprisingly, enabling women to work in a safe environment and to balance
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their workload between home and work have not been mentioned by most participants.
Apparently, these become women’s burdens that women need to accept and deal with.
Another issue is that Phan likens local understanding of equity for women in everyday
life to equity for women in the political arena by depicting a situation in which women
would not be offered the seats which already belonged to men on a public bus or taxi.
This scenario reinforces a case that was discussed in a male focus group discussion that
women may not be given a chance to show their potential because men would want to
remain dominant over as longer term as possible. One of focus group participants
contended that:
មាន្របជាជនភាគេ្រចន
 ែដលចង់ឲ្យ�ស�ីឈរេឈ�ះ

ែតគណបក្សទំងពីរទំងបហ
ី �ង
ឹ មន
ិ ដក់�ស�ីឲ្យឈរេលខ

េរៀងមុខេសះ។ គឺទញដក់ែតខ�ួនឯង។ ខ�ុំមន
ិ ដឹងែដរថាេហតុអី ទល់ែតសួ រអ�កដក់េឈ�ះ (េសច)។ខ�ះ

ដេណ�មេលខេរៀងគា�េទៀត។ េបដក់�ស�ីខ�ស់េពកខឹង។េរឿងហ�ឹង្របជាពលរដ�មន
ិ ហ៊ននិយាយេទ។ បានែត

មានអង�ករណាមួយធំ មកេធ�ជាមតិ និយាយេទថាខ�ុំសុំឲ្យគណបក្ស ្រគប់គណបក្សហ�ឹងឲ្យ្រសីឈរេឈ�ះ

មុខេគ លេមល
 ៎។ េបេ ធ�ចង
ឹ េមល
 ៎ នឹងបានល�។ េបច
 ត
ិ �ខុ ំ�ចង់ឲ្យ�ស�ីឈរមុខេគ ឲ្យបុរសឈរទព
ី ីរចុះ។ ឲ្យបុរស

ស�ប់នារម�
ី ងេមល
 ៎ េតនារេធ�
ី ករេកតមន
ិ េកត ។ ែតខ�ុំថាបុរសមន
ិ ្រពមេទ គណបក្សណាក៏មន
ិ ្រពមែដរ ចង់
បានែតខ�ួនឯង។ (អ�កចូលរួម្រក�មពិភាក្សោបុរស)

Most local people want women to stand for elections but it seems that
women are never put on the top list of these two or three political parties.
They (men) reserve the place for themselves. I do not know about this, you
should ask the one who prepares the candidate list (laughing). […] Some
people even fight for the ranking in the candidate list, and they get mad
when some candidates receive the upper ranking. Local people do not dare
to talk about that. I think it would be good if any big organizations conduct
a public forum to discuss this issue with the political parties and suggest
putting women on the top list. I want women to rank first, and men to rank
second, so that it allows men to watch if women can make it. But I think
men will never agree; from whatever political parties because they want
the positions for themselves.
(A male participant, Pra Srae village, male focus group, July 2015)
Although the participant in the quote believes that women candidates are not
discriminated by major people in the commune, he is less optimistic that women will be
elected as a commune chief or assigned to any primary roles because men would want to
remain dominant in this sector. In response to whether or not the number of women
candidates affects political decisions during the commune elections, Phan stressed that to
be nominated for the top positions women need to be qualified in a number of criteria
including education and behaviour. He said:
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ករមានចំនួន�ស�ី

េបក�ជនជា�ស�ីហ�ឹង

ឬមន
ិ មានចំនួន�ស�ីហ�ង
ឹ វមន
ិ ប៉ះពល់ដល់សំេលងេឆា�តេទ
គាត់អចមានក្រមត
ិ វប្បធម៌គាត់្រតឹមែតល�មបាន

។

សំ ខន់េពលេយង
 េរស


ប៉ុែន�គាត់្រត�វបានេគចូលចិត�តង
ំ ពី

ចំេណះវជា
និងជីវភាពរបស់គាត់។ ឲ្យែតេយង្របាកដថាអ�កហ�ឹងមានសមត�ភាពេធ�ករ មាន
ិ � កយវករ
ិ
ជីវភាពសមរម្យ ដក់េទមន
ិ អីេទ។ (ផាន់ េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

The number of women candidates does not influence election results. But
it is important that when we nominate women, we can choose women who
have just enough educational background, but we make sure that she has
good behaviour and living conditions. As long as that person has the
ability to work and has good living conditions, we can nominate her and it
will not be a problem (for the political party’s popularity).
(Phan, male, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
From female perspectives, on the one hand, there are no reactions on how decision
making for candidate selection is made. On the other hand, women agree on the
remaining gender norms which still limit their ambitions and ability to take over from
men. This is reflected in one female commune councillor’s expression of her role:
ករងរហ�ង
ឹ វេទតមគណបក្ស។ ទ១
ី េបអ
 �កហ�ឹងគាត់េធ�ក
 រងរសកម�អេី ទេគអចឱ្យឈរេឈ�ះេបគា
 ត់មន
ិ
សូ វសកម�កម
៏ ន
ិ អចែដរ បក្សេគមានអ�កឈរេឈ�ះ ឧទហរណ៍ថា ករងរបក្ស្រត�វករ្របជុំចង
ឹ េយង
 អត់េទ

អត់សូវសកម� ចឹងេគអត់ដក់េទ។ […]ដូចមង
ី េមា៉ង១១យប់ េនកែន�ងបក្សេនេឡយ េមា៉ង១១យប់បាន
េហយ ជិះម៉ត
ូ ូមកមា�ក់ឯង កូនថាែម៉មា�ក់ឯង េយងករងរបក្ស ខ�ចមានអ�កណាេគស�បេ់ គបាញ់ ែតជំពម

េកស៊ូចំែតែភ�កែម៉ឯងចប់េហយ។ កូនអ�កនិយាយ។ េធ�េម៉ចេទយូរៗម�ងរវល់ែតករងរជិតដល់ៃថ�េទ េពល

ធម�តអត់អីេទ។ […]អហ�ង
ឹ េយង
 ចង់ទមទរឱ្យេគដក់�ស�ីយា៉ងេហចណាស់ទ២
ី ែតខ�ុំមន
ិ បានទ២
ី េទ។ […]
េគគិតតមករងរបក្សដូចេមឃុំគាត់ករងរសកម� េគ្រត�វករេពលណាគាត់េទេពលេនាះ េយង�ស�ីអត់ហ៊ន

េទខ�ច េនយប់ម�ងមា�លេដម្បេនបូ
កសរុបស�ិតិ្របជាជនចំនាក្រស�កេ្រក្របេទសក�ុង្របេទស។ ករងរហ�ឹង
ី

១ែខអីេធ�ម�ងពីរដងេទ អ�កែដលសកម�ដូចេមឃុំ គាត់មានចំេនះដឹងផង ស�ីកគា
៏ ត់ចែំ ដរ។[…] មន
ិ ែមនេគ
េរសេអ
ង
� ុ ខចត

 េទ ប៉ុែន�ករងរេយង
 ខ�ចយប់្របលប់អខ
ី ុ ំ�មន
ិ េដរេទខ�ុំ្របាប់េគ េបឱ
 ្យខ�ុំេធ�ខ
 ុ ំស
ិ �េនេ្រកមខ�ូនឯង

ទមទរេនេ្រកម ហ�ង
ឹ ចំេពះឃុំខុ ំ�ៗខ�ចយប់ ណាមួយខ�ុំវចស់េហយ
 ខ�ុំសុំលែលងែដរែតេគមន
ិ ឱ្យឈប់។

(ចិនា� េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

The ability to join a commune council depends on your performance in
political party’s matters; that means if you are active, you might be
selected as a candidate, if you are not active, you are not selected. […] I
sometimes stay at the political party until 11pm and ride my motorbike
back home. My daughter said ‘you are alone and doing party’s work. I’m
afraid that if someone hates you, they can attack you by just a birdshot
right through your eye, and nothing’s left for you’. […] I asked the party to
put women at least on the 2nd rank on the candidate list but I still got this
lower rank. […] The decision is made based on how active you are in the
party, for example, the commune chief needs to be so active. He/she is
always available when someone needs them. We, women do not dare to do
this because we feel scared. I can only stay late at night sometimes when
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there are tasks allocated from the party. It’s only once or twice per month.
The active person, like the commune chief, is also knowledgeable as he
can remember anything. […] There is no discrimination against women
but I am scared of working at night. I always tell people that I do not want
to be on the top, I would rather choose to have lower positions. Also, I’m
old now, I want to retire but they don’t allow me to.
(Chenda, female, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, June 2015)
For Chenda, she agrees that active political activists deserve the top rank and this is
difficult for women to compete. The working environment, especially at night, does not
encourage women political activists to be outstanding because of two identities: being a
political activist and being a woman. Though, she feels that it is reasonable to have lower
ranks on the political candidate list. Another woman activist agrees that men are still
superior to women, even at the everyday level, and does not consider this as suppression
as she said:
កន�ងមកេពលេគេ្រជសេរសេគចង់
ដក់�ស�ីេទេលខេរៀងេល្រគាន់ែតេដម្បក

ី ុំឲ្យថាដក់ែតយុ វជន (បុរស) េល

េពកឲ្យមាន�ស�ីខ�ះេទ។

ឥឡូវេយងេ្រចនែតដក់េលខេរៀងឆា�ស់គា�បុរសនិង�ស�ីេទ។

សូ ម្បែតករេរៀបចំ
ី

េបក�ជនេបាះេឆា�ត្រក�ម្របឹក្សោឃុំកមា
៏ នបុរសនង
ួ ។ នយា
ិ �ស�ីឆា�ស់គា�ែដរ។ ែតបុរសេនែតេលខេរៀងទីមយ
ិ យ

េទែដលថា�ស�ីនិងបុរសមានសិទ�ិេស�គា�មានសិទិែ� តេស�គា�ែតក�ុងសង�មជាតិេទ (ច្បោប់ េគាលនេយាបាយ)។
េនក�ុង្រគ�សរមន
ំ កររស់េននិយាយស�ីបុរសេនែតេល�ស�ីរហូត។
ិ េស�េទេនែតបុរសខ�ស់ជាង�ស�ី។ ខ�ស់ទង

េនះមន
់ ីេទែតេយងជា�ស�ីេនែតេគារពេគេ្រចនជាង។ (សុ ខនី េនភូមត
ិ ែមនជា ករគាបសង�តអ
ិ េម៉ )

I want the party to have women candidates on the upper list just because I
do not want to see men candidates on the upper list all the time; there
should be some women. Now, they alternate between men and women.
[…] But men still rank first. Actually, men and women have equal rights
as stated by the country. In the family, it is not equal; men are still superior
to women, both in living and speech, men are still superior to women. This
is not suppression but we are women, we still respect men like that.
(Sokny, female, local official, Tamau village, interview, June 2015)
Chenda and Sokny’s expressions probably make sense because some Cambodian women
who have been exposed to stereotypes and subordination for a long time would already
assume these as a truth even if they were qualified in terms of knowledge. This is found
in Lilja (2008) study which contends that “subordinated groups may also have chosen to
perform a subaltern identity and thereby legitimise injustices by referring to their out-bid
competence. For example, Cambodian women have difficulties in seeing themselves
performing a political identity” (Lilja, 2008, p. 33). Some participants claim that the lack
of confidence should not be considered as women’s intrinsic value or being influenced by
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social norms, but women are not well educated (male focus group, 2015). Linking this to
chapter 4 which discussed historical disadvantages for women in education, participants
have positive visions about women’s participation in politics in this generation with a
condition applied: the opportunity cost. While some participants blame on the gender
norms and cultural attitudes few participants suggest that historical context also
contributes to why there would be an excuse about underrepresentation of women
candidates or vote choice.
្របជាពលរដ�វមួយដំណាក់ៗ

(ជំនាន់)។

្របជាពលរដ�ចស់ជំនាន់មុនគឺមន
ិ ចង់េបាះេឆា�តឱ្យ�ស�ីេទ។េ្រពះ

កលេនាះគាត់វេនផ�តគ
់ ំនត
់ ំនត
ិ ពស
ី ង�មចស់ផងផ�តគ
ិ ពីរបបប៉ុលពតផង។ ពីរបបប៉ុលពត េគយល់ថា្រសី�

អចេធ�ឱ្យេគស�ប់េ្រចន ដូេច�ះវេនបាក់(ស�រតី)អំពីផ�តគ
់ ំនិតេនះ។ (េធ�ឲ្យេគស�ប់យា៉ងេម៉ច?) គឺ�ស�ីយក

ករណ៍ពីមយ
ួ េទមួយឲ្យអង�ករ ែតខ�ុំមន
ិ បេនា�សេទ េ្រពះកលេនាះគា�មន
ិ បានេរៀនសូ ្រតេ្រជ្រជះ។ ដល់េក�ង
ំ ន់េ្រកយេគយល់ដឹងេ្រចនេគេរៀនសូ ្រតេ្រចន េហយេគេបាះេឆា�តឲ្យេក�ងជំនាន់េ្រកយបាន។ េក�ងេគអច
ជនា

័
េចះេ្រចន
័ មា
៌ ន ដូេច�ះេគនង
នាស់េគមន
 េដយសរេគស�ប់ពត
ឹ អចេបាះឱ្យ�ស�ី។ ែតេប្រ បជាជនវយចំ
ិ េបាះឲ្យ

េទ នយា
ិ យឱ្យដច់។ (ផាត េនភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

Local people might support the women candidates but it depends on
generations. People from previous generations may not vote for women
because of the social norms and the legacy of the Pol Pot regime. […] In
Pol Pot regime (Khmer rouge regime), women (who had positions of
power) were accountable for many deaths of Cambodian people. It is
because women were spying and reporting about people to Angkar
[organization established by Khmer rouge]. But, I don’t blame women
because those women were not well educated. I think women in this
generation are more educated. And young people in this generation may
vote for women but elder people will not vote for women.
(Phat, male, local official, Tamau village, interview, June 2015)
Under the Khmer rouge regime, secrecy was an important issue as learnt in Baaz and
Lilja (2014) so that spying can be a serious issue. In his interviews, Phat stated that it is
hard for people from previous generations who have suffered from the Khmer Rouge
regime to trust in women’s leadership in some political contexts. In contrast to seeing
women as soft and gentle as discussed in chapter four on femininity and masculinity,
women can be viewed as dangerous and the one who can only join the mission of
organization (Angkar) without caring for local people.
Although he believes that women and men in this generation may have similar
educational backgrounds and are both qualified for standing as candidates, Phan, as a
political party leader does not ascertain that it can boost women’s participation especially
at the decision making level, as he said:
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ចំេពះថា�ស�ីែដលេរៀនបានេ្រចន
 ក�ុងសម័យបច�ុប្បន� គាត់មានចំណាប់អរម�ណ៍េរឿងនេយាបាយឬអត់េនាះ ខ�ុំ

មន
�
ិ ទន់ហ៊នថាយា៉ងេម៉ចេទ េ្រពះករងររដ�អំណាច ខ�ុំអ�កេធ�ខួ នឯងជាករងរព
ិបាក ជាងករងរក�ុង ស�

ប័នអីេផ្សងៗ។ គឺដូចជាទទួលខុស្រត�វចំេពះ្របជាពលរដ�ផង ជាមួយថា�ក់េលផង។ អ�� ឹ ងពីេ្រកមក៏្រត�វ ពី

េលក្រ៏ ត�វ។ បានន័យថា្រត�វប៉ះទង�ិចអរម�ណ៍ មន
ំ អស់
ិ អច្រត�វជាមួយអរម�ណ៍្របជាពលរដ� និងថា�ក់េលទង

្រពមគា�េទ។ ករងររដ�អំណាចពបា
ិ ក មន
ិ ដូចករងរខងអប់រ ំ នង
ិ សុ ខភបា
ិ លអេី ទ។ េបគ
 ត
ិ ថា្របេទសកល

េនស�ង�ម អ�កហ�ង
់ ងេគ បានន័យថាេគស�ល់
ឹ (កន់ករងររដ�អំណាច) ក៏(ទទួលករវយ្របហរ)ធ�នជា

េ្រចន េហយអ�កហ�ឹងកន់ករងរហ�ឹងែតម�ង។ េយងគិតថាឆា� ំ ១៩៧០ ្របេទសេកតរដ�្របហរ គឺេគសំ េដែតម
�ន�ីរជករ ដូចផ�ះេមឃុំ េចហ�យ្រស�ក គឺអ�កហ�ឹងមានតួនាទីធ�នធ
់ �រជាងេគ។ ភាគតិចណាស់ែដលេគចង់េធ�

រដ�អំណាច េបេគេធ� គឺេធ�េនថា�ក់េលែតម�ង ឬករងរជំនាញ។ (ផាន់ េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

I am not sure if women in this generation are interested in the commune
council work because as a local official, I know that this job is more
difficult than working in other institutions. We have to be responsible
before citizens as well as our superior units. So we have to handle the
tension between the bottom (citizens) and the top (government), which
means that we are pressured because we cannot satisfy both at the same
time. Unlike working in education or health services, working as local
authorities is difficult. For example, when the country had a civil war,
local authorities became the main target because we are responsible for the
state work. Like in 1970, when there was a coup, the first ones who had
troubles included the commune chief, district governors and other people
with important roles. Not many people want to have this role (commune
councilors), if they do, they would rather go for higher positions or
technical positions.
(Phan, male, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
Phan’s interview means that even if in this generation women are better educated, women
might not be interested in politics at the grassroots level because of the social stigma from
the civil wars in the past regime. This can be applied to both women and men.
6.3.2

Gender policy and quotas

While more women have become courageous to participate in politics, the chances of
women being nominated with the winning slot on the candidate list rely upon political
parties’ decisions, mainly the political party gatekeepers. In Cambodia, it has been
suggested that integrating gender policy in political parties and the use of gender quotas
in commune/sangkat elections should be reinforced to increase women’s participation in
local politics(Chan & Chheang, 2008; Öjendal & Kim, 2014).In literature, quotas can be
an effective measure to insure that descriptive representation is boosted, and it can be
applied on both genders. There are many types of quotas including voluntary party
quotas, statutory or legal quotas and reserved seats (Ruedin, 2013, p. 26). In this context,
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voluntary party quota is discussed. The gender quota, even if implemented, is decided by
political parties, which is voluntary during the candidate selection process. Although
gender quotas can be useful, this initiative may be impractical for some reasons according
to my participants. When interviewing political party leaders in Beoung Preah commune,
it seemed that there were no clear documents which show a commitment to increasing
women’s numbers in the commune councils but each political party claimed that they
have willingness to promote women in local politics. For example, participants whose
roles are the leaders of commune or district political parties have put some efforts in
speaking about women’s participation but have not shown a clear gender policy in the
political parties. In relation to understanding gender policy of the political parties, Sokbun
said that his party had commitment to promote women, which is inspired by
government’s policy and NGOs initiatives. However, he does not determine any rules or
targets:
េគាលករណ៍របស់គណបក្ស ក�ុងករដក់េលខេរៀងឈរេឈ�ះរបស់េបក�ជន អត់មានកំណត់ថា្រត�វឆា�ស់គា�

េនាះេទ ែតសម�ង
ួ ៗេគេឃញមាន�ស�ីអង់អច ែដលអចដក់
ឹ េមល
 េលសកម�ភាពរបស់គាត់។ ក�ុងឃុំនីមយ

េឈ�ះគាត់ឲ្យឈរេលខបនា�ប់ េលខពីរ េលខបី េលខបួន អីហ�ឹង ។ ប៉ុែន�មន
ិ ឲ្យដល់ថា�ក់េលខបួនែតម�ងេទ។

េបេ លខមួយពបា
ួ គវ
ិ កតច
ិ ។ ករណ៍ែដល�ស�ីមន
ិ ែដលបានេលខេរៀងទម
ី យ
ឺ អេ�� ះេទ។ េបស
 មត�ភាព�ស�ីខ�ះ

គាត់មានែដរ ែតេដរយប់អីពិបាក។ េបគាត់ជាប់ជាេមឃុំ ជាជំទប់អីគាត់មានករពិបាកក�ុងករបំេពញតួនាទី
ឲ្យបានជាប់លប់។ េបែមនែទនេទ េយងមានពិេសធន៍ពីេរឿង�ស�ីជាេមឃុំទក់ទិននឹងបទពិេសធន៍កុ ងករ
�
ស្រម�ះស្រម�លេ្រក្របព័ន� ទំនាស់េ្រក្របព័ន�។ ដូចថាគាត់េនមានក្រមត
ិ ក�ុងករងរផ្សះផ្សោរ េបនិយាយឲ្យចំ

គគា
ង
ិ
ឺ ត់តច
ិ សំ ដីែតម�ង។ កលណាេយង
 េខ្សោយសំ ដីេពក អ�កវវទហ�
ឹ ពបា
ិ កទទួលយកណាស់ ។ (សុ ខប៊ុន
្រស�កបាភ�)ំ

We do not set any nomination rules, such as to alternate between men and
women on the candidate list. We only focus on how active they are. In
each commune, we have identified some potential women who can stand
at the second, third or fourth rank on the political party list, but it is rarely
the fourth. […] Nominating women for the first rank is a little bit harder to
do. […] Actually, there are women who are qualified but it is difficult for
women to implement their jobs at night. If women are elected as the
commune chief or deputy chief (chum tub), we are afraid that they cannot
work regularly. In fact, we have had women as commune chief before, and
from our experience, women have limited ability in dispute resolutions (incourt or out-of-court) because they are not good at negotiations… in other
words, they speak less, and the disputing parties cannot accept it.
(Sokbun, male, district official, Ba Phnum district, interview, July 2015)
Sokbun’s interview reinforces the earlier claim that even though women are encouraged
to join politics, women have rarely gained the top positions, and in the case of Boeung
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Preah, there have never been any women commune chiefs elected before (interviews,
2015). Based on Sokbun’s opinion, his political party has not identified any qualified or
intellectual female candidates to rank on the top list. Hence, gender quotas are not
practical from his perspective since the political party decides on who should be
nominated based on merits. As discussed in the historical context, it is argued that women
politicians in Cambodia have rarely gained positions of power without help from the
relationship with political elites (Frieson, 2001). While in this research, nepotism is not
clearly evident, decision making in candidate selection may still be influenced by the
political gatekeepers (Interviews, 2015). From other political party’s perspectives, gender
quotas may be implemented in the future:
អចេទមុខេទ កូតេយនឌ័រអចេធ�បាន។ កលណាចង់ឲ្យជាប់ដល់ដក់េលខខ�ស់ េហយ
 ឆា�ស់េទ។ េប
មន
ិ ឆា�ស់អត់បានេទ។

ខ�ុំេជឿថាដក់�ស�ីខ�ស់បាន។

ប៉ុនា�នឆា�េំ នះ�ស�ីជាេមឃុំមានប៉ុនា�នឃុំេហយ
 ក�ុងឆា� ំ

២០១២និង ២០១៣ ។ ពីេដមមន
ិ ែដលមានេទ។ េគាលនេយាបាយរបស់គណបក្សេចះែតចប់េផ�មបេណ�រៗ
។ […] ក�ុងឃុំបឹង្រពះអចមានចំនន
ួ �ស�ីេ្រចនជាងមុន េ្រពះពីមុនេយងមន
ិ មាន ឥឡូវេយងមាន។ េទមុខេទ
វអច ឲ្យែតគាត់មានសមត�ភាព មានក្រមត
ិ វប្បធម៌។ ឥឡូវក្រមត
ិ វប្បធម៌មន
ិ សូ វខុសគា�ប៉ុនា�នេទរវងបុរស
ំ ន់េ្រកយហ�ង
នង
ិ �ស�ី ជនា
ឹ ។ (ផាន់ េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

In the future, perhaps gender quotas can be implemented. If we want
women to be elected, we need to nominate them at the top rank or alternate
between men and women on the political candidate list. […] if we do not
alternate the list, we cannot achieve gender balance.[…] There have been
more women elected as commune chief up to 2013, while we didn’t have
any women before. I think political party policy is being developed. […]
In Beoung Preah commune, there will be more women because we did not
have any women before and now we have some women. So in the future, it
is possible to increase women as long as they are qualified and
knowledgeable. Now men and women are not so different in terms of
educational background, so the next generations can make change.
(Phan, male, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
As same as Sokbun, Phan believes that gender quotas can be implemented but with a
condition that candidates have acceptable merits. In line with what Phan suggested,
education and merits of political candidates are important, and for this reason, to some
participants both male and female, they cannot compromise leadership quality with
gender equity for women. That means, achieving gender equality only in number is
counterproductive in their opinion. However, Phan is more optimistic about finding
candidates as he accepts that in the next generation, men and women can be equally
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competitive in terms of educational background. Noticeably, if gender norms still exist,
women will still be considered as secondary.
6.3.3

Commune council: decision making and ways to address gender issues

In this section, the chapter explores the gendered outcomes within local politics and the
extent to which women leaders can use their positions of power to make change. As
stated earlier, women’s presence in positions of power at the local level is significant in
that it deconstructs gender stereotypes and addresses women’s issues in public services
and law enforcement.
Women were described as women’s representatives and their dominant field of work
involves dealing with the interests of women and children in which social and cultural
experiences can relate. Although men are not occupying the roles of women and
children’s affairs at the moment, it is also clear that men local leaders have expressed
their support for having women’s presence in leadership and the extent to which they can
collaborate for the economic and social well-being of their community people.
However, the degree to which women can exercise their power in the political structure in
order to make important decisions such as commune development planning remains
unclear. First, not all women councillors are assigned to important roles in the commune
council as Vorn suggested:
ករងររបស់�ស�ី្រក�ម្របក
ឹ ្សោឃុំ គស
ឺ ុី សងេលេមប��ឲ្យេយងេទ។គាត់េធ�ក
 រេ្រចន
 មុខមន
ិ ែមនែតមួយមុខេទ។

គាត់្របឹងែ្របងែមនែទនបេ�� ញអស់ ពីលទ�ភាពរបស់គាត់។ែផ�កល�ជាងេគេនាះគឺ...ពិបាកនិយាយេទៀត

ណា
៎ ។ េបនិយាយេទក�ុងឃុំហ�ឹងខ�ុំមន
៎ ែតេមល
ិ ែមនែបងែចកមន
ិ ឲ្យគាត់េធ�េទណា
 េទក្រមត
ិ ប៉ុនៗគា�។ ករងរ

បស់គាត់េនមានក្រមត
ិ ដូចខ�ុំថា�ស�ីគាត់មន
ិ ចង់េធ�េដយសរគាត់មន
ិ ទន់យល់ច្បោស់។ ដល់េពលេយងចូល

េទែណនាំេទគាត់បានេជឿនេលឿនខ�ះ។ ែតឲ្យថាគាត់មានជំនាញមួយមុខដច់េដយែឡកេនាះគម
ឺ ន
ិ ទន់មា
ន។ករងរែដលគាត់្រគាន់េបេ ធ�បា
 នហ�ង
ឹ មាន.....ពបា
ិ កេលក....។ករងរចំបាច់េនឃុំគាត់េធ�បា
 នេ្រចន
 ែត

ខងសង�ម។ ទីមយ
ួ គឺគាត់ភា�ក់រលឹកែកលម�កុ ងសលឃុ
�
ំ។គាត់មានេឃញស្រមាមឬអ�ីែដលខុសែភ�កគឺគាត់
យកេចញ។ គាត់មានចំណង់ចំនូលចិត�ខងហ�ឹង (ក�ុងនិងេ្រកសលឃុំ)។ ខ�ុំចំណាស់ហឹង
� មន
ិ េឆ�ងៃឆ�នឹង

ករងរសលឃុំែតខ�ុំកេ៏ ធ�ែដរ។ែត្រសីៗគាត់ថាតកុំេធ�!ចំខុ ំេ� ធ�វញ។ករងរែដលេធ�
ិ
បានជាមួយ្របជាពលរដ�

គក
ឺ រែណនាំពប
ី ��្របង
ឹ តស៊ូ (ខងនេយាបាយរបស់គាត់) ចំេពះគណបក្ស (ករងររកកំលំងគាំ្រទបក្ស)

នង
ិ ករចុះផ្សព�ផ្សោយ។ (វន េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

What women do depends on what our leader (boss) instructs them to do.
They work on many tasks, not just one. They tried their best but it is
difficult to say which task she is good at. In the commune, women
councillors have a similar performance and their performance is limited.
As I said, women do not want to do this job because they do not
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understand it well. It seems that they are not skilful in anything yet. It is
difficult to say….maybe most of the work they have done well is related to
social factors. For example, she is good at cleaning and clearing the mess
around the commune office even if I did not say it’s their job. It’s their
preference. And another thing is that they are good at mobilising the
political constituency and good at information outreach.
(Vorn, male, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
To a certain degree, the specific outcomes of women’s political representation are not
visible for some despite positive visions expressed by a number of participants who are
leaders and local ordinary people. For example, as a male counterpart, Vorn finds it
difficult to talk about the roles and expertise of women from his political party, and he
also finds that women’s performance is very limited. In this explanation, he also stressed
that not all women affairs are allocated to women from different political parties. In this
case, what some women commune councillors actually do is different from what others
expect women to do, for instance, women can be seen as good at cleaning the office area
(domestic role) while other qualities are not fairly emphasised.
Second, throughout the interviews, most perspectives on the roles of women leaders
reflect more on women’s ability to perform the assigned roles and less on women’s ability
to advocate for developing commune policy which affects the well-being of local people
especially marginalised groups. For example, the whole commune council do not have
adequate executive power in decisions on budgeting. This is a common issue for all local
government that decision making at the local level is subject to the central and provincial
levels as studied in the challenges of D&D reform in Cambodia (Blunt & Turner, 2005, p.
79). Therefore, it would be challenging for women to advocate for initiatives which

enhance women’s needs due to both the gender barrier and other systematic barriers.
The commune budget which is allocated to operating the Commune Committee for
Women and Children (CCWC) work plan would be more proportionate to its importance,
if it was claimed important by the commune leaders. It is mentioned that women
representatives who are responsible for this task have limited financial support. However,
many of CCWC tasks duplicate with the gender awareness activities sponsored by NGOs
and development partners, which helps make the mission in progress (interviews, 2015).It
is also argued that CCWC related tasks provide women representatives more
opportunities for training and extra financial support from outsiders, but the decisions on
who among women representatives should have these opportunities remains in doubt
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(Interviews, 2015). It has been studied that women might be discriminated against by
their male counterparts, but women also have different privileges among other women
depending on which network they belong to (Öjendal & Kim, 2014).
The largest proportion of the commune budget is to be spent on infrastructure as also
found in other studies (Kim & Henke, 2005) rather than other long-term sectors for
human development such as improving education and health services. In some studies, it
is argued that some commune councils make decisions on their commune development
without local participation because they claim that citizens are not interested in commune
development planning (The Khmer Institute of Democracy, 2007). The interviews with
local officials in Boeung Preah commune, however, show that infrastructure is requested
by local citizens. Responding to the question on how the commune council decides on its
commune development priorities, one of the commune leaders said:
េដម
 ្បកំ
ី ណត់ពអ
ី ទភា
ិ ពក�ុងែផនករអភវិ ឌ្ឍឃុំ េយង
 េមល
 េឃញ
 ខ�ួនេយងខ�ះ ក�ុងនាមជាអ�កដឹកនាំ ែតេយង
 ក៏
េទ្របជុំភូមេិ ដម្បព
ី ិភាក្សោ។ េពលេនាះដល់គាត់ថាផ�ូវេធ�ដេំ ណរវពិបាក។ េយងក៏ព្យោយាមពន្យល់គាត់ (កល
ឆា�២
ំ ០០១ និង ២០០២) េដយសរេយងេ្រគាងនឹងេ្រប្របាស់ មូលនិធិឃុំ េយងបាននិយាយពីដំេណរករ
អភវិ ឌ្ឍ

ដូចជាមានលុ យស្រមាប់អភវិ ឌ្ឍមូលដ�ន

ដល់ចឹងគាត់េឆ�យមកវញសុ
ំ ឲ្យជួយេធ�ថ
ិ
 �ល់

ផ�ូវទឹក

្របឡាយ សលេរៀនចង
ឹ េទ។ ដល់ េស�សុំចង
ឹ ្រគប់ភូមម
ិ កេយង
 ្រត�វែតកសងសលេរៀន ថ�ល់ កសងផ�ូវទឹក

តមគាត់េទ។ និយាយរួមេទគឺថាេយងចុះេទេធ�ែផនករជាមួយគាត់ េដម្ប្របមូ
លនូវប��អទិភាព។ (ផាន់
ី

េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

We, as leaders, identified the needs of local people but I also conducted
meeting to discuss the needs (commune development priorities). Then
local people said that the road condition was not good. […] In 2001 and
2002, we tried to explain that we had a commune fund for developing any
areas that local people want, so they said they wanted roads, water and
irrigation, and schools. As requested from most villages, we had to build
schools, roads and irrigation systems. Overall, we have commune
development planning with local people in order to identify the problems.
(Phan, male, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
As observed, the most noticeable development efforts in the commune as well as other
surrounding communes include infrastructure, schools and irrigation systems. Although
social development which involves women’s needs and women’s issues are given less
emphasis, the leader further explained:
ករយកចត
័ � ភាគេ្រចន
ិ �ទុកដក់េលេហដ�រចនាសម�ន
 បាន្របេយាជន៍ដល់�ស�ី នង
ិ កុមារ។ ដូចកសង ផ�ូវលំ អ

�� ឹ ង

កុមារអចថាមានកង់ជិះ្រប៉�យៗេទេរៀនរល់ៃថ�មន
ិ បាច់ពិបាកឳពុកមា�យជូនេទេទ។

កលមុន

ថា

ពិបាកេទ ឬកូនសិស្សមន
ិ េទេរៀន។ ឥឡូវកុមារមានកង់តូចៗ ជិះបាន្រស�លកត់បន�យករ លំ បាក របស់

អណាព្យោបាល �ស�ីែដលជាមា�យហ�ឹង។ េបនិយាយេទថាគេ្រមាងណា ក៏េដយសុ ទ�ែតបំេរ្របេយាជន៍
ឲ្យ
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្របជាជនទូេទជាពេិ សស�ស�ី នង
ិ កុមារ។ […] នង
ឹ ជាផល្របេយាជន៍។ េបអ
 ត់កសងផ�ូវ ពបា
ិ កមា�យឳពុក

េហយអចេក�ងវមន
ិ បានេទេរៀន។ េហយេបថាវបានជួយអីេទដល់េសដ�កិច�របស់�ស�ីេនាះគឺ ដូចេយង េធ�

ែ្រសេបមានផ�ូវ្រស�លខង�ស�ីកក
៏ ត់បន�យករលំ បាកេដយសរ ពីេដម�ស�ីពិបាកណាស់េពលេធ�ដំេណរ ក�ុង
ករ្រច�តកត់។ េពល្រច�តេហយេទ្របមូលយកមកទុកដក់កុ ងផ�
� ះ។ ឥឡូវេគេ្របពក្យថា ហត់្រប�សៗ េ្រចន
ជាង េ្រពះមានែដល្រសីៗណាេទេលកបាវ្រស�វបាន? េហយ
 �ស�ីណាជាអ�កថ�ឹង្រស�វេនាះ។ នយា
ិ យពី ករេធ�
ែ្រស ផ�ូវល�កត់បន�យករលំ បាករបស់�ស�ីែមនែទន។ (ផាន់ អ�កភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

Developing infrastructure benefits women and children. For example,
small children can ride a bicycle to school without parents’ accompanying
when there are good roads. Before, it was more difficult. Now small
children can ride their small bicycles so it reduces the workload of women
who are children’s mothers or guardians. All projects benefit local people
especially women and children. [….] Without infrastructure, parents find it
difficult and perhaps children cannot go to school. […] For women who
are doing farming, good roads facilitate them in rice harvest and collection
(which are traditionally women’s responsibilities). Before, women worked
really hard to transport the rice. Now, we often say men work harder
because women cannot carry big bags of rice for scaling but men do all
these things. So, good roads help women a lot in their farming roles.
(Phan, male, local official, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
While the focus on women’s needs and gender equality might be not prioritised in the
commune budget’s plan, Phan relates the priority in developing infrastructure to the
benefits of community people especially women and children in a different way, which is
indirect. For example, infrastructure provides better transport for women to perform their
economic activities and makes school and public services accessible for them. In addition,
he specifically noted before that this decision was made upon local people’s request and it
was participatory. In this case, a question which can be possibly asked, though, would be
‘who participated in this planning, and whether or not women representatives and women
beneficiaries have a voice in this?’
Another point to be considered, while a large proportion of the commune budget is
reserved for physical development schemes such as roads, water systems and buildings,
current social development scheme such as education awards and health care allowance
for women have been sponsored a lot by a number of development partners and NGOs.
These public services are well organized and the commune council has had a good
reputation on that. While the effort of the commune council in operating these services
smoothly should be credited, the commune council and their operating partners could not
oversee any possibilities to maintain the services yet, in case their development partners
phase out the projects. Regarding this, a participant contended:
103

ខងខ�ុំមន
គា
ួ ។ ែតសំ ខន់្រក�ម្របឹក្សោឃុគា
ំ ត់មានថវកឲ្យ
ិ
ិ
ិ អចដំេណរដូចសព�ៃថ�អ�� ឹ ងបានវញេទេប
 � នជំនយ

អ�ក្រកឬក៏អត់?្រក�ម្របឹក្សោគាត់មានលទ�ភាពប��ូ ន (ដឹក) អ�ក្រកអ�កឈម
ឺ កមណ�លែដរឬេទ?េបបាន ពួកខ�ុំ

េនអចដំេណរករបានដែដល។ ពួកខ�ុំអត់និយាយអំពីេរឿងលុ យមុនេទេធ�យា៉ងេម៉ចឲ្យែតអចប��ូ នអ�កជម�ឺ

មកមុន។ លុ យេនះគឺេកតេ្រកយេទ។េពលចប់ពីអង�ករេទែលងគិតពីថវកេហ
ិ
យ។ េបអ�� ឹ ង មូលនិធីឃុំ

គាត់្រត�វេធ�េម៉ចមានគេ្រមាងឲ្យខ�ុំវញ។មូ
លនធ
ំ ្រមាប់េធ�ថ
ិ
ី ឃ
ី ុំមាន១០០លនជាងក�ុងមួយឆា�ស
 �ល់ហឹ�ង អ�� ឹ ង

ដកឲ្យខ�ុំែតមួយលនក៏បានែដរស្រមាប់្រទ្រទង់ឲ្យអ�កជូនអ�កជម�ហ
ឺ �ង
ឹ េបអស់ពអ
ី ង�ករេទ។[…] មុនេពលអង�
ករមក អត់មានក�� ប់ថវកផង្រក�
ម្របឹក្សោគាត់អត់មានផង។េដយសរមន
ិ
ិ ែមនថាមន
ិ ចំបាច់េទែតសំ ខន់គឺ
ផ�ូវថ�ល់ផូ វលំ
� ។េ្រពះថាេបអត់ផូ �វក៏គាត់អត់មកេយង(េពទ្យ) េកតែដរ។ (ដរ៉ េនភូម្រិ បែ្រស)

If the development partners phase out, we cannot operate it this way. It
depends on the commune council whether they are willing to support the
poor or not. Does commune council have the ability to sponsor the poor to
come to a health centre or not? We still do our jobs, we care about patients
first, and money, second. […] The commune council has to plan for us.
The commune annual budget is around 100 million riels for road
construction, so they can withdraw one million riel for a health centre if
the organizations phase out. […] The commune council has not had any
budget to support the health centre before. Not because we think health
centres are not important. Without roads, we cannot do anything as
patients cannot travel to health centre.
(Dara, male, health centre staff, Pra Srae village, interview, July 2015)
As Dara expresses, he’s concerned about the continuity of the health allowance scheme
for the poor and women who need birth deliveries, but this is subject to the commune’s
ability to propose a budget to the government or use some amount of annual budget to
cover the costs for those who cannot afford it. Not only women commune councillors
who have no influence on such decision making, but the whole local government’s
decision making is subject to their superior management including district, provincial and
central government (Interviews, 2015). This issue has been a struggle in the
decentralisation process for a long time, based on a report from COMFREL (2007).

6.4

Conclusion

In conclusion there are different perspectives on how women should play a role in local
politics and how women’s political representation can be promoted. Some people
appreciate women’s presence in positions of power as they believe this brings change to
their community to a certain level, while some others still suggest a more authentic
representation.
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According to findings, there is an increase in the number of women political activists and
women supporters. However, women have rarely been on the top list in Beoung Preah
commune and some other communes in Ba Phnum district. In relation to why women
have rarely been on the top list of political candidates, there are different reasons, one of
which is the absence of gender policy while the root causes come to gender norms and
candidates supply. In terms of gender policy, there are no rules either for political parties
or the election process to determine how many women must be elected. Responding to
the questions regarding the feasibility of gender quota applications in candidate selection
processes, answers include “yes” and “no”. Based on the previous chapter discussion,
finding eligible women to be appointed as political candidates is claimed to be one of the
challenges the political parties have in achieving gender equality in the political process.
However, as the original aim of promoting women’s political participation is to articulate
the needs and concerns of women and marginalised people as participants suggested, the
number of women representing in the local government is not an end in itself. That means
women leaders need adequate power, resources and support from men to play their roles
and gendered outcomes need to be measured.

105

(This page is intentionally left blank)

106

CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION
7.1

Introduction

As previously informed in the introduction chapter, the main question of my research
project is how the roles of women in local politics are understood by local people, local
leaders and other local actors. I expected to study this main question by looking into how
local participants conceptualise the roles women can and should play in local politics and
local development, the political representation of women, equitable solutions for women
and who should be involved in the process.
This qualitative study has been based on the lived experiences of key participants
including community people, women leaders and political gatekeepers in Beoung Preah
commune. Based on debates in the literature and addressing the historical context, these
voices are significant in a hope that local knowledge can be practical, useful and
constructive to inspire changes in policy and practice in the cause of gender equality of
that place.
This chapter then provides a reflection of how women’s inclusion and gender equality in
politics means to development and for the context of Cambodia. First, it provides a key
summary of my research findings and discussions and how these help answer my research
questions above. Then, it discusses the significance of the research including research
implications in which the existing comments on the WID and GAD approach to
development can also be reinforced. After reflecting, further investigations in the field are
suggested. Because research is shaped by methodological framework and positionality, I
also discuss the limitation of the research and my ability to reflect on the positionality
issues at the end of this chapter.

7.2

Summary of key findings

Here, I discuss a number of key findings as demonstrated in this thesis. This thesis
investigated how political opportunities for women and men are understood at the
commune level by understanding the political importance of gender roles and gender
stereotypes such as masculinity and femininity in local politics, and also other
intersectional factors influencing women’s decisions to join (or not join) politics.
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The contemporary discourse on gender roles was explored, as well its implications for
women seeking employment, education and social recognition. It is found that gender
relations at both the family and societal level influence the presence of women in formal
political structures. For example, the extent to which women can become effective leaders
and hold senior positions is associated with their level of education, choices of career,
livelihood and power negotiations within the locus of households and their society. These
factors either impose opportunities or challenges for women to effectively participate in
politics, but women’s dreams depend on women, family and society’s perceptions on
gender roles.
It is suggested that while oppressive practice of gender roles and gender norms
throughout a Cambodian society like Boeung Preah commune still remains influential,
there are also some arguments which allow the study to deconstruct the discourse of
women’s subordination. For example, gender norms are seen as changing due to the
impacts of globalisation, migration and mobility. While gender norms and gender
stereotypes are still influential, the attitude and behavioural change toward household
chores and responsibilities, gender-based violence and women’s rights in the community
are also acknowledged to a certain degree. This change has resulted from the society’s
connection with a modern society in the city and elsewhere through the domestic
migration and cross-border migration as well as the information and communication
technology from which they gained knowledge of their society, law and politics. It is
stated in the discussion that knowledge is a tool for negotiation and force for change.
Through migration and better access to higher education, it is suggested that men and
women have portrayed new images of themselves, wishing for a better life. The thesis
also found the interconnection between the economic power and women’s ability to
negotiate for education opportunities and employment opportunities outside the home and
these opportunities might adversely affect the extent to which gender roles can be
interchangeable.
In addition to the knowledge of gender roles discussed in the literature, exploring local
knowledge on femininities and masculinities is very significant as it contributes to
understanding local attitudes toward promoting women’s participation in local politics. In
discussion of masculinities and femininities, the extent to which the discourse has
changed was not investigated but findings show that how local participants conceptualise
108

masculinities and femininities in relation to political leadership is different from
individual to individual. This perception partially influences on participants’ choices in
electing political candidates although other conditions such as educational background,
personalities and experience of political candidates are also taken into account
Women’s femininity and men’s masculinity discourses which were used to explain the
gender disparity in political participation can be seen differently in Beoung Preah
commune. In addition, women might now find themselves more familiar to politics, and
to an extent, women fit in the ideal characteristics of an effective political leader. In
literature, Cambodian women have been struggling for political participation because
politics seems to be masculine field to which women are not belong (Lilja, 2008).
Although this perception might still exist, it is found that some of feminine attributes
usually prescribed on women such as ‘soft, open and not drinking alcohol’ have made
some local participants optimistic about women’s leadership in local politics due to a shift
in ideal attributes of political leaders. Though, the danger of stereotyping men or women
was also a concern. Plus, it can be drawn from the discussion that such perceptions of
femininities and masculinities may positively influence women’s opportunities but the
extent to which women should become the top leaders for example, the commune chief,
remains unclear.
The reasons behind women’s decisions and motivations for them to continue political
career were also explored. Within gender stereotypes which hinder women’s political
opportunities, the innate ability of women to be rational was not emphasized in this text,
but the gender roles in which women are positioning has led to women and men not being
on the same page.
The factors which may also constrain women’s political opportunities include low
incentive for commune staff, poor economic background and unfriendly political culture.
Although the economic and political factors may also matter for men, these
intersectionality issues might be barriers for women more than men for two reasons
according to participants. First the ability for women to escape from subordination at
home depends on their ability to compromise household responsibilities with economic
productivity, while it is less concerning for men. If women could not provide enough care
for the family, there is higher tendency toward disagreements in the family than if it was
men. Second, it is suggested that gender roles make women more cautious than men to
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confront with political tension as women might be more concerned with family’s
emotions while men are encouraged for collective interests. However, according to both
men and women who are occupying political positions in this study, it cannot be
generalized that all women are restricted except that there is a convergence that women
might have more family and household burdens. As I can understand from Brickell
(2011)’s analysis, it is very challenging to change the deeply rooted mind-set the society
holds about women as a dutiful mother and daughter from one generation to the next.
Then, this thesis not only attempted to understand the ability of women to exercise their
agency to participate in local politics, but it also discussed the gendered outcomes for the
commune when the political structure started to be gender- inclusive.
It explored different perspectives on what roles in local politics women can play for the
benefits of their family and their community, and on why these roles are important to
them. From the findings, women politicians and women supporters are both important for
bringing about change.
The research found that there is an increasing use of discourse that women should be
included in the political structure although the possibility for women to reach the top
positions is still weak in progress. The expected outcomes by bringing women in politics
are understood differently. One among the purposes of promoting women’s political
representation is to bring justice and employment opportunities for women, and women
were assigned to women and children affairs because it is assumed that women have
similar social and emotional experiences associated with women’s gender roles.
The thesis also discussed local perspectives on how gender equitable outcomes such as
interventions against gender-based violence and domestic violence, equitable health
scheme for women and the poor and improved education for girls can be brought to the
community through the perspectives of women leaders. In addition, it discussed how
research participants think these efforts can be collaborated by men leaders and other
local actors such as schools and health centre.
One important point discovered in the chapter is that while some participants are very
optimistic about the presence of women leaders even at the top positions, others also
expressed that even if there are influences from the government’s gender policy and
stakeholders, to a certain point, it is challenging to compromise women’s inclusion with
110

the reputation of political parties and the efficiency of local government. This means that
women should not be added into the institutions just for the purpose of increasing
number. Hence gender policy and gender quotas can be useful measures but may be not
practical at the present time. Though, it can be challenged by some participants that
women’s visibility in leadership positions affects gender inequality at everyday level, and
if that could not happen in the first place, there would not be any means to break the cycle
of inequality.
Because the aim of having gender-inclusive political structure is to bring a better
treatment for marginalised people especially women, children and the poor, it is very
important to assess these outcomes. It is proposed to have further investigations on the
extent to which women leaders can use their executive power to make change and how
the whole local government institution namely commune council can advocate to their
superior levels to articulate local needs and concerns. It is found that there are more
political will and initiatives for gender inequitable outcomes in speech more than in
written documents or in practice in a more sustainable way. While women leaders are
given privilege to lead CCWC action plans, there is no strong budget support for this task
to be accomplished effectively. The ability of commune council itself to make decision in
development plan is subject to the approval of their superiors. Plus, perhaps the extent to
which gendered-outcomes can be achieved depends on how local leaders including men
and women conceptualize the most important development scheme for their local, if the
decision is not participatory and inclusive.

7.3

Research significance and areas for further research

This thesis has provided great insights into understanding the positions and status of
women in Beoung Preah commune, not just in the political sphere but also the domestic
sphere. It has answered to my research questions by outlining different perspectives of
local people on women’s roles in politics and problematizing the notions of gender roles,
femininity and masculinity, gender equality, women’s inclusion and related assumptions
and the extent to which gender inequitable initiatives could be brought onto the policy
table regardless of the gender difference of political representatives. How the research
questions are addressed is based on evaluations of these insights.
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Through this thesis, GAD perspective was predominant. In line with the significance of
GAD approach to development (Razavi & Miller, 1995), the findings chapters have
shown that in order to address gender inequality whether in social or political
development, there is a need for changing gender relations at the ground level no matter
how long it takes. Without doing this, gender inequality would still remain the struggles
in the development process. In addition, bringing men into addressing gender equality in
politics is significant, just as it has also been successfully done to prevent gender-based
violence and HIV epidemic. However, gender relations are complicated and subject to
race and culture as discussed earlier, therefore, intersectionality and particular issues of
the third world should also get our attention (Young, 2008).
Maynard (1995) mentions that to a certain degree, feminists discuss what causes women’s
subordination in society and development processes but it would be useful to explore how
these causes take place and why. In my thesis, I am very interested in how realistic it is to
address gender inequality in politics and education if in some cases, politics and
education are not accessible for everyone regardless of their gender. For example, women
might participate in sectors which provide them opportunities to escape from family
poverty regardless of what their dreams and passions are. As we can observe in CMDGs,
promoting education for all, alleviating poverty and good governance all need to go at the
same pace.
This research aims to advocate for more women’s inclusion in local politics by bringing
more attention to the lived experiences, problems, opportunities and challenges of women
who wish to join politics or are already in the positions of power, and what is happening
behind what the statistics can show for Beoung Preah commune. As it was also suggested,
the ability of young people to negotiate power and resist gender norms are expected to
pave the way for the future local government in its effort to bring about a gender balance
in the structure. Therefore, a further study on the roles of young men and women in local
politics could be very interesting. In addition, because the policy and practice at the local
level is influenced highly from the national level, it is important to explore gender
inequality in politics at the national level. Therefore, I think further research could focus
on gender issues at the national level such as women’s subordination in politics at the
national level and the extent to which having women policy makers (national assembly or
ministerial level) impact the structure at the local level.
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7.4

Research limitations

In line with the concept of philosophical world views and positionality, I have to
acknowledge that this research aims to contribute to a better understanding of my
participants’ knowledge, but there can be some gaps. This is because the information I
have gathered and the way I have interpreted it (on behalf of them) are subject to my
research skills, my cultural fluency, my feminist standpoint and my identities as a student
abroad, a former NGO worker, a woman and a friend of some local participants.
From my reflection, this research is not different from other research in that it must have
had limitations due to a number of factors. Positionality as I have mentioned, is a popular
topic in research learning, particularly in relation to ethical and participatory research
(Chacko, 2004; Sultana, 2007). Positionality is referred to “aspects of identity in terms of
race, class, gender, caste, sexuality and other attributes that are markers of relational
positions in a society rather than intrinsic quality”, and these attributes create unequal
power relations which can affect research results differently (Chacko, 2004, p. 52).
However, I tried my best to deal with my positionality issues that I could identify. As a
student and a researcher in training, interviewing and focus group facilitation skills can be
limited but I was confident that it improved with time and I gained an increasing level of
trust. To cope with cultural fluency, I repeated the questions. To avoid judging, I
pretended that I knew nothing. I kept clarifying my identities as much as I could to avoid
any doubts. To help me use the most authentic representation of participants, I integrated
Khmer script in the process.
To sum up, the scope of this study is to contribute to the existing knowledge about the
roles of women in local politics in Cambodia, within the case of Beoung Preah commune.
It is a small research project for the master’s thesis which is not intensive enough to
understand the whole Cambodian context but I believe that my participants’ point of
views, voices and experiences are worth to learn.

7.5

Final thoughts

This qualitative study is not only a way of empowering my participants’ knowledge; it
has empowered me as a student and as a citizen who will be responsible for making
change in my own country as Sok has also expected:
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ខ�ុំេ្រតកអរែដលក�ួយេចះលះបង់តស៊ូ សំខន់ដូចខ�ុំែដរឲ្យែតមានចំេណះ។ ខ�ុំសប្បោយណាស់ែដលក�ុងេនាះគត
ិ
ទំងកូនខ�ុំែដរែដលជា�ស�ី។

ខ�ុំសូមជួយេលកទក
ឹ ចត
ិ �ឲ្យក�ួយបន�ករសិក្សោឲ្យបានចប់ចុងចប់េដមែ្រកងៃថ�

អនាគតបានជួយសង�មជាតិេធ�ឲ្យសង�មជាតិមានសន�ិភាពដូចខ�ុំថាខងេដម។ ខ�ុំអណិតណាស់�ស�ីេឃញវ ័
យេក�ងៗៃថ�េ្រកយក�យជា្រសីេស�ហ៌អក
� មានបុណ្យមានសក�ិខុ ំ�មន
ិ សប្បោយចិត�េទ។ ខ�ុំសូមជួយេលកទឹកចិត�
ឲ្យក�ួយបន�ករសិក្សោឲ្យបានចប់ចុងចប់េដមែ្រកងៃថ�អនាគតបានជួយសង�មជាតិេធ�ឲ្យសង�មជាតិមានសន�ិភា
ព។ (សុ ខ អ�កភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

I am happy to see young women nowadays work hard for education and
those also include my daughter (who also studies abroad). Please continue
working hard and complete your study as I hope that once you graduate
you will come back to serve the country, to be a woman leader and to
bring peace to the country. I feel grieving to see some young women
nowadays end up having to rely on rich and meritorious men to survive.
(Sok, male, farmer, Ta Mau village, interview, June 2015)
For Sok, education is a key area for change. The Image 5 below demonstrates a typical
scene of little girls going back home after school at noon time. These girls are striving for
their own future and are believed to be change-makers in their community.
Image 5: Little girls travelling home from school, Pra Srae Village

Source: Sokunthea Koy (2015)
From this study process, I have made connections with people I have met whose
experiences are valuable for me to connect what I have studied with the real world. From
the process, I have learnt to put myself in my participants’ shoes by carefully listening
and believing. This research also empowers my research participants to build confidence
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to speak and to be aware of the importance of their knowledge. As Phat expressed below,
he found this study process as an opportunity to raise local voices and concerns and share
his personal views and experiences.
ករែដលនាងមកេនះ វជាេមាទនភាព នង
�ិ សរបស់ខុ ំ�ធំេធង បំផុតេហយ
ែដលបាន្រក�ម នស
ិ ជាកត
ិ យ

ិ ្សត
ិ

ថា�ក់ខ�ស់ចប់អរម�ណ៍មកសិក្សោ យកព័តមា
៌ នពីខុ ំ�។ ខ�ុំអរគុណែមនែទន មន
ិ ែដល មានអ�កណា មក សំ

ភាសន៍ខុ ំេ� ទ។ (ផាត អ�កភូមត
ិ េម៉ )

This is my pride and my greatest honour that my knowledge and
information is valued by students from academic level. Thank you very
much; no one has ever interviewed me before.
(Phat, male, farmer, Ta Mau village, interview, June 2015)
I hope that this research knowledge can contribute to further theses on women in politics
as well as discussions which might benefit the community in the future. At a personal
level, this work will be a great asset for building my career development as a future
development worker and researcher.
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