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Instructions for Authors 

The Cambodian Journal of International Studies is a new initiative by The University of Cambodia, 
a private university which was opened in 2003. Papers will be published in English. One volume 
will appear each year, with two numbers at six monthly intervals. It is primarily an electronic journal, 
freely accessible to all through The University of Cambodia’s web-site to as a wide audience as 
possible; a limited edition of each issue will be printed for special occasions. 

Initially, the Editorial Board comprises academics from The University of Cambodia, with the 
advice from outside referees on various paper submissions as appropriate. Once it has become 
established as a platform for the publication of such studies, the Board will be expanded accordingly.  

The Cambodian Journal of International Studies is an interdisciplinary academic journal which 
seeks to serve as a forum for researchers to share their findings on matters related to Cambodia and 
its place in Southeast Asia and the world at large. Thus it will include papers and other articles which 
each provide balanced and non-partisan, and thus provide objective insights into the topics which 
they consider. Areas which will be considered for publication include, but are not limited to: 

i. the theory and practice of international relations at the political and diplomatic level; 
ii. comparative economic studies, including of particular trade blocs; 

iii. comparative social and public policy studies; and 
iv. comparative studies of a biological, geographical or geological nature. 

In addition, other types of paper – for example, reviews (including book reviews), commentaries, 
viewpoints, meeting reports and interviews with noted researchers and practitioners in these areas – 
will also be considered. 

 Note that, despite its title, the Journal will include contributions of a local nature, covering 
studies at the national level. 

Manuscripts for consideration should be submitted as Word or OpenOffice documents, prepared 
according to the appropriate guidelines (available from www.uc.edu.kh/cjis). It will be processed 
by the Managing Editor in consultation with members of the full-time Editorial Board; where 
necessary, additional outside referees will be consulted. Thereafter, feedback for the authors will 
be provided using a standard form if appropriate.  

The Cambodian Journal of International Studies strives to be a neutral publication for the 
promotion of peace and understanding in the region and beyond. Given that some papers may deal 
with contentious issues, the Journal will do its best to ensure that each presents an objective 
portrayal of the issue under consideration, whilst at the same time trying to ensure academic 
freedom of publication. Thus the aim is seek to provide a balanced approach to contentious issues 
through providing a forum for transparent and open debate, and hence promote objective discussion 
and provide a medium for constructive dialogue between those with different views.  

Where a paper has been submitted which is considered to be otherwise of merit but may not give a 
balanced overview of a particular issue, the Journal will publish it as an Opinion Piece, giving the 
opportunity for others to respond in a suitably constructive and instructive academic manner.  

The Journal reserves the right to reject any submission which is considered to be not fit to print in 
an academic forum.  

http://www.uc.edu.kh/cjis
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to the Political-Military Hegemony of the United States of America  

in the Contemporary International System 

 

Pierfrancesco Moscuzza1 

University of Suwon, 17 Wauan-gil, Bongdam-eup, Hwaseong-si,  
Gyeonggi-do, South Korea 

 

Abstract 

In the past twenty years, the political-military hegemony of the United States of 
America has been challenged by new threats; some are systemic while others are 
the result of the direct action of its competitors, namely China, Russia and the 
European Union. This article argues that the U.S. is still the political-military 
hegemon of the international system, even though it has entered a phase of decline 
due to the pressures coming from the competing actors and form the changing 
structure of the international system. However, the biggest challenge comes from 
within its national political system that needs to be reformed in order to stop the 
process of hegemonic decline.   

I. Introduction 

After the end of the Cold War, we have witnessed two big changes in the international political 

arena, the beginning of a new phase of globalization and the inception of a new world political 

structure. Globalisation has expanded to the point of generating a new geopolitical picture of 

power. The structure of the contemporary international system is multilateral and more 

inclusive in comparison with the Cold War period that was essentially bipolar. Countries that 

were previously isolated from the international scene are now integrated into the new world 

system, participating fully in the workings of international organizations and regional alliances, 

whose function is to promote global governance by facilitating the political and economic 

relations amongst its members. The rapid and steady pace of technological progress has also 

played a key role in the spread of globalisation, especially because of the development of 

                                                        
1 Pfmoscuzza@gmail.com  
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information technology capabilities and the diffusion of widespread, cheap, reliable 

telecommunication systems to almost every country on the planet. 

Since the early 1990s, we have witnessed the consolidation and expansion of another global 

phenomenon – regionalism, which is the formation of regional blocs amongst neighbouring 

countries for security and economic purposes. The re-emergence of Russia as a superpower, 

China's political and economic expansion, and the formation of the European Union (EU) as a 

new geopolitical regional actor are variables that have changed the post-Cold War equation of 

power. All of these factors challenge the U.S. hegemonic position in the international system 

(Khanna, 2008). 

This article analyses these issues, focusing on the political-military aspect of the confrontation 

of power among the main actors of the contemporary international system that are the U.S., 

China, Russia and the EU. The methodology used is both quantitative and qualitative. Military 

power can be weighted by the size and firepower of the military apparatus alone, but it would 

not explain all the other factors that come into play in the international power confrontation, 

such as the political. The political-military analysis of power proposed in this article examines 

the political and military factors combined together, conducting also a critical analysis of the 

historical period taken into consideration. 

The research objectives will be achieved by making an initial quantitative measurement of the 

U.S. expenditure for defence, paired with a subsequent qualitative analysis of the foreign policy 

strategy put forward by the different U.S. administrations since the end of the Cold War. 

The theoretical framework used for analysis is Gramsci’s theory of hegemony and its 

subsequent developments, such as Robert Cox’s Critical Theory, even though there will be a 

concrete effort to expand the ontological analysis towards other aspects of global hegemony as 

suggested by Owen Worth (2011). This problem will be discussed in more detail in the next 

section. 

II. Power, Imperialism and Hegemony as Foundational Elements  

of International Relations 

Power in international politics is studied by all international relations (IR) theories but there 

are three main schools of thought from which all IR theories originate -- the positivist, the 

normative and the post-positivist schools.  
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The oldest theory is positivism which inspired realism. For realists, the state is the fundamental 

ontological unit of analysis in IR, and power is the necessary tool for the survival of the state 

because the international system is fundamentally anarchical. In other words, the international 

system is formed by states that are the ultimate depositaries of the highest form of political and 

legal authority, therefore of power (Morgenthau, 1948). Neorealists share substantially the 

same ontological assumption, considering the state as the central unit of analysis, even though 

they came to a different conclusion on the causes of war. Neorealists identify the anarchical 

nature of the international system as the cause of war and insecurity, whilst realists blame 

human nature (Waltz, 1979). These theoretical perspectives have been defined as ‘problem-

solving’, mainly because “it takes the world as it finds it, with the prevailing social and power 

relationships and the institutions into which they are organised, as the given framework for 

action” (Cox, 1981: 128). Problem-solving theories do not have an epistemological insight 

because they are not concerned with understanding how and why the world is structured as it 

is, or why we understand it in a specific way rather than another one. Therefore, they treat 

power as one fundamental ontological unit, as a tool necessary to guarantee either the stability 

of the international system or the survival of the state (e.g. Kindleberger, 1986), making no 

analytical distinction between imperialism and hegemony (Morgenthau, 1948: 36-37).  

The second big school of thought is the normative one that has inspired liberalism. Although 

liberalism can also be classified as belonging to the positivist tradition, it shows some 

substantial differences when applied to the study of politics and IR, because contrarily to 

realism it tries to describe reality as ought to be, rather than as it is. For this reason, it has also 

been dubbed as idealism. Liberals too recognise the state as one of the fundamental units of IR, 

just not the only one. Liberals also value international intergovernmental institutions that serve 

to tame the anarchical nature of the international system through international law and norms. 

For liberals power is almost a consequence of politics rather than its fundamental essence; 

henceforth it can be studied, understood and regulated through the application of norms. So is 

hegemony, which is understood as one of the expressions of power. Liberals explain hegemony 

as the capacity of one international actor to lead and co-opt others into regimes of international 

cooperation governed by international law (Keohane, 1984). 

The third big school of thought is the post-positivist that has evolved through time to inspire 

different theoretical perspectives (Herrera Santana, 2017). In the discipline of IR, there are 

three main paradigms that are influenced by post-positivist analytical thinking. The oldest is 

the Marxist from which originates critical theory; the second is the postmodernist; the third is 
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the constructivist. Although they all offer a very interesting and suggestive interpretation of 

power, only critical theory focuses on the concept of hegemony as one of the fundamental units 

of power, due to the intellectual connection with Gramsci’s work. According to Gramsci 

(1977), hegemony is diametrically opposed to imperialism or dominion. Hegemony is the 

capacity to subdue a subject in a substantially peaceful fashion, whilst imperialism is the 

imposition of dominion upon the resisting actor, always done in a violent and repressive 

fashion. Gramsci explains how the modern capitalist industrial states use hegemony to support 

their fundamental structure, using politics, economics and culture to manipulate public opinion 

and create the impression of a convergence of interests between the ruling and working classes. 

Imperialism comes into play when hegemony fails, which is when the hegemonic political 

rhetoric is incapable to manipulate and co-opt the counterpart.  Nevertheless, in the hegemonic 

political discourse, the use of these means of negotiation and manipulation do not exclude the 

existence and the importance of the military might, which is always necessary to guarantee the 

security of the hegemonic project. This is particularly true in a world made of competing 

political actors, where trust is not a currency that can be spent easily without dire consequences 

for the survival of the hegemonic power. Furthermore, military power is an essential tool to 

impose the imperialist dominion when hegemony fails (Cox and Sinclair, 1996: 212-217).  

Despite the fact that hegemony and imperialism are the opposite of each other, they are both a 

part of the same element, power (Gramsci, 1977: 1638). Therefore, both hegemony and 

imperialism, though antithetic, must be understood as the two possible manifestations of 

political power. Power is the ultimate ingredient of the state, regardless of its development 

stage. This conceptualization of power falls into line with the Hegelian philosophical tradition 

that decomposes history into three basic elements: thesis, antithesis and synthesis (Gramsci, 

1977). In Gramsci’s analysis, hegemony, imperialism and power are the three foundational 

elements of the state. By the same token, when translated to the international political level of 

analysis, they can also be considered as the three foundational elements of all political and 

socioeconomic relations. 

It could be argued that Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is only valid when used in the realm of 

domestic politics because it serves to explain the dialectic confrontation between social classes; 

therefore it is unfit to describe international political events. However, if we make a 

hermeneutic reading of Gramsci’s texts, we can ascertain that he theorised hegemony and 

imperialism as universal features of power, henceforth they cannot be relegated exclusively in 

the domestic dimension of political analysis. Nevertheless, this problem has already been 
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resolved by the members of the international critical school of thought, led by Robert W. Cox, 

Stephen Gill, Mark Rupert and Kees van der Pijl, who have introduced Gramscian analysis in 

the study of IR. Furthermore, as explained by Owen Worth (2011), Gramsci’s concepts of 

hegemony and historic blocs provide an alternative reading of state-centric power that can help 

to overcome the positivist tradition, proposing new sources of explanation and new lines of 

research.  

A further problem that arises when using critical theory as a framework of analysis in 

international relations is the striking similarity with some aspects of liberal idealism. Idealism 

and Marxism have common historical and philosophical roots that on many occasions have 

produced similar analytical results. Gramsci was already aware of this connection back in 1917, 

in the aftermath of the Bolshevik revolution of October that brought down the czarist regime 

in Russia to establish the Soviet Union. In one article written for the socialist Italian newspaper 

Avanti!, Gramsci explains that part of the original Marxist thinking was the continuation of 

Italian and German idealistic thinking, which in Marx was contaminated by positivist and 

naturalist elements (Mordenti, 1996: 45). There are enough elements to prove that this 

influential relation between the two philosophical traditions has continued to these days. 

Specifically, there are some striking similarities between the concepts of hegemony and 

imperialism theorised by Gramsci and the concepts of ‘soft power’ and ‘hard power’ theorised 

by Joseph Nye (2005). Nye describes ‘soft power’ as the power of attraction used by a political 

actor (generally a state) to form alliances with another actor with lesser power. When applied 

to contemporary international relations, Nye thinks of soft power as the main political tool the 

U.S. should use to attract other countries on its side, in order to increase its security, the stability 

of the international system and the prosperity of the participant countries, falling into line with 

the liberal political discourse. 

A country may obtain the outcomes it wants in world politics because other 
countries-admiring its values, emulating its example, aspiring to its level of 
prosperity and openness-want to follow it. In this sense, it is also important to set 
the agenda and attract others in world politics, and not only to force them to change 
by threatening military force or economic sanctions. This soft power — getting 
others to want the outcomes that you want — co-opts people rather than coerces 
them. Soft power rests on the ability to shape the preferences of others (Nye, 2005: 
5). 

According to Nye (loc. cit.), the opposite of ‘soft power’ is ‘hard power’ which is the 

expression of coactive power: “Everyone is familiar with hard power. We know that military 

and economic might often get others to change their position. Hard power can rest on 
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inducements (‘carrots’) or threats (‘sticks’)”. As can be observed, there are a lot of similarities 

between the explanations of power given by Gramsci and Nye, even though they lived different 

historical periods, and for this reason, they give a different insight on the historical and political 

reality that surrounds them. These similarities between the neo-Gramscian international critical 

theory and idealism have been labelled awkward and inconvenient because they can cause 

confusion, analytical redundancy and theoretical reductionism (Worth, 2011: 374). Yet, they 

cannot be ignored and to an extent, they can be used to define the common grounds, as well as, 

the substantial differences between the two schools of thought. This exercise could also help 

to identify the new ontological perspective needed to revive the Gramscian analytical 

discourse, bringing it out of the cul-de-sac in which it has landed in recent years (Worth, 2011: 

374). It could also be the inspiration for new lines of research reviving its analytical validity. 

The underlying idea of this article is that to revive Gramscian analysis in IR is necessary to 

promote the dialogue with all the other theoretical perspectives, rediscovering the dialectic 

vocation that has distinguished this school of thought since its early days. Any kind of 

theoretical isolationism can only impair the ability to develop new ideas and to discover new 

phenomena. In particular, an open confrontation with the postmodern and the constructivist 

paradigms could be really helpful since they have demonstrated a great degree of originality in 

the development of new lines of analytical enquiry and theoretical development, especially 

with regards to the topic of power in IR. 

III. U.S. Expenditure for Defence: the Quantitative Aspect of  

Political-Military Hegemonic Power 

Since the mid-1990s defence spending has been one of the most important balance sheet items 

for many countries, especially for those in North America, Europe, East Asia and the Middle 

East. However, the countries that have spent more in absolute terms are the U.S., China, Russia 

and the EU2 (SIPRI, 2017). Even after the end of the Cold War, the US was by large the world’s 

biggest spender in defence during the 1990s. From 1992 onward the US alone was responsible 

for 40 percent of the global military expenditure, only 14 per cent less than what it spent during 

a typical Cold War year (Cox, 2005: 268).  

Currently, the U.S. is the country with the highest defence spending equal to $611,186 million 

(UNODA, 2015; SIPRI, 2017; World Bank, 2017). Thus Figure 1 indicates that China, the 

                                                        
2 Although the European Union is not a single country, for the specific analytical purpose of the 

calculation of the global defence spending it is considered as a unitary actor.    
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second biggest spender by far,  allocates only about a third of the funding, confirming the 

hypothesis that the U.S. has still the most powerful military apparatus. However, it is estimated 

that by 2025 China could spend the same amount of money or perhaps even more than the U.S. 

on military hardware, bridging the technological and quantitative gap with the American 

counterpart (Dyer, 2013). 

 

Figure 1 Top ten state defence budgets in 2016 (prepared by the author based on 
SIPRI, 2017; World Bank, 2017; UNODA, 2015). 

From the same data emerges that the aggregate defence expenditure of the main EU countries 

is equal to $187,892 million dollars, which is lower than China’s but higher than Russia’s. 

However, despite the fact that EU countries are also members of NATO, their military power 

cannot be automatically considered as complementary to that of the U.S. The reason for this is 

the internal political divisions within the EU that are being aggravated by the recent decision 

of the UK to leave the EU. Furthermore, the recent statements of U.S. President Trump, who 

asked the EU to provide for their own defence in a quite undiplomatic fashion, may have 

serious political consequences, causing divergences in the formulation of the EU common 

foreign and security policy (CFSP). The result could be a diminished capacity for NATO to 

coordinate and react in the event of an international crisis or a military conflict. An example of 

this was the 2003 Iraq war when France and Germany did not support the NATO ‘coalition of 

the willing’ for purely political reasons. 

From the analysis of the global defence spending data emerges a further interesting reading 

regarding the Middle East countries. Saudi Arabia is the fourth top defence spender in the world 

and the first in the Middle East. This fact carries political implications of some relevance 
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because Saudi Arabia is at the same time one of the political opponents of Israel and a historical 

hegemonic client of the U.S., which in turn is one of the main consumers of oil in the world 

and therefore of Saudi oil. Since the oil economy is reaching its peak, both for the finite nature 

of oil as a natural resource and for the tendency to develop clean renewable energy sources that 

carry less dependency on external providers, the strengthening of the Saudi military power can 

be interpreted as a sign that the historical hegemonic relationship with the U.S. is approaching 

its final stages. 

According to the same data, Iran has spent $12,719 million dollars on armaments, slightly less 

than Spain. The future implications of this escalation of military spending in the region are 

unpredictable, especially if we consider the level of Russian involvement in the Syrian conflict 

(2015-2017). A strengthening of the Russian presence in the Middle East may become a Trojan 

horse against U.S. political-military hegemony, providing an alternative to the countries that 

do not want to align with the American political line. 

IV. Bush, 9/11 and the War on Terror 

After the end of the Cold War, the U.S. was left with no major contenders to its hegemonic 

position. Thus for a period of roughly ten years, the U.S. took on the role of global policeman 

intervening as an external arbiter in many international crises such as the Persian Gulf War 

(1990-1991), Somalia (1993), Haiti (1994), the Balkan War (1995) and Kosovo (1999) (Cyr, 

2000: 97). The terror attacks of the 11th September 2001 changed this situation, marking the 

beginning of a new historical phase (Cox and Schechter, 2002: 265-267). The novelty of it is 

that unlike traditional conflicts, the contenders are not just states, but states and non-state actors 

alike. In the new international political scenario, the non-state actors are terrorist organisations. 

Therefore, the characteristic of this confrontation is the asymmetry of political-military power 

displayed by the contenders, which is determined by the difference in political legitimacy and 

military capability between the state and the non-state actors (Zakaria, 2008: 1-4).  

In reality, this is not the first time that states have faced terrorist organisations. The novelty is 

the global character of the confrontation and the religious motivation that in the past was never 

a big factor on its own. In fact, from the late 1960s throughout the early 1980s, the world scene 

was populated by many terrorist organisations but none of them had pure religious motivations. 

In some circumstances, religion was one of the distinctive elements between the fighting 

parties, such as in the case of the PLO confronting Israel and the Irish Republican Army (IRA) 

confronting the British government, but it was never the rationale for conflicts. Also, although 
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those organisations acted internationally, the majority of them had targets that were confined 

to their national dimension. For example, the target of the PLO was the liberation of Palestine 

from the Israeli occupation, the goal of the IRA was the emancipation of Northern Ireland from 

British rule, and the goal of ETA was the secession of the Basque Country from Spain.  

In the 9/11 attacks, the perpetrator was Al-Qaeda, a terrorist organisation led by Osama bin 

Laden, who in the early 1980s was a protégé of the U.S. trained by the C.I.A. to fight against 

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Al-Qaeda is not a vertically structured organisation but 

rather a loose network formed by many terrorist firms, groups and cells ready to act and strike 

at any time. The political target of Al-Qaeda and its associates is not national but rather 

international and potentially global. Their declared mission is to establish the rule of Islamic 

law in all the former countries of the Ottoman Empire, in order to subsequently expand to other 

regions of the world. The political structure that they envision is the Islamic Caliphate, which 

is divided into smaller territorial units called Emirates or Sultanates that are led by either an 

Emir or a Sultan (Habeck, 2012).  

Given their mission that is essentially political and their military capability to strike, these 

unconventional political actors can be considered hegemonic contenders of the U.S. What 

makes them relevant and dangerous for the political-military hegemony of the U.S. is their 

capacity to attract people, especially among the members of the Islamic community that have 

been target of unfair political practices and discrimination for many years. The strength of these 

actors is also determined by the geographical spread that they enjoy since their militants do not 

have a specific nationality but they come from everywhere, even from Western countries. This 

characteristic makes them more difficult to find and neutralise. 

In October 2001, the U.S. declared war against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan in retaliation 

for the terrorist attacks of 9/11. From the outset, this military mission was very atypical and 

received a lot of criticism from political analysts and military advisers. The biggest atypicality 

was the proportion of the attack that was too swift and massive, considering the nature of the 

enemy and the magnitude of the 9/11 attacks. It was also risky to send troops on the ground 

without the right preparation, considering the Soviet experience (1979-1982) which struggled 

and eventually failed to control the country due to the harsh topography of the territory. 

Although the initial attack in 2001 could be considered a military success, since the war 

objective to oust the Taliban regime was achieved in a short time and with few casualties, the 

political outcome has been very different. Since the establishment of President Karzai’s 

government (2001-2014), the Allied forces have faced a number of obstacles to secure the 
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support of the local population necessary for the country's governance and security. The 

situation has been particularly difficult in the tribal areas far away from the capital Kabul, 

where religious fundamentalism is most rooted and where the poorest areas of the region are 

located. In these areas gun smuggling and opium cultivation are widespread, representing an 

important source of income for the local economy.  

Long after the official end of the war, various groups of insurgents connected to the Taliban 

have continued to operate relentlessly. The insurgents have unceasingly sabotaged the central 

government and attacked the Allied forces. The result has been the destabilisation of 

Afghanistan and neighbouring Pakistan which has been involved in the conflict. This outcome 

represents a double strategic defeat for the U.S. because besides Afghanistan, they have 

gradually lost the support of Pakistan, which has been a hegemonic client of the U.S. since the 

Cold War days. The political situation in the region has degenerated to the point that in 

February 2017, General John W. Nicholson Jr. strongly suggested to the Senate Armed Service 

Committee to reconsider the political posture of the U.S. towards Pakistan and possibly also 

the support given in terms of economic and military aid (Gordon, 2017). He also asked for a 

few thousand additional troops, warning that the U.S. forces and its NATO allies were facing 

a situation of ‘stalemate’, despite the fact that in 2014 NATO troops were officially withdrawn 

from Afghanistan (Gordon, 2017). General Nicholson’s suggestion was finally turned into 

policy in early 2018 when the US State Department suspended most of its security assistance 

to Pakistan (Ryan, et al., 2018). 

Overall the war in Afghanistan has yielded a very poor political result. Sixteen years after the 

beginning of the conflict, U.S. forces are still in the country, trying to stabilise a situation that 

does not seem to be improving. Afghanistan continues to be plagued by drug trafficking, arms 

smuggling and jihadist activity, whose sole purpose is to destabilize the region in order to take 

control of the territory. The outlook for 2017 was to extend the mission to 2018, provided that 

the military tensions on other fronts will not divert necessary essential resources from 

Afghanistan. This prospect has been confirmed by the recent statements made by General 

Nicholson. The first was in February 2018, when in response to the augmented level of attacks 

against civilians, he said that the US cannot allow the Taliban to win the war (Kramer, 2018). 

The other statement was made in March 2018 in an interview with the BBC, where he openly 

accused the Russians of supporting the Taliban by smuggling weapons to them over the Tajik 

border (Rowlatt, 2018). This last statement opened a new question over the US and NATO 

presence in Afghanistan because if the NATO coalition would be able to prove that the 
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Russians are supporting the Taliban, then the continued presence in the region would become 

a strategic priority to avoid the geopolitical expansion of Russia in the region. On the other 

hand, the critics of NATO’s presence in the region accuse the US and its Western allies of 

using any pretext to maintain an imperialistic presence in a region of the world that allows them 

to keep a strategic and a geopolitical advantage on Russia and China (Sheik, 2018).   

So far, this is the longest war the U.S. has fought in its history. This prolonged use of U.S. 

military force abroad against local people represents an imperialist imposition of power; 

therefore it is a huge loss of U.S. hegemony in the region and surely amongst the majority of 

the global Muslim community. Furthermore, the military action against Afghanistan has shown 

the incapacity —and to a certain extent the unwillingness— of the Bush administration to deal 

with the terrorist menace in a more efficient and fruitful fashion, displaying a lack of political 

leadership that is a primary source of hegemonic power. 

Despite the different analytical perspective, the events of 9/11 recall the idea of ‘Liquid 

Modernity’ theorised by Zygmunt Bauman (2000) in all its pervasive significance. Bauman 

spoke of a society that is in a continuous transformation and that eventually liquefies all forms 

of solid, structured ideas of order and power, as well as any attempt to control it in a definitive 

solid format (Bauman, 2000). Thus, society is liquefying from the inside, melting all the 

previous known paradigms of institutional organisation and production —such as the welfare 

state or the Fordist model of production— so is the reality of international relations whose 

liquidity causes the melting of all the established power structures (Bauman, 2000: 56-59). 

Henceforth, when there is no other state capable to challenge the current structure of the 

international system based on U.S. hegemony, an unconventional actor like Al-Qaeda emerges 

to propose an alternative vision of the world based on an antagonistic political, economic and 

cultural model. In this case, the alternative model is the Islamic doctrine that is profoundly 

different from the centralist Western paradigm of power. 

V. Bush, the Neocons and the Invasion of Iraq 

On the 20th of March 2003, after a long and troubled international debate, the U.S. launched 

the Operation Iraqi Freedom whose main goal was to neutralise the menace represented by the 

alleged program of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) developed by the Iraqi dictator 

Saddam Hussein (Dale, 2009; King and Hamilos, 2006). The initial deployment of U.S. troops 

was approximately 150,000. The operation was joined by the UK (40,000), Australia (2,000) 

and Poland (184). Denmark, Italy, the Netherlands and Spain deployed a small number of 



Pierfrancesco Moscuzza 

176 
 

noncombat forces (MEDEA Institute, 2017). On May 1, 2003, a little more than a month later, 

President George W. Bush declared that the mission had been fulfilled through a public 

statement that caused much controversy. The controversy was sparked by the fact that both 

Iraq and Afghanistan were far from stable after the official end of the war (Dale, 2009).  

The distinctive element of the 2003 invasion of Iraq was the political motivation. The great 

majority of the wars fought by the U.S. since the end of the Cold War have been politically-

armed missions as a response to an aggression against civilians or against the sovereignty of a 

country. For this reason, those military interventions obtained the political support of the 

international community, and in some cases, the issuing of U.N. resolutions that authorized the 

use of force, as established in Chapter VII, Article 51, of the U.N. Charter (Wirtz and Russell, 

2003). So it was for the Persian Gulf War of 1991, for the intervention in the Balkan War in 

1995, and to some extent for the war against the Taliban regime in 2001 which was guilty of 

hiding and protecting Osama bin Laden. Contrariwise, the 2003 invasion of Iraq did not receive 

the support of the U.N. In this case, the use of force was used according to the Bush’s doctrine 

of pre-emptive war to attack a sovereign country that had neither a demonstrated link with the 

terrorist attacks of 9/11 nor with Al-Qaeda. 

Initially, the Bush administration justified the attack against Iraq by claiming that Saddam 

Hussein was developing an atomic arsenal.  The allegations were based on two reports from 

the British and Italian intelligence but since the beginning, the evidence against Hussein 

seemed weak and unsubstantiated, and in the end was proven to be false (Bonini, 2006). Despite 

the lack of evidence and the ‘Nigergate’ scandal that eventually overwhelmed the Bush 

administration over a supposed traffic of yellowcake uranium from Niger to Iraq, costing the 

job and a jail sentence to a close aide of Vice President Cheney, the U.S. finally invaded Iraq 

(Safire, 2004; The Washington Post, 2004). 

Apart from the official motivations offered by the Bush administration to convince the world 

public opinion on the justness of the military mission, the true reasons were geopolitical and 

geoeconomic. Iraq is an oil-rich country located in a strategic geographical position, it has 

access to the Persian Gulf, the Indian Ocean, and it borders Turkey, Iran, Syria, Jordan and 

Saudi Arabia. To this, it must be added that all the senior members and advisers of the Bush 

administration —including the President— had some direct involvement in the companies that 

operated in the invasion, the reconstruction and the exploitation of the natural resources of both 

Afghanistan and Iraq, like Halliburton and Blackwater (Minnis, 2003; Scahill, 2009).  
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The invasion and destruction of a politically stable country like Iraq, which is situated in a very 

unstable region of the world, has only favoured the strengthening of terrorist organizations like 

Al-Qaeda. These terrorist groups do not have a well-defined logistical base; therefore they 

benefit from the creation of pockets of political chaos where they can set up a stable base 

necessary to raise the level of conflict. This hypothesis has been confirmed by the formation 

of new jihadist organisations, like the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), which at some 

point became stronger than Al-Qaeda because it had acquired a solid territorial base in the 

territories comprised between Iraq and Syria that after the beginning of the Syrian civil war 

precipitated into chaos. To defeat terrorist organizations that base their power on the 

desperation and lack of hope created by war, poverty and ignorance, it is necessary to use a 

diplomatic strategy rather than a military one.  It is only through the use of political tools such 

as financial aid, information, schooling, intercultural and interreligious dialogue that the 

population’s support for the terrorists can be undermined and finally terminated (Stares and 

Yacoubian, 2007). 

The 2003 Iraqi War has also had important socioeconomic and financial consequences. In order 

to finance the mission, the Bush administration accumulated a large debt that became critical 

by 2008 when the subprime crisis exploded in all its magnitude, igniting the biggest financial 

crisis of our century that put in jeopardy the overall stability of the global financial system. The 

financial crisis initiated by the uncontrolled spending made for the Iraqi war has had also a 

strong socioeconomic impact on the American nation, affecting the weaker strata of the 

population that saw their living standards fall sharply in the matter of months (Webb, 2011; 

Wright, 2011). Moreover, the war in Iraq has also been the cause of many casualties, 

reawakening the spectrum of the Vietnam War with a new generation of people affected 

psychologically, emotionally and physically by a war that was both unlawful and useless in 

terms of political and economic benefits to the U.S. and world alike. 

In light of these developments, it becomes a difficult task to disagree with the critical theorists 

who accuse the U.S. of being at the centre of a new world order, substantially based on its 

military predominance and its ability to either repress its enemies or co-opt its allied countries 

by the use of hegemony:  

The post-Cold War conflicts (war in the Gulf, in the Balkans and in Afghanistan) 
have had the common feature of suppressing threatened disturbances to this vision 
of global order. US military power assumed leadership in NATO-centred coalitions 
to re-establish order. The fact of US predominance in military power enabled the 
United States to require economic as well as military and political support from 
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allied powers. The relative decline of US economic power compared to its position 
in the post-war era, along with the supremacy of US military power, converted the 
aid relationship of the early post-war years into a tributary relationship. The US 
administration commanded decisions about the use of military power to which 
allies contributed economically and sometimes militarily. (Cox and Schechter, 
2002:35). 

VI. The Obama Period 

The election of Barack Hussein Obama in 2008 marked a radical change in both U.S. domestic 

and foreign policy. In order to run for the presidential election on the Democratic ticket, Obama 

had to win the consensus of the caucus in the primary election against Hilary Clinton. Back in 

2008, Obama represented the symbol of hope and change for the majority of the U.S. citizens 

for three main reasons: the economic-financial crisis that erupted in the summer of 2008; the 

loss of confidence in the Bush administration and the ‘Neocons’ over the handling of the War 

on Terror; and a chance to put in power a fresh face perceived as distant from mainstream 

power politics. In fact, if the Americans had chosen Hilary Clinton, who at that time was the 

only candidate with the adequate political capital to confront Obama, the U.S. would have had 

members of the Bush and Clinton families in the presidency for twenty-four consecutive years. 

On the contrary, Obama represented the new because he was the first African-American man 

in American history to become President. The son of a Kenyan student with a unique family 

history and a middle name that recalls his family Muslim background, Obama was also one of 

the youngest people ever elected to the highest office. Nonetheless, his election was more than 

the symbol of the political emancipation of the African-American people. He impersonated the 

progress and evolution of the U.S., projecting the image of a modern democracy that is capable 

to overcome the worst moments of crisis by breaking up any predetermined scheme without 

giving up hope; basically, the ultimate reincarnation of the American dream.  

Obama’s election carried also a huge positive symbolic value for the rest of the world that was 

reflected in the perception of the world public opinion (see Figure 2). After Obama’s election 

the perceived level of influence of the U.S. went up to the highest point in a decade, which 

translated in international political terms means a stronger hegemony. The first symbolic 

political act of Obama in this sense was the speech given in June 2009 at Cairo University in 

Egypt, which is considered to be one of the most prestigious universities in the Muslim world. 

The speech was received positively by all sides for its honesty and its intention to reconcile the 

diplomatic relations between the U.S. and all the Muslims around the world, which were 
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addressed by Obama not just as a unitary monolithic group of people but as the sum of all the 

nationalities, communities and individuals that compose the Muslim world (C-Span, 2009). 

  

Figure 2 Influence of the superpowers as perceived by world public 
opinion: prepared by the author using data from Globescan/PIPA/ 
BBC (2014). 

However, the election of Barack Obama did not erase fifty years of history characterised by a 

strong realpolitik and many cases of human rights violations. The illegal invasion of Iraq and 

the subsequent scandal of the Guantanamo prison camps are the two biggest spots in recent 

U.S. political history. In particular, Guantanamo has become the symbol of the U.S. renewed 

imperialism and reckless violation of human rights. Obama declared on more than one occasion 

that he would close the camp, ending a period of shame and illegality that had affected the 

hegemonic image of the U.S. worldwide, but the Guantanamo prison camp was never closed 

due to the strong bipartisan opposition encountered in the Congress. The Guantanamo prison 

camp remains open to present date, even though Obama was able to reduce the number of 

detainees from over two hundred to only forty-one (Rosenberg, 2017).    

VII. The Pivot to Asia 

On the 11th of October 2011, the U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton announced the Pivot 

to Asia foreign policy strategy with a ground-breaking article in Foreign Policy magazine. 

According to Ms Clinton: “The future of politics will be decided in Asia, not Afghanistan or 

Iraq, and the United States will be right at the centre of the action” (Clinton, 2011). 

The obvious target of this strategy was to balance the two biggest political actors in the region, 

China and Russia, which are in a phase of geopolitical expansion. In particular, China’s 

hegemonic aspirations have become a threat to the security, autonomy, independence and 

territorial integrity of their neighbouring countries, including the U.S.’s traditional allies in the 
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East Asian region, nominally Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. One of the manifestations of 

China’s expansionist policy is the current dispute with Japan over the Senkaku Islands in the 

South China Sea (Calder, 2006). The other is the territorial dispute with the South East Asian 

nations over the Spratly Islands that has been opposed by the majority of the ASEAN countries. 

With the Pivot to Asia, the Obama administration rescued two very peculiar concepts of 

American political history: the 'democratic messianism' and the 'manifest destiny'. With the 

former they put back into a central position the idea of the need for a normative approach in 

international relations, maintaining a degree of coherence with the liberal ideals of international 

peace through institutionalism and global governance. With the latter they reaffirmed the idea 

that the U.S. is a 'Pacific nation', and as such their involvement in that part of the world can be 

considered legitimate as a mean to the end of promoting peace, democracy and prosperity 

(Flournoy and Davidson, 2012). At the same time, the Pivot to Asia policy put pressure on 

China's hegemonic ambitions on the Asian continent, contrasting a "Chinese reformulation of 

the Monroe Doctrine" (Bassets, 2012). From a strict political-military perspective, the 

application of the Pivot to Asia was reflected in the increased U.S. military deployment in the 

East China Sea in response to the threats issued by the North Korean leader in early 2016 

(Ryall, 2016; Stevenson, 2016).  

In sum, considering all the variables at play, the Pivot to Asia was a well-played strategic move 

that reinforced the global political-military hegemony of the U.S. because it served to contain 

the expansionist policies of Russia and China by using economic competition and global trade 

as main foreign policy tools, maintaining at the same time a strong strategic military presence 

in the region (Kissinger, 2011).  

VIII. The Historic Deal with Cuba 

In December 2014, Obama made a historical announcement saying that the U.S. would restart 

diplomatic relations with Cuba (Epatko, 2014).  The plan was articulated in thirteen points that 

included amongst others: to re-establish diplomatic relations between the two countries; to re-

establish a U.S. embassy in Havana; to ease travel restriction; to expand trade relations; to 

allow U.S. financial institutions to operate in Cuba by opening accounts at Cuban financial 

institutions; to lift restriction on the use of U.S. debit and credit cards in Cuba; and to update 

and improve the level of telecommunication in Cuba (Epatko, 2014).  

Although the speech made by Obama reflected his liberal political inclination, it also showed 

a good dose of pragmatism and a clear display of hegemonic leadership. From his words 
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transpired the awareness that the U.S. is too big of an enemy for Cuba and that the situation of 

political isolation to which the U.S. relegated Cuba for more than fifty years was anachronistic 

and pointless. It was anachronistic because communism was no longer a menace to U.S. 

security, and also because the U.S. had re-established political relations with China and 

Vietnam —both former enemies and still governed by communist parties— a long time ago, 

whilst they still continued to ostracise Cuba. It was pointless because the measures put in place 

against Cuba lasted for more than fifty years but they did not produce any results besides 

harming the Cuban people. Furthermore, the U.S. was the only country left to implement those 

measures against Cuba (Epatko, 2014).  

Obama also stated the clear intention to establish a growing level of cooperation on issues like 

health care, migration counterterrorism, drug trafficking, and disaster response. In addition, he 

announced the review of Cuba designation as a state sponsor of terrorism according to facts 

and law, considering that terrorism had changed greatly since the Cold War days and that the 

new threat comes from terrorist organisations like Al-Qaeda and ISIS. 

Overall, the deal worked in favour of both Cuba and the U.S. It favoured Cuba because it finally 

lifted the embargo on the island that had caused economic isolation, underdevelopment and 

unnecessary sufferance to the Cuban people. The U.S. was also greatly benefitted by the deal 

because it helped to strengthen its hegemony in the region by resolving a long-standing political 

crisis with a country that is only 160 kilometres away. Furthermore, the establishment of a 

regime of cooperation with Cuba can only generate wellbeing and prosperity for both nations. 

IX. The Nuclear Deal with Iran 

In July 2015, the U.S. together with China, France, Germany, Russia, the UK and the EU signed 

a nuclear deal with Iran, named the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) (US 

Department of State, 2015). The main points of the deal are that all the permanent members of 

the U.N. Security Council agree on lifting all the U.N. Security Council Sanctions against Iran 

in exchange for the definitive suspension of the Iranian nuclear programme for military and 

defence purposes. The deal was negotiated and signed within the legal framework of the U.N. 

and therefore has international legal validity and is legally bounding for all the signing parties.  

The defining point of the agreement is specified in the opening pages of the official document 

as follows: “Iran reaffirms that under no circumstances will Iran ever seek, develop or acquire 

any nuclear weapons” (US Department of State, 2015). As a result of the deal, there have been 

also other signs of relaxation between the two countries. The first was an exchange of prisoners, 
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and the second was the settlement of a legal claim made in 1979 by Iran against the U.S. for a 

1.7 billion dollars furniture of weapons paid in full but never received (Jaffe and Mufson, 

2016). However, the nuclear deal has been criticised by many as a form of entitling Iran nuclear 

research without effectively obtaining the decommissioning of all its nuclear facilities and 

infrastructure. 

One of the most vociferous opponents of the deal was the Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu, who condemned it as “a stunning historic mistake” that gives Iran the possibility 

to build a nuclear arsenal (Booth and Eglash, 2015). The counter-argument is that a no deal 

would eventually bring the U.S. and Iran to war, or in the best case scenario, to a prolonged 

diplomatic political crisis. Although there cannot be any assurance of the fact that Iran will 

maintain the terms of the deal for the future due to the possibility of a change of government, 

the same is true for the U.S. 

In any case, the deal was definitely a point in favour of the U.S. political-military hegemony 

because it showed a great level of leadership and diplomatic skills in convincing a long-

standing enemy and rogue actor like Iran to change a sensitive domestic political issue, turning 

a strategic and security liability into a potential political asset. In facts, the deal represents a 

limitation of Iranian national sovereignty and a curb to its hegemonic regional aspirations 

because it regulates an issue of domestic policy with international implications, such as the 

acquisition of nuclear weapons for defence purposes. The counterargument could be that 

Israel’s disapproval of the JCPOA counts as a loss of U.S. political influence and therefore of 

hegemony in the region but this is a one-sided argument, especially considering that Israel is 

the only country in the region armed with nuclear weapons. 

X. The Election of Trump: A Swirl Back to Conflictive Politics 

In November 2016 the American people went to the polls in what will be recalled as one of the 

most dramatic elections in U.S. history. For the second time in less than twenty years, the U.S. 

faced an election full of drama, controversy and allegations of wrongdoing. The first time 

happened in November 2000 when George W. Bush obtained a much-contested victory in 

Florida over his Democrat rival Al Gore. For the 2016 elections, the situation was even worse 

because besides the allegations of miscounting the electoral ballots, there were suspicions that 

Russia may have rigged the process to favour the Republican candidate Donald Trump over 

the Democrat Hillary Clinton. The gravity of this fact goes beyond anything we have previously 

witnessed in American history, especially considering that Russia is a hegemonic contender of 
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the U.S. The scandal has been named ‘Russiagate’ and it involves family members and close 

advisers of President Trump (Boot, 2017).  

Russiagate escalated when President Trump declared to the press that he believes Putin, rather 

than members of U.S. intelligence agencies, saying that Russia did not interfere in the 

presidential election of 2016. Trump was reported saying: “Every time he sees me, he says, ‘I 

didn’t do that.’  And I believe, I really believe that when he tells me that, he means it. But he 

says, I didn’t do that’” (Zelizer, 2017). This declaration has raised serious concerns about 

Trump’s loyalty to the U.S. and his reliability as commander in chief of the armed forces. The 

political implications of the Russiagate are manifold and they go beyond the realm of domestic 

politics due to the responsibilities invested to the persona of the President of the U.S., such as 

the control of the U.S. nuclear arsenal and the power to control the most powerful military 

machine in the world. The obvious result of this crisis is a loss of leadership amongst its NATO 

allies, and consequently of political-military hegemony in the international system. 

XI. The North Korean Missile Crisis 

The North Korean crisis has been the other big thorn in the side of the Trump administration. 

North Korea has been working for more than ten years on a nuclear program for military 

purposes, making all the possible efforts to display publicly any new advancement. Sanger and 

Broad (2017) have described the North Korean crisis as a Cuban Missile crisis in slow motion, 

recalling the happenings of the so-called ‘Thirteen Day Crisis’ in 1962 between the U.S. and 

the Soviet Union. However, the differences between the Cuban Missile Crisis and the North 

Korean one are many. Also, the historical moment and the political scenario in which they are 

situated are completely different. 

The first difference is indeed the historical period. The Cuban Missile Crisis happened during 

the Cold War, which was a period of ideological and power confrontation between two main 

actors, the U.S. and the USSR. China was the third big nuclear player and for a while 

represented a source of concern for President John Fitzgerald Kennedy (JFK) but it soon 

became clear that it was not a threat, rather a new player in the nuclear deterrence game (Sagan, 

2017). The actual confrontation with North Korea happens in a very different international 

system where globalisation has fostered the replacement of the bipolar structure for a 

multipolar one. The U.S. is the primus inter pares, the biggest and most powerful military 

superpower, and the world leader in the political, economic and cultural fields. This brave new 

world is somehow more dangerous than the previous one, due to the higher number of players 
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that makes it more unstable. At present, we know for sure that there are nine countries that 

possess nuclear weapons, the U.S., Russia, China, the UK, France, India, Pakistan, Israel and 

North Korea. Iran could be the next one (Kristensen, 2017).  

Secondly, in the Cuban Missile Crisis the negotiations were conducted by JFK and Khrushchev 

whilst Fidel Castro was left almost completely outside of the decision quarters, therefore 

reducing dramatically the possibility of an accidental escalation due to misperceptions, 

miscalculations or misunderstandings (Allison and Zelikow, 1999). In the North Korean crisis, 

the North Korean dictator Kim Jong-Un is on the first line because he has developed his own 

independent nuclear program. What complicates the matter even further is that North Korea is 

receiving support for the development of its nuclear program from abroad, implying the 

presence of some allies that support it. China is surely one of them; Russia is most likely the 

other one. Since neither China nor Russia would risk having a new rogue nuclear player close 

to their borders, their support for North Korea must imply a degree of leverage that is currently 

underestimated, even though cannot be compared with the level of control the Soviet Union 

had over the Cuban nuclear missiles.  

Thirdly, although the North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un and the late Fidel Castro shared the 

same ideological persuasion, they are very different persons with very different backgrounds. 

On this point, one of the main differences is that Castro never asked the Soviets to deploy the 

missiles in Cuba, even though they convinced him to accept them (Allison and Zelikow, 1999: 

202). To the contrary, the North Korean leader has actively developed his own independent 

nuclear program, launching threats to his enemies at any possible occasion. Also, North Korean 

communism is a very different form of ideology from the one developed in Cuba, both for 

historical and cultural reasons. North Korean communism was since its beginning heavily 

influenced by traditional Asian cultural values and by the Maoist experience. Furthermore, 

during the reign of Kim Jong-Sun (grandfather of Kim Jong-Un), North Korea gradually drifted 

away from any other known format of communism, to create its own brand of dynastic 

communism where the adoration and veneration of the leader were the central tenets. This 

political model resembles the traditional Korean society of the Joseon imperial period, rather 

than any other communist state. 

Fourthly, the Cuban Missile Crisis lasted only thirteen days and in the end, Cuba did not 

become a nuclear state. The Soviets agreed to negotiate the retirement of the missiles for a 

subsequent reduction of the military pressure from the U.S. and NATO on the USSR (Allison 

and Zelikow, 1999: 197-201). North Korea instead has already developed its own independent 
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nuclear program and it has not shown any sign of compliance with the American requests. For 

this reason, Trump was forced to reach out to the Chinese President Xi Jin-Ping in the hope 

that he could act on North Korea, projecting a very weak political image of the U.S. to the rest 

of the world whilst acknowledging China’s political-military hegemonic leadership in the East 

Asian region (Merica and Landers, 2017).  

The recent developments on the North Korean crisis have open new perspectives for peace in 

the region and a new range of possibilities in the outcome of the political-military crisis with 

the US and its regional allies, nominally South Korea and Japan (Nelli Feroci, 2018). After the 

recent meeting held in the demilitarised area between the two Koreas, Kim Jong-Un will meet 

with President Trump to negotiate the terms of the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula. 

It all depends on the outcome of this meeting whether the peace process between North and 

South Korea and the US will go forward. Surely North Korea has already broken its promises 

in the past and this opening could be an attempt to gain time in order to stall the US reaction to 

the previous escalation of tensions between the two countries. From an analytical point of view 

it seems very unlikely that North Korea will renounce its nuclear arsenal without the complete 

denuclearisation of the Korean peninsula, which means that the US would have to remove their 

nuclear umbrella from the region losing their hegemonic position towards Japan, South Korea 

and Taiwan, therefore, favouring indirectly the affirmation of Chinese hegemony (Moscuzza, 

2018). Furthermore, what remains unclear is how the process of denuclearisation should 

happen, since in the Panmunjom meeting there were no clear references to this point, and, given 

the recent setbacks on the Iran nuclear deal caused by Trump’s foreign policy.  

XII. The Reversal of the Obama Historic Deals with Cuba and Iran 

In June 2017 President Trump announced the reversal of the Cuban deal negotiated by the 

Obama administration with the Cuban leader Raul Castro. The announcement did not come as 

a surprise because it was one of the main political points of his electoral campaign, yet the 

consequences for the political-military hegemony of the U.S. in the region are many and all 

negative.  

The first and more obvious is the rolling back into a situation of insecurity for the U.S. and the 

region as a whole. At the moment, Cuba is one of the few remaining communist countries, 

together with China, which besides being a main hegemonic competitor of the U.S. is also the 

second biggest economy in the world. The reversal of the Obama’s deal could cause a drift of 

Cuba towards a renewed state of economic hardship and alienation from the logic of regional 
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cooperation and integration, leaving a window of opportunity for China to strengthen its 

political and economic relationship with Cuba. In such a scenario, it is not a remote possibility 

that in the near future China would seek to establish a military presence in Cuba, in order to 

balance the threat to its security represented by the U.S. presence in the East Asia region, 

specifically in Taiwan, Japan and South Korea. Furthermore, the return of economic sanctions 

would also cause hardship for the Cuban people, affecting the hegemonic image of the U.S. 

amongst them and therefore undermining the support of the public opinion for a political 

change.     

In October 2017, Trump announced that he would not certify the compliance of Iran to the 

JCPOA nuclear deal signed in 2015. The decision was finalised on May 8, 2018 when the US 

officially pulled out of the JCPOA.  Trump justified his decision saying that Iran is not “living 

up to the spirit” of the JCPOA (Holland and Bayoumy, 2017). He also dubbed the deal as “one 

of the worst and the most one-sided transaction the United States has ever entered into” 

(Holland and Bayoumy, 2017).  

From the analysis of Trump’s words emerge three main reasons motivating the decision to 

boycott the JCPOA. The first is the almost irrational refusal of everything his predecessor 

Barack Obama has done, both in domestic and foreign policy. The second is Trump’s personal 

concern that Iran may in the near future become another rogue state on the list of U.S. enemies, 

same as North Korea. The third is the political pressure coming from Israel and the conservative 

pro-Israeli lobby within his government. 

Trump’s decision to boycott the JCPOA has a clear negative impact on the political-military 

hegemony of the U.S. Firstly, the cancellation of the deal will push Iran away from the Western 

countries, reinforcing the axis between Tehran and Moscow. Russia could use this situation as 

an occasion to find a strategic geopolitical entry into the Persian Gulf, balancing the 

overarching U.S. military presence in the area. Secondly, this decision suppresses the newly 

established commercial relations between Iran and the signatory parties of the deal, due to the 

economic sanctions announced by Trump. The eventual political outcome of this will most 

likely be a reinforcement of Iran’s relationship with both Russia and China that can exploit this 

occurrence to establish an economic stronghold in the region, taking advantage of the vast oil 

reserves present in the country. Thirdly, the boycott of the JCPOA was a unilateral decision 

and the political consequence of this is already visible in the weakening of the U.S.’s leadership 

within NATO. The manifestation of this was the strong dissent shown by the European 

partners, in particular by the French President Emmanuel Macron, the German Chancellor 
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Angela Merkel, the British Prime Minister Theresa May, and the High Representative of the 

European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Federica Mogherini. Fourthly, this 

decision projects an image of the U.S. that is highly self-reliant and incapable to lead or 

represent the needs and interest of its allies and clients.  

Moreover, the lack of evidence to support the accusations against Iran revives the spectrum of 

the 2003 Iraq war, when the Bush administration used the pretext of a supposed Iraqi nuclear 

buildup to invade the country and oust Saddam Hussein. This behaviour can only reinforce the 

recurring image of the U.S. as an unstable and dangerous actor that cannot be trusted with the 

role of world political-military hegemon, due to its excessive power that could be misused at 

any occasion by the people in power. 

XIII. Conclusions 

The U.S. remains the strongest military actor of the contemporary international system, even 

though the latest international political developments show a marked weakening of its 

hegemonic political image.  

Under the mere military aspect, the U.S. emerged as the leading superpower because it still 

exhibits the highest quantity of military spending that corresponds to the biggest quantity of 

military hardware and to the latest technologies in the field. Furthermore, the aggregate military 

power of NATO is considerably higher than its hegemonic contenders, such as the SCO and 

the Eurasian Economic Union.  

Politically, since the terrorist attacks of the 11 of September 2001, the U.S. has obtained 

contrasting results, which have been the direct consequence of the foreign policies adopted by 

the different administrations in power. Immediately after the 9/11 attacks, the level of public 

approval of the U.S. was definitely higher than in 2008 when the Republican administration of 

President George W. Bush left office. The situation changed with the election of Barack Obama 

that was capable of devising a new foreign policy based on the traditional liberal ideals of 

international cooperation, open diplomacy and respect of international law. 

The Obama administration also brought about a new foreign policy strategy, shifting the 

political and military focus from the Middle East to the Asia-Pacific region with the so-called 

Pivot to Asia. With this new strategy the United States has once again proven to be the world 

political-military hegemon, capable to adapt to the changing international political scenarios in 

a rapid and efficient fashion, in order to protect its national interest and support its allies. 
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However, the climate of reduced tension and consociated international politics promoted by 

the Obama administration was suddenly disrupted in 2016 by the election of Donald Trump. 

Trump was capable to very quickly raise the international political tension bringing back the 

Cold War’s spectrum of nuclear war. Trump has enacted a foreign policy based on the ‘America 

First’ concept, putting on hold all the international political and economic cooperation, 

including even that with the U.S.’s traditional allies like the EU, Mexico and Canada. This new 

development has weakened the U.S. world political-military hegemony, especially considering 

the growing military power of Russia and China that are also partners in the SCO.  

The current outlook does not promise well for the global political-military hegemony of the 

U.S. and shows China in a phase of rapid ascension. If the U.S. does not change its internal 

political mechanism to guarantee a continuity in its foreign policy strategy, there is a concrete 

possibility that in the near future it will lose the role of world hegemon. However, by an 

analysis of the last seventeen years it emerges that the Republican administrations have a higher 

record of involvement in military conflicts and political-diplomatic crises, whilst the 

Democratic administrations have a tendency towards a more consociational foreign policy that 

favours the establishment of hegemonic relations with its allies and client states. Therefore, the 

root of the problem seems to be political rather than systemic and for this reason easier to 

resolve. 
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Abstract 

Securitization and power politics are two sides of the same coin. In the context 
of the analysis here, securitization refers to the transformation of regional state 
dynamics into matters of security. Politics is the means used to secure state 
ambitions to influence regional actors. India’s maritime projections in 
Southeast Asia in the current Narendra Modi administration showcase these 
two concepts. India’s maritime activities in Southeast Asia mainly revolve 
around trade as well as exploration for hydrocarbons and other deep-sea 
resources. However, geopolitical interests and concerns continue to shape and 
evolve India’s Southeast Asian maritime strategy. Narendra Modi’s domestic 
policies are designed to spur India’s regional reach and influence. Both India 
and China see strategic significance in securing access to Southeast Asian 
littoral states, as seen in China’s Belt Road Initiative (BRI) and India’s Act East 
Policy. This discussion focuses on India’s maritime projections in Southeast 
Asia, security challenges facing India in the waters of Southeast Asia and the 
South China Sea, and Southeast Asian states’ responses to India’s regional 
presence. 

I. Introduction 

Securitization and power politics are two sides of the same coin. In the context of the 

analysis here, securitization refers to the transformation of regional state dynamics into 

matters of security. Power politics is the means used to secure state ambitions to influence 

regional actors. India’s maritime projections in Southeast Asia by the current Narendra 

Modi administration showcases these two concepts. India’s maritime activities in Southeast 

Asia mainly revolve around trade, as well as exploration for hydrocarbons and other deep-

sea resources. However, geopolitical interests and concerns, mainly India’s strategic 

ambitions, China’s military assertion and associated hard and soft power configurations of 
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other powers in the region, continue to shape and evolve India’s Southeast Asian maritime 

strategy. Prime Minister Modi’s domestic policies, namely empowering the poor, 

minimizing/eradicating corruption, decentralization, infrastructure development and his 

‘Make in India’ blueprint are designed to spur India’s regional reach and influence. India’s 

maritime activities in the South China Sea and neighboring Southeast Asian waters are 

prompted by China’s bold advances which the latter has strategically molded to by-pass 

reliance on the Straits of Malacca. Both India and China see strategic significance in 

securing access to Southeast Asian littoral states, as seen in China’s Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI) and India’s Act East Policy. Obviously, there are a mixed bag of reactions from 

various Southeast Asian states.  

China’s global rise as one of only a handful of naval forces to contend with, began over the 

past two decades. During Hu Jintao’s administration (2002-2012), the modernization of 

naval hardware, training, intelligence and other acquisitions accelerated to keep Taiwan in 

check. With Xi Jinping at the helm (2012 – present), China has achieved certain milestones 

while overhauling the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN).2 With China’s maritime 

power inevitable, India needs to step-up and re-shape the contours of naval supremacy in 

the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) and Southeast Asia. Narendra Modi sees India’s role and 

leadership in Southeast Asia as being challenged by China’s strategic presence in the region. 

Beijing’s naval footprint and wide network of land and port infrastructure (ports, airfields, 

runways, roads and railway lines) has made India determined to exert her ‘India-first’ 

foreign policy. Towards this end, Delhi’s Act East strategy has set the stage for multiple 

geopolitical scenes in the Southeast Asian maritime theatre. The United States, India’s firm 

supporter (and the United States’s Major Defence Partner) and Beijing’s irritating 

adversary, feels a strategic necessity to ensure that the security climate in the region remains 

conducive to US interests, which all boil down to economic stakes.  

Southeast Asia lies at the intersection of two of the world’s busiest sea-lanes. The East-West 

route connects the IOR with the Pacific Ocean, while the North-South route links Australia 

with Northeast Asia. Paramount to these connections are economic lifelines. The economies 

of Northeast Asia receive oil and other natural resources through these waters. They also 

export finished products to the rest of the world. Similarly, these sea-lanes are critical for 

Middle-Eastern and Western economies. All commercial (and military) vessels must transit 
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Southeast Asia, namely the Straits of Malacca, the Lombok Straits and the Sunda Straits if 

they are to transit between the IOR and the Pacific Ocean. It is strategically logical, then, 

that India, China and the United States have high security stakes in Southeast Asia. Each 

has an ambition to control the sea-lanes and prevent the rise of contentious regional powers, 

in order to ensure that shipping routes remain open and stable. 

Southeast Asian states are equally calculative. With a combined population of about 600 

million, low-cost, labor-intensive manufacturing and an abundance of natural resources 

(petroleum, natural gas, cement and uranium), these maritime states are eager for investment 

to fuel their rapid development (Stratfor Worldview, 2010). Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, 

Singapore and the Philippines, for instance, welcome Indian, Chinese and American 

investment because they generate local employment. However, given the recent negative 

economic developments in ASEAN, Southeast Asian states have become shrewd in their 

investment plans. The following are some of the difficulties facing a few Southeast Asian 

nations. Indonesia’s economic reforms have hit a snag due to non-performing infrastructure 

promises. The Malaysian ringgit has fallen to its lowest level against the United States dollar 

since 1998. This is due to falls in China’s stock market (which depress commodity prices), 

the rise in United States interest rates and allegations of corruption engulfing Prime Minister 

Najib Razak. Singapore’s stock market is experiencing fallout from the sharp decline in 

Chinese equities, which has badly affected the manufacturing and property sectors. Overall, 

for Southeast Asian nations, it is in their interests to ensure regional maritime security, but 

not without some skillful geopolitical maneuvering. In order to prevent either China or India 

from assuming a hegemonic role in the region, the Southeast Asian states will either balance, 

bandwagon or hedge their way towards maintaining a conducive security environment. A. 

M. Murphy suggests that, “small states…..prefer a strategic environment characterized by 

great power equilibrium, since this affords them the greatest freedom to pursue a policy of 

neutrality between them. In the absence of great power conflict, small states can reap the 

benefits of good relations with all major states, making equilibrium the safest environment 

for them” (Murphy, 2017; see also Roy, 2005).  

Given this scenario, India’s increased and determined maritime strategic involvement in 

Southeast Asia is crucial. With China and the United States as constant and persistent 

regional players, Delhi must manipulate the geopolitical climate for her own interests. How 

she does this will be detailed in sections III and IV, below. 
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II. Power Configurations in Maritime Southeast Asia 

India’s primary strategic naval interests in Southeast Asia are drilling for, and the import of 

oil and liquid natural gas (LNG). After all, in 1941, the United States embargo on oil imports 

to Japan precipitated the war with Japan in World War II. Lest history repeats itself, India 

needs to safeguard her access to the transportation of these raw materials, both from 

Southeast Asia, and the Middle East and Africa. However, under the Modi administration, 

India wants to reduce crude imports by 10%, by 2022. To meet these requirements, she has 

to increase production from her own ageing oilfields. Nevertheless, for the time being, India 

is still dependent on oil imports from Southeast Asia, mainly Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, 

Indonesia and Brunei (Singh and Chakraborty, 2017). Besides this, India trades extensively 

with the region, contributes to connectivity infrastructure and partakes in widespread fishing 

activities in Southeast Asian waters. It is logical, therefore, that India’s Modi consistently 

re-iterates his position on “the freedom of navigation” in the ASEAN-China-India (ACI) 

region. 

Geopolitical trends and power configurations in Southeast Asia are largely influenced by, 

first, tensions in the United States-China relationship, second, Sino-Indian border conflicts, 

and third, maritime disputes in the South China Sea, the East China Sea and the Yellow Sea 

(Ott and Ngo, 2014). For decades, the United States has been the principal security provider 

for Southeast Asia with few competitors.  For instance, as early as just after World War II, 

the Philippines and Thailand allowed the United States to monitor communist guerrilla 

forces in Indo-China which they did by establishing major facilities at Subic Bay (the 

Philippines) and Thai-United States military cooperation in the form of Chulachomklao 

Military Academy which is modelled on the United States Military Academy at West Point 

(Jackson and Mungkandi, 1986). 

Southeast Asian balance of power is still evolving. One platform on which the defense 

community is able to discuss defense diplomacy and other related matters is the ASEAN 

Regional Forum (ARF) which was established just after the end of the Cold War, in 1994. 

To date, there are 27 member nations, including the United States, China and India. At the 

recently-concluded 50th ARF meeting in Manila (August, 2017), heated discussions took 

place about North Korea’s missile tests (North Korea is a member of the ARF) and the South 

China Sea disputes. However, non-traditional security threats, such as cybercrime, 

terrorism/violent extremism, human trafficking, drug trafficking, the proliferation and use 
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of chemical weapons and natural disasters took center stage.3  The Delhi Dialogue is another 

regional platform where ACI security issues are debated. It is organized by the Ministry of 

External Affairs (India), in collaboration with the Observer Research Foundation (ORF) and 

the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FICCI). The Delhi Dialogue 

came to fruition in 2009, and at the latest meeting in July 2017, regional geopolitics claimed 

much attention. Speakers unanimously agreed that both India and ASEAN must step up 

their efforts to contain brewing security threats in the region. The third noteworthy forum is 

the Shangri-La Dialogue or the International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS) Asia 

Security Summit. Held annually in Singapore, the first summit kicked-off in 2002. These 

three fora are significant platforms where geopolitical, strategic, security and geo-economic 

matters are discussed at a Track One/ministerial level. However, there is concern that such 

fora have proven ineffective in finding solutions to regional security tensions. No policy 

decisions are ever made. Having said that, participating nations are able to ‘insinuate’, 

‘influence’, ‘hint at’ and ‘suggest’ behavior patterns of adversaries. Nations are also in a 

position to project their own geo-strategic interests. 

In maritime Southeast Asia and the South China Sea, there are three explicit geopolitical 

strategies at play. The current United States objective is to contain China’s boisterous 

hegemonic tendencies in light of the BRI, the nine-dash demarcation and the One China 

Policy. In order to do this, the United States needs to preserve its network of allies to balance 

China. Pivotal to this containment is to maintain a free flow of trade and commerce. Michael 

Auslin, in a statement before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, Subcommittee on 

Asia and the Pacific, reiterated this when he said, “Imagine the damage to US markets and 

US consumers if cargo ships bound for ports in Los Angeles, Oakland, and Seattle were 

stopped transiting the South China Sea. While not likely in the immediate future, it is time 

for US strategists and policymakers to understand the attendant risks of allowing a 

competitor (in this case [China]) to dominate crucial waterways in Asia” (Auslin, 2017). 

India has a new outward-looking maritime strategy. Modi wants to reshape the contours of 

India’s role as a naval power in Southeast Asia and the IOR, but given China’s strategic 

naval presence and a wide network of infrastructural development in Southeast Asia’s 

littoral states, India has stepped up her friendship with the United States This is evidenced 

by Modi’s recent visit to Washington, where Trump ‘promoted’ India to a Major Defense 

                                                        
3 Non-traditional Security Threats Take Center Stage in Meeting of ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 

Senior Officials. www.asean2017.ph, May 2017.  

http://www.asean2017.ph/
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Partner. It grants India preferential access to American defense technology. Also, Modi’s 

Act East Policy (2014) and the India-first foreign policy are the current foundations of 

India’s designs in Southeast Asia. Both policies aim to protect India’s strategic interests 

while ensuring robust economic growth. Geopolitically, these policies accord India a new 

focus to promote connectivity through Myanmar and Thailand with other ASEAN nations. 

Modi is determined to engage United States and China, which is a reversal of India’s 

previous inward-looking stance. It now has an intensive naval engagement with the United 

States navy, demonstrating India’s shift from being a ‘lone ranger’. India has also committed 

to helping smaller states in Southeast Asia to build up their maritime capabilities. For 

instance, after the INS Airavat was challenged by the Chinese navy in September 2012 en 

route to Vietnam, India has since stepped up maritime cooperation and interoperability with 

the Vietnamese. China has the capability to launch disabling attacks on any ship or carrier 

groups in maritime Southeast Asia. She has:  

1. land-based ballistic and cruise missiles;  

2. modern jets with anti-ship missiles;  

3. conventional and nuclear submarines;  

4. long-range radars and surveillance satellites;  

5. cyber and space weapons intended to blind any force; and 

6. the capability to launch a maneuverable warhead onto the deck of an aircraft carrier 

2700 km out at sea.  

With such hard power, China seems to have a hegemonic strategy to ensure maritime 

security along the key sea lanes of communication (SLOC) in Southeast Asia. China’s 21st 

Century Maritime Silk Road (part of the BRI) is a bold strategy emphasizing the 

construction of ports, port cooperation and land-water transportation channels. This massive 

infrastructure development ensures China dominance of the ACI region. 

It is clear that there are three major powers that are predominant forces in Southeast Asian 

waters. All three have strategic and geopolitical interests, mainly to preserve the balance of 

power, rather than triggering further escalation of conflict, but also to engage Southeast 

Asian nations militarily and economically with zero-sum gains. 

III. Acting East: India’s Strategic Maneuvers in Southeast Asia 

India’s Act East, Neighborhood First and India First policies are the driving forces behind 

Modi’s leveraging of China. It is evidence of India’s determination not to be a pawn in 
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China’s game of chess, in the “grand Chinese enterprise”. Also, her growing economy 

creates rising demands for raw materials. This in turn requires India to have greater access 

to supply markets facilitated by inter-state trade. Trade necessitates a free flow of goods via 

maritime and overland transportation. The greatest bulk of traded goods transits the Sea 

Lanes of Communication (SLOC) via ships and tankers which need an uninhibited passage 

through the oceans.  With Modi at the helm, India is determined to dominate the SLOC 

between maritime Southeast Asia, the Bay of Bengal and the western Indian Ocean. 

Furthermore, Southeast Asian states prefer a balance of power in the ACI region, and 

welcome India as a ‘swing state’ (Mohan, 2013). When Prime Minister Modi took office in 

May 2014, he set out a course for Indian foreign policy which closely-addressed Delhi’s 

strategic interests in the IOR and Southeast Asia. There is a certain intensity with which 

India sees herself in the geo-strategic sphere within the ACI region. Not being a member of 

the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the International 

Energy Agency (IEA) and the Group of Seven (G7), as well as her exclusion from 

permanent membership in the U.N. Security Council are substantial reasons for India to 

tighten her influence over Southeast Asia. This is embodied in Modi’s three-pronged 

strategy. 

First, he has set the course for closer ties with the United States and her allies, Japan and 

Australia. Shortly after assuming office, Modi approved the Defence Framework 

Agreement in 2015 and the Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA) in 

2016, and embarked on a partnership to build India’s next generation aircraft carrier. 

Second, the Neighborhood First foreign policy of Modi is designed to enhance India’s 

Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) within the Indian Ocean, manifest in development 

projects and military aid to the IOR island states of the Seychelles, Mauritius and the 

Maldives. Additionally, Modi has made efforts to improve bi-lateral ties with Bangladesh 

and Sri Lanka. For example, the Land Boundary Agreement (LBA) between Bangladesh 

and India was ratified in 2015, which allowed for the exchange of land parcels that have 

been in contention since the partition of India, 1947. This was much-appreciated by the 

Sheikh Hasina government (Subramaniam, 2015). The Sri Lankan government under Ranil 

Wickremesinghe thawed relations with India. His declaration to pacify the discontented 

Tamil minority at home has given Modi the opportunity to consolidate trade and defense 

ties with Sri Lanka, without stirring emotions on Indian soil. Third, India under Modi wants 

to defend her maritime interests due to the strategic significance of the Indian Ocean in 
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global politics. As part of internal balancing, Modi has embarked on an ambitious plan to 

modernize and acquire force projection capabilities including naval fighter aircraft and 

Boeing P8I maritime reconnaissance aircraft. In recent years, India has emerged as the 

largest weapons importer in the world and buys in significant numbers from the United 

States, Russia, France and Israel. Currently, she is also close to acquiring the Japanese 

amphibious aircraft US-2 Shin Maywa (Mukherjee, 2017). 

Modi’s three-pronged strategy has enhanced India as a net security provider in Southeast 

Asia. From April 19-27, 2017, the INS Karmuk along with a Dornier maritime patrol aircraft 

participated in the twenty-second Indo-Thai Coordinated Patrol (CORPAT) in the Andaman 

Sea. CORPAT has been underway since 2005, taking place biannually to ensure the safety 

of international trade and shipping lines. The twenty-second CORPAT had a clear focus on 

search and rescue at sea and preventing unlawful activities, furthering India’s regional net 

security provider agenda. India has also extended naval cooperation with Thailand in other 

areas, such as the training of Thai navy and coast guard personnel. For this purpose, the 

Indian naval ships Tir and Sujata, and the sail-training ship Sudarshini, along with the Indian 

Coast Guard’s Varuna, were deployed to Phuket, Thailand, as part of an overseas 

deployment. India and Indonesia also partake in joint maritime exercises.  Both countries 

are working to secure twin threats to commercial shipping and international trade in the ACI 

region, besides improving interoperability. A strategically-significant aspect of the Indo-

Indonesian CORPAT exercises is that Port Blair in the Andaman Sea was chosen as the 

venue, underscoring the high priority accorded to the maritime dimension in Modi’s 

eastward-oriented foreign policy. This projection has also been complemented by 

unprecedented multilateral diplomacy with the ASEAN Defense Ministers’ Meeting Plus 

(ADMM Plus). Between March 2-8, 2017, India hosted a multinational field training 

exercise Force 18, comprising the eight dialogue partners of the ADMM Plus.  On May 18, 

2017, India sent four ships of the Indian Navy’s Eastern Fleet for a two-and-a-half-month 

operational deployment to the South China Sea and the North Western Pacific. 

IV. Is India Welcome? Southeast Asian Littoral States’ Responses 

Southeast Asia has had relations with India for centuries. Trade between India’s coastal 

kingdoms of Orissa and Southern India, and Thailand, Malaysia and Cambodia are well-

documented. India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru mentioned the economic and 

strategic relevance of the region and India’s role in it (Mukherjee, 2017).  In 1947, he invited 



Power Politics and Securitization: India’s Recent Maritime Projection 

201 
 

leaders from Vietnam, Indonesia and Myanmar to the first Asian Conference in Delhi, who 

later endorsed Nehru’s Pan-Asian vision and his thrust on decolonization and economic 

cooperation. Hence, India is no stranger in Southeast Asia. 

Southeast Asian states manage the risks and uncertainties of China’s rise and India’s 

security build-up by engaging the United States, China and India. While diplomatic, 

economic and security relations continue between the United States and all littoral Southeast 

Asian nations, many of the latter have also engaged both India and China, economically and 

strategically, thus maintaining a delicate balance. They do not fear any major security threat 

from either China or India. There is no one-sided fear of China’s growing maritime presence 

and welcome India’s regional security influence. Southeast Asian states hedge, seeking to 

maximize economic gain from both China and India.4 This alignment behavior seems 

contradictory, in the sense that it maximizes economic returns on the one hand, but invites 

security risks on the other. However, in reality, hedging allows for a combination of 

economic and political engagement, with risk management. Not all Southeast Asian nations 

hedge in the same manner. There are variations, but they share a pattern of not overtly 

choosing sides. Among the Southeast Asian nations, Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia and 

Singapore are clear hedgers. They have military-to-military ties with India without having 

treaty alliances or ideological allegiances. They welcome India’s security presence in the 

ACI region as an insurance policy against other-power aggression (e.g. United States-China, 

or India-China aggression). Below are examples of a few Southeast Asian nations and their 

military relations with India. 

Malaysia and India have mutual strategic interests in the Andaman Sea and the Straits of 

Malacca. As a result, interactions between the two navies are intense. The two countries 

share common weapons systems, and Malaysia has been seeking training assistance from 

India for the equipment. For example, India trained Malaysian military personnel on the 

operation of the SU-30MKM, a two-seater fighter aircraft developed by Russia’s Sukhoi 

Aviation Corporation. 

It is similar for Indonesia. In May 2017, the Indian naval ships, INS Sahyadri and Kamorta 

visited Jakarta, and in June, proceeded to Surabaya under the India-Indonesia Coordinated 

                                                        
4 The term ‘hedging’ is an alternative to balancing and bandwagoning in describing small-state 

strategy towards a rising power (Kuik, 2016). It is when a small state adopts a middle position, 
seeking to capitalize on the dynamics of the rising power in order to reap as much economic and 
diplomatic profits as possible from that power. 
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Patrol (CORPAT) maritime exercise. This underscores a steady growth of defense relations 

between Indonesia and India in Southeast Asian waters. 

Recently Vietnam has been courting India in the defense realm. Vietnam sees this as a 

deterrent against China who has laid claim to islands in the South China Sea off the coast 

of Vietnam. Vietnam, aware that India has the world’s fourth-strongest armed forces, 

purchases weapons and receives naval training from India. Trung Nguyen, international 

relations dean at Ho Chi Minh City University of Social Sciences and Humanities says that 

India has offered Vietnam credit to buy weapons and trains Vietnamese sailors. 

Southeast Asian nations see eye-to-eye with India’s principled stand on the freedom of 

navigation issue in the ACI region. They also welcome India’s efforts to bolster each of 

their maritime capabilities. Calculated steps have been taken by these states to maintain a 

regional balance of power by hedging between India and China, as a security insurance in 

order to maximize economic benefits. 

V. Conclusions: India’s Fait Accompli and Security in Southeast Asia 

India is pursuing several undertakings beyond her borders. Modi’s Act East policy, in 

particular, aims to strengthen ties with ASEAN and the wider ACI region through new 

projects that will provide India’s landlocked northeast with better access to Thailand, 

Myanmar and Vietnam. Also, India is aware of the inevitability of threats to commercial 

and military shipping, given China’s show of muscle guised in the form of the 21st Century 

Maritime Silk Road (as embodied in the BRI). Modi’s 2014 election mantra for a ‘New 

India’ still resonates today. In a recent speech addressing the electorate at the Bharatiya 

Janata Party (BJP) headquarters in Delhi, Modi said “the strength of the poor and aspirations 

of the middle class can take India to new heights”. He also reiterated that, “if we are 

successful, no one can stop India from becoming a world power”. While not all quarters of 

the Indian electorate may support Modi’s microeconomic and other domestic reforms, they 

do share his passion for an active and dominant global strategic and security agenda. India 

sees this as a fait accompli, having no other option but to participate as a contending force 

amidst rising regional powers. For India, as in most other cases, development and security 

issues are interconnected. Modi’s fierce economic reforms compel India to reach out for 

raw materials, but amidst a challenging security environment, Delhi must strengthen her 

security engagements in the Southeast Asian region. 
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In conclusion, it is appropriate to re-visit the concept of securitization. It emerged in the 

writings of Barry Buzan, Ole Waever and Jaap de Wilde of the Conflict and Peace Research 

Institute (COPRI) in Copenhagen over a span of ten years, beginning in 1995 (Buzan et al., 

1998). They analyzed how an issue is either a “threat” or is being “threatened”. Within this 

framework, actors declare a referent object a threat. Actors are generally political leaders, 

bureaucracies, governments, lobbyists and pressure groups. Referent objects are the state, 

national economies, collective identities and species and habitats. The need for India to 

project her maritime strength in Southeast is due to several securitized issues, namely:  

i. sustainable economic growth of India, China and the Southeast Asian nations; 

ii. economic stakes/boundaries (the ACI region); and 

iii. power configurations.  

These three securitized issues constitute economic, geopolitical and military security, 

respectively. 

The securitization model allows us to ask five pertinent questions, so that real and perceived 

threats can be avoided. First, who are the securitizing actors in Southeast Asia, through the 

speech act? Second, who or what is to be protected (which referent object)? Third, what are 

the specific threats from which the referent object needs to be protected? Fourth, who 

decides on what is a security issue? Fifth, by what means should the threat be dealt with? 

Keeping these questions in mind could minimize geopolitical challenges, in order to achieve 

the ultimate goals of sharing our oceans, freedom of navigation and peaceful economic 

activities transiting our seas. 
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I. Introduction 

Good university governance and management are a continuous quest over time and space. 

Different models and approaches have been suggested and used, with many scholars, 

researchers and experts in the study of higher education debating and making 

recommendations about how universities should be governed, managed and administered 

for productive gains. For instance, in ASEAN, the ASEAN University Network (AUN), 

ASEAN Quality Assurance Network (AQAN), Asia-Pacific Quality Network (APQN) and 

Association of Southeast Asia Institutions of Higher Leaning (ASAIHL) have been 

established to share information and ideas.  

Also, in Europe, the Bologna Process involved a series of ministerial meetings and 

agreements between both EU and non-EU countries designed to ensure comparability in the 

standards and quality of higher education qualifications. Through the Bologna Accords, the 

process has created the European Higher Education Area, in particular under the Lisbon 

Recognition Convention. The Bologna Declaration was signed by the Education Ministers 

from 29 European countries in 1999, forming a part of European integration.3 The Bologna 

Process constitutes an intergovernmental agreement, and does not have the status of EU 

legislation. Also, as the Bologna Declaration is not a treaty or convention, there are no legal 

obligations for the signatory states: participation and cooperation are voluntary. 

                                                        
1 Based on a paper presented at the First Russia-ASEAN University Forum in Vladivostok, Russia, 

September 1-2, 2016.  
2 ratanay@uc.edu.kh 
3 https://www.ehea.info; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bologna_Process.  
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Effective, efficient and accountable governance, management and administration, quality of 

programs (including learning outcomes, program review and development), best learning 

services for students (including student counselling and assistance to poorly performing 

students, internet and library access, classroom environment and its management, healthcare 

services), good and qualified academic staff (including capacity building), physical and 

financial resources and internal quality assurance are the central elements of these 

institutions. They have set up indicators for checking and balancing between the policies, 

regulations and guidelines on the university’s governance, management and administration 

and implementation. Hence, good and bad university management can be measured.   

Higher education is becoming transnational, with regional and global connectivity and 

cooperation. It has been doing so by supporting study-abroad schemes, with academic 

exchange among students and faculty, experimental university policy for quality 

improvement and institutional infrastructure building, and initiatives like the UK’s Open 

University for the working population seem to offer the most relevant insights for immediate 

or medium-term higher education policy reforms. This trend can be regarded as globalizing 

higher education, so that there are few borders or limits to an individual nation’s education, 

but it needs more collaboration and cooperation to continuously develop and improve 

teaching quality, produce good graduates and thus ensure long sustainable development of 

higher education.   

Towards this end, it is beneficial to share experiences in the governance and management of 

a university with cooperative partners and other universities and to learn from others’ 

experience and knowledge ín order to improve and develop stronger university governance 

and management. Thus regional and international collaboration and cooperation in the form 

of signing memorandums of understanding have been increasing. Similarly, there have been 

moves from a narrow to an open approach in developing universities: for example there is 

increased establishment of inter-university cooperation in the form of regional and 

international alliances or associations and of regional quality assurance institutions, such as 

the various institutions in ASEAN noted above. These institutions share the same purpose, 

strengthening quality assurance through mainly concentrating on good governance and 

management of member institutions (including university leadership and management), 

academic programs, students’ learning and other services, academic staff, physical resources, 

learning resources, financial resources, internal quality assurance and policies. Some 
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countries and regional groupings focus on instructional accreditation while others do on 

programing accreditation and others do world ranking.  

II. Governance, Management and Administration of the University 

Good leadership or good governance and management is always essential for universitiesas 

for any other institution, both public and private, national and international. The question 

about good leadership or good governance and management is a matter for continuing debate. 

It is sometimes good to ask the opposite question: what are bad leadership or governance and 

management? To say another way, it is similar to a very beautiful woman who has both very 

good body and mentality (including morality and virtue) or it is like the most delicious food 

that every human kind always wishes to have. Based on my knowledge and experience, so far 

there is no absolute answer to such questions; no single model for good/best 

leadership/management. It is an incremental process based on long-life learning and research, 

doing and sharing philosophy and practice of good governance and management in the field 

that you are associated with.  

As in politics and society in general, a university really needs a good leader. Thus a university  

will collapse if there is poor leadership (Chairman of Board of Trustee or Directors, 

President, Chancellor, person who has power/authority to manage, lead and decide…to 

make the university work). Just like a nation-state, a university requires a good and clear 

governing and managing system, which gives direction to the administration and formulates 

and defines the power structure and establishes clear tasks and responsibilities. Once it has 

a clearly defined organizing structure, a university has the means to establish its vision, 

mission and goals through strategic planning and the implementation of the resulting action 

plans. A proper strategic plan should focus on the concept of result-based management 

which aims for quality control, effectiveness, efficiency, accountability and thus the 

sustainable development of the university. In order to achieve this, one should concentrate 

on some key elements as follows:  

 style of management/leadership (management and organizational structure); 
 types of academic components (including size), including what you want to 

be best known for; 
 tangible vision, mission and goals which are easy to quantify;  
 available human resources with a good committed team; 
 available physical resources and infrastructure (including buildings, office 

space, labs, classrooms, …); 
 financial resources; and  
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 support from stake-holders (including faculty, staff, students, state and private 
institutions, and the general public) nationally as well as partners in the region 
and beyond. 

Three levels of organizational structure exist in a university: governance, management and 

administration.  

1. Governance 

This refers to the policy-making structure responsible for making decisions on the overall 

development and direction of the University. The governance structure can be different from 

one university to another. However a common model overseas comprises:  

• a Court or Council (for the allocation of resources);  
• a Senate, Academic Council or Academic Board (for oversight of academic 

programs in general)a and  
• Faculty or School Boards (for oversight of particular groups of academic 

programs)  
For Cambodian universities, a Board of Directors or Trustees is the highest governing body. 

Then it may have academic board and other boards but they are under governance or 

management.  

2. Management 

This is the executive body of the university and is responsible for detailed policy-making 

and overseeing the administration and operation of the university. It thus serves to make 

sure that the vision, mission and all the goals, are achieved through the design and 

implementation of strategic and action plans which are carried out effectively, efficiently 

and accountably. The usual pyramid of management structure comprises: 

• The President or Vice-Chancellor; 
• Provosts, Vice-Presidents or Pro-Vice-Chancellors; 
• Deans of Faculty, Colleges or Schools; and  
• Heads of Departments or Units. 

3. Administration 

This is responsible for executing the agreed policies and decisions. Thus, it requires 

sufficient well-qualified administrative staff. There are two main models of administration 

within a university. In the traditional model, this is based on group leadership, power at 

grassroots with decisions being collegial by consensus and compromise; the resulting 

regulations and procedures are thus often rather inflexible. The other, so-called modern 
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model is based on centralized power and strong leadership, with individual responsibility at 

all levels; administrators are more powerful in the drive towards efficiency in their particular 

domains. 

Each model has both strengths and weaknesses. It depends on the culture and environment 

of the institution. However, it should avoid going to the extreme which will not sustain the 

growth and development of the university in the long term.   

III. A Cambodian Perspective 

For the higher education system in Cambodia, the three levels of organizational structure of 

a university must comply with the Education Law of the Kingdom of Cambodia, related 

Sub-decrees of the Royal Government of Cambodia and Declarations (Prakas) of the 

Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport on the establishment and subsequent running of a 

university or other such higher education institution. Subsequent initiatives towards the 

same end have included Royal Decrees on the establishment of a Supreme National Council 

of Higher Education; and that of the Accreditation Committee of Cambodia (ACC), which 

is responsible for the recognition to higher education institutions through its National 

Standard of Accreditation on Higher Education in Cambodia based on a set of nine 

Minimum Standards.  

Comparisons between public universities and private universities in Cambodia indicate that 

there are different components of the Governing Board or Council. Apart from the Rector 

or President of the institution, members of the Governing Board of a public university 

comprise higher governmental officials from related ministries; whereas those of private 

universities can be the owners and representatives of the faculty, the private sector and/or 

student organizations. Strictly speaking, according to the Education Law, government 

officials cannot be President or members of the Governing Board of private universities; 

however the current implementation means that this does not apply to all private 

universities.   

The role of governance through establishing and implementing higher education policies 

depends on the need to establish the right balance between external control and an 

institution’s autonomy. During the initial stages of a country’s development, when skilled 

labor and human capital are scarce and the market mechanisms for human resource 

allocation do not function well, explicit coordination to expedite the national development 

seems necessary, and hence the control mode can be the dominant mode of governance 
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through legislation and other governmental interventions. South Korea followed this 

strategy when it was on the initial take-off and growth-acceleration paths. However, as the 

economy grows and market mechanisms develop, such a central mode of control results in 

various kinds of inefficiency, and it needs to gradually yield its way to the autonomy mode. 

This is the critical moment when the higher education authorities should be careful in 

keeping the balance in designing and implementing the reform plans. Korea was not perfect 

in keeping such balance and suffers the so-called education bubble phenomenon. However, 

universities in South Korea have been successful within the last twenty years. Research and 

publications are leading many countries in the region, which have made higher education in 

this nation gain momentum of growth and popularity worldwide as an international 

destination for pursuing graduate degrees.  Cambodia can learn many important lessons 

about the detailed ideas of policy reforms in the higher education sector from South Korea. 

The most important benefit for Cambodia from the Korean experience seems to be the key 

insights about the nature of higher education governance and why Korea adopted the 

observed reforms and what were the positive as well as negative consequences of these.  

In addition, planning (results-based management planning), participation (social 

participation, including staff, faculty, students, alumni, community, companies and other 

stakeholders and gaining support from them), productivity (getting work done to achieve 

vision, mission and goals by having good strategic plans and action planning, with all involved 

persons participating in the implementation process), progress (continuing the advance of the 

university through proper planning and initiating new activities in different directions, to cope 

with new trends and the development of higher education in the country, region and the world 

at large), partnership (building up a good connectivity, including collaboration and 

cooperation with national, regional and international universities, together with establishing 

good relations, collaboration and cooperation with government institutions and private firms 

or companies, and establish memorandums of understanding for cooperation with non-

governmental organizations and international institutions and organizations) are seen as key 

foundations for good university governance, management and administration.  

As an example of how cooperation between universities on an international scale might be 

fostered, the following will consider one potential example.  
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IV. Possible Areas of Cooperation between Cambodian and Russian Universities 

The Cambodian and Russian governments have a long history of diplomatic relations, 

especially from the early 1980s to 1990s. During this period, the Russian government 

provided a lot of assistance, including economic aid, military aid, technical assistance and 

education assistance. In terms of education assistance, the Russian government at that time 

helped to train trainers-of-trainers. The Russian language was taught in high school and at 

universities and other educational institutes. The Russian government also provided many 

scholarships to Cambodians to go to study in their country. This was much reduced after the 

1993 general election, with diplomatic relations not being as close. However the Russian 

government still continues to provide scholarships to Cambodians and other forms of  

educational exchange, although much less than other countries such as Japan, South Korea 

and some ASEAN countries. Nevertheless, as noted in a recent article on ‘Cambodia: Russia's 

Gateway to ASEAN?’ by Samuel Ramani:4 

Cambodia has 8,000 students studying in Russian universities, and a history of 
student exchanges that date back to the Soviet era. These educational linkages will 
help ease distrust of Russian intentions amongst the younger generation of 
Cambodians. It also will impact long-term policy decisions, as Cambodians 
educated in Russian academies are disproportionately represented in senior 
government positions. 

The two countries continue to support each other in the regional and global economic 

development and security. The relationship between the two countries is considered to have 

become more close after the Prime Minister of Cambodia Samdech Techo Hun Sen led 

delegates to attended ASEAN-Russia Summit 2016, it happened in Socchi from 19-20 May 

2016. On sidelines of the summit, the Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen met Russian 

President Vladimir Putin to discuss on the strengthening of bilateral relations, Russian 

assistance to Cambodia (including negotiation on Cambodian debt to Russia), and the two 

countries signed some memorandums of understanding. Education was one element in the 

discussions. Thus, as Ramani (ibid.) noted: 

Russia’s strengthening of ties with Cambodia is a key component of President 
Vladimir Putin’s broader goal of expanding Russian influence within the ASEAN 
bloc. Medvedev’s historic trip to Phnom Penh in November 2015 further 
underscored the importance of Cambodia to Putin’s Southeast Asian strategy. 
Medvedev’s trip was first official visit of any Russian leader to Cambodia since 
Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze traveled to Phnom Penh in 1987. 
These diplomatic overtures are a major step toward resolving strains between 
Russia and Cambodia that have lingered throughout the post-1991 period. Despite 

                                                        
4 http://thediplomat.com/2016/06/cambodia-russias-gateway-to-asean/. 

http://thediplomat.com/2016/06/cambodia-russias-gateway-to-asean/
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this progress, the transition towards a genuinely fruitful Russia-Cambodia 
partnership is still fraught with obstacles stemming from inefficiencies in 
Cambodia’s economic system, and negative historical legacies. 

Russia has a long- and well-established higher education system, and Cambodia can learn  

lessons from this to strengthen and enhance its own higher education. The two countries can 

explore ways to promote collaboration, especially between individual universities, involving 

both public and private Cambodian universities. To help boost cooperation requires mutual 

awareness and understanding of differences in the culture, education, economics, politics and 

technology by people at different levels in government and in academia. It is not just one side 

offering scholarships: there should be a mutual exchange.  

In a similar fashion, both public and private universities in Cambodia have been receiving 

study visits from companies, government institutions and higher education institutions from 

ASEAN countries and beyond, including Japan, South Korea, China, India, USA and some 

European countries, with memorandums of understanding for cooperation being signed. Thus, 

Cambodian and Russian universities should follow a similar approach for cooperation and the 

development of partnerships through signing letters of intent and memorandums of 

understanding. This opens the way for faculty and students to do exchange programs, 

including, staff-faculty exchange, student exchange, research exchange, joint research, 

participation in seminars, workshops or conferences, and credit transfers as well as joint 

degree programs.  

This approach will promote people-to-people understanding and connectivity between the two 

countries. Thus, it helps the blossoming of diplomatic relations, economic cooperation and 

other social development.  Thus the First Russia-ASEAN University Forum, held in 

Vladivostok after the Russia-ASEAN Summit 2016, is seen as another milestone in the 

achievement of cooperation between the two countries. It is very important for both countries 

through the participation of higher government officials and university management and 

scholars, to share, to learn and to network and hence, identify ways forward to possible future 

collaboration in the education sector.   

V. Conclusions 

There is no single model of university governance, management and administration to be 

followed. Alternative approaches should be used as appropriate to meet the vision, mission 

and goals of each university and as well as the government policy on education in a given 

country. ASEAN countries have a diverse educational systems because they have different 
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histories, with different forms of government as well as culture and religion, and thus different 

forms of university governance, management and administration as prescribed by its 

constitution, education laws and other central guidelines. However, whatever these are, each 

university should take measures to make sure that its system is a strong one.  

In terms of cooperation between Cambodian and Russian universities, it is important that all 

concerned parties should try to develop strong and sustainable ties through the initiation of, 

for example, study visits by leaders in the sphere of higher education including ministry 

officials and university management and faculty from each country to find out possible ways 

for cooperation in teaching and research. Both public and private universities in Cambodia 

should be involved: quality assurance means that many of the private universities in Cambodia 

are similar to or better than public ones. Cambodian higher education has moved from 

accreditation for the Foundation Year programs in the first year to the need for full 

institutional accreditation and the strengthening of governance, management, administration, 

academic programs, student services, academic staff, physical resources, financial resources 

and internal quality assurance.  
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Abstract 

This research study explores key issues faced by Cambodian women that 
obstruct them from exercising their roles in social development, education, 
and leadership. Solutions based on the findings will be useful to bring about 
equal participation of women and men in all social fields so Cambodia can 
achieve the millennium goals of the government for sustainable development. 
The research study can be useful to all Cambodian people, t h e  government, 
policy makers, human rights workers, women, and all social work-related 
organizations and departments.  

I. Introduction 

Throughout history, the Buddhist Pagoda was not only a religious place but also a social 

and an educational center where Cambodian people were educated on morals, good living 

practices, knowledge, and skills for their future career. Under French colonization, from 

1863 to 1953, the Cambodian educational system adopted the French educational model, 

and pagoda education was mostly replaced by ‘Franco-Khmer public schools’ classified by 

different levels of education. New subjects were introduced such as “arithmetic, French, and 

geography in addition to traditional subjects.” It was not until the first year of Cambodia’s 

independence in 1953 that a new curriculum was recommended by UNESCO to reform the 

Cambodian educational system. However, during Democratic Kampuchea from 1970 to 

1975 under the Khmer Rouge regime, formal education was eradicated and scholars and 

other educated individuals were killed. Therefore, the structures of formal education were 

destroyed and replaced by the education of Angka (Organization), which educated people 

                                                        
1 Doctoral student in Public Administration; e-mail dimphearun@hotmail.com.  
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to work and serve for the benefits of Angka led by the Khmer Rouge. From 1979 to 1992, 

schools and other facilities for education were in a destitute situation. Dilapidated schools 

and pagodas were renovated for Cambodian people to get their education. Scholars and 

teachers who survived from Pol Pot’s regime volunteered or were encouraged to work as 

teachers. After the Paris Agreement in 1991 and between 1993 and 1994, reforming the 

Cambodian educational system was a major priority of the Royal Government of Cambodia 

with support from educational partners, international organizations, and the World Bank 

(Filippi, 2011, Ayers, 2000; Hays, 2014). 

According to Hay (2014), however, there are only 65 to 70 percent of children being 

educated in formal schools and the dropout rate was high in the first and second year of 

primary education. Among these dropouts, girls faced a higher rate of dropout.  

Because of long-lasting, ancient Khmer traditions, culture, and way of life, Cambodian 

people tend to form negative social perceptions toward women in society. Common 

misconceptions are that women are weak, inferior, and submissive in terms of making 

important decisions in life such as getting married or choosing their own partner (USAID, 

2013). As shown by a 2013 USAID report, Cambodian women were expected to do most 

of the housework such as cooking, cleaning, washing clothes, child rearing and so on. 

Additionally, they were also perceived to have more burdens and more responsibilities for 

the whole family such as child rearing and taking care of young and older people in the 

family.  

Thus, women have had fewer opportunities in self-development, getting a higher education 

and building their leadership abilities since they have more responsibilities and burdens than 

that of men. More importantly, less social value is given toward women’s roles in socio-

economic and political development. 

This inequality has hindered Cambodia’s ability to reach the Royal Government of 

Cambodia’s development goals. However, having noticed that Cambodian women are 

important labor for socio-economic development, and building up women’s capacities and 

abilities was a good mechanism for sustainable development lead to the setting of the 

millennium development goals. Therefore, women’s participation in socio-economic and 

political development was pushed to the forefront of government strategy.  

To dig for in-depth answers to the addressed issues and discover potential solutions, three 

main questions will be addressed here: 
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1. What were women’s roles in education and leadership? 
2. What societal priorities obstructed Cambodian women from exercising their roles in 

education and leadership?  
3. What are possible ways to empower Cambodian women to obtain roles in education 

and leadership development? 
The purpose of this study is to address some key issues that obstruct women from fully 

participating and exercising their roles in social development through education and 

leadership. Moreover, the research study addresses possible solutions that can be 

implemented to provide women the opportunity to play important roles in social 

development. Moreover, this research study focused mainly on changing Cambodian’s 

negative mindsets and traditions that discourage and discriminate against women’s roles in 

social development through education and leadership. 

II. Education in Cambodia: A Historical Perspective 

There are five distinct phases that can be identified in the development of education in 

Cambodia:  

1. traditional Buddhist education;  
2. the French Protectorate;  
3. post-independence;  
4. under the Khmer Rouge; and  
5. after the Khmer Rouge regime.  

1. Traditional Buddhist Education 

Cambodian people placed a high value on those who were educated in Buddhist Wats 

(pagodas), a place where people celebrated religious ceremonies and where monks and holy 

men lived. This kind of education was a formal education for all Cambodian people; 

especially for men. The education was traditional, which focused on morality, Buddhist 

philosophy, and some life skill building (Library of Congress, 1987).  

Many monks have traditionally worked as teachers, supplementing the work of other 

educators in the country. The classes were taught by monks and the students were mostly 

men or other monks because they had a greater opportunity to pursue a higher education 

since the educational system was Buddhist oriented and followed the Buddhist doctrine, 

which favored men in professional and academic sectors. The major subjects were Buddhist 

doctrine, history and the importance of gaining merit while other subjects such as 

mathematics, Cambodian history, geography, science, hygiene, civics, and agriculture were 

secondary subjects. Within these educations, boys were suitable for learning about these 
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subjects since society provided more value and opportunities for boys or men to get such an 

education over girls (Library of Congress, 1987).  

2. The French Protectorate 

Cambodian Traditional Education was gradually changed from 1863 to 1953 during the 

French colonization when a Western formal education model was introduced and 

implemented in Cambodian educational system alongside traditional education (Khut, 

2016). In 1863, Cambodia was colonized by the French through a treaty between King 

Norodom and the French to protect Cambodian territory. During colonization, the French 

indoctrinated the Cambodian people to adopt European culture and support French ideology 

by mainstreaming those ideologies in the educational and social administration systems. 

Parents preferred to have their sons educated in public schools over their daughters. Most 

children received a higher education at pagodas when they finished their first to third grade 

education; therefore, girls had less opportunity to get a higher education. Rather girls 

received limited knowledge from public schools, since most of the instructors were monks 

(Ayers, 2000; Filippi, 2011). Franco-Khmer public schools were exclusively conducted in 

the French language by 1950. The focus remained on boys to support French ideology and 

become elite citizens in support of French occupation (Ayers, 2000).   

3. The Post-Independence Era 

The emergence of civil war was clearly seen in 1970 when forces led by General Lon Nol 

backed by the United States toppled Prince Norodom Sihanouk from the throne through a 

military coup. For this reason, an exiled government was created by Prince Norodom 

Sihanouk in Beijing (China) with support from his alliance - the Khmer Rouge. To achieve 

their objectives, communist ideology was adopted by leaders and followed by 50,000 

soldiers. The United States backed Lon Nol, while China backed the Khmer Rouge. Phnom 

Penh became a battlefield and the United States destroyed much of Cambodia by dropping 

more than 500,000 tons of bombs on Cambodia. Consequently, many thousands of 

misplaced people moved to the city prior to the Khmer Rouge takeover (Greenberg 

Research, 1999).  

Therefore, during the early 1970s Cambodia was inevitably drawn into the Vietnam War. 

The national instability and political turmoil led the Lon Nol regime to reduce educational 

funding and many school closed in rural areas. Simultaneously, many teachers fled to join 

the Khmer Rouge movement while student and teacher demonstrations frequently occurred 
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in Phnom Penh. By early 1972, the United States bombardment aimed at slowing the spread 

of communism from the East, resulted in serious damage to the education system and 

infrastructure (Dy, 2004: 95) 

Dy (2004) also showed that most Cambodian people were deprived their opportunities from 

getting formal education, which was left from French colonization and under Prince 

Norodom Sihanouk regime.   

4. Under the Khmer Rouge    

In 1975, the Khmer Rouge came into power; this was the beginning of Pol Pot’s regime. All 

people living in Phnom Penh and other major cities were forced to leave their homes to 

achieve the Khmer Rouge’s goal “to establish a peasant, communist society free from 

Western influence”. Under the rule of Pol Pot’s regime, more than 1 million to 2 million 

people died in the so called “Killing Fields”; thousands of people migrated to neighboring 

countries; and thousands of people were tortured, executed, starved, and worked to death 

(Greenberg Research, 1999).  

During the war, men were mainly employed in fighting against opponents; therefore, men 

and boys were deployed as soldiers and many were eventually killed in battles. Many 

Cambodian women became widows and eventually played various roles in society and 

(LICADHO, 2004; UNDP, 2014). All educational structures were demolished and most 

educators, instructors, scholars, and students were slaughtered. Most of the schools and 

universities were converted to prisons or detention centers where many innocent people 

were tortured and slaughtered. Some educators survived by hiding their identity and living 

simply as simple peasant working hard for the purposes of Angkar (organization). The 

education systems were implicit which aimed to inculcate children with revolutionary 

ideology and communism (Ross, 1987). Men and women were both involved in the 

revolution and administration and played important roles for the purposes of Angkar led by 

Khmer Rouge. Ms. “Khieu Thirith, a powerful minister of social action, was responsible for 

directing the youth movement” (Hays, 2014).    

2.5 After the Khmer Rouge 

At the beginning of the 1970s, more than 20,000 teachers lived in Cambodia; 
only about 5,000 of the teachers remained 10 years later. Soviet sources report 
that 90 percent of all teachers were killed under the Khmer Rouge regime. Only 
50 of the 725 university instructors, 207 of the 2,300 secondary school teachers, 
and 2,717 of the 21,311 primary school teachers survived. The meager 
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educational fare was centered on precepts of the Khmer revolution; young 
people were rigidly indoctrinated, but literacy was neglected, and an entire 
generation of Cambodian children grew up illiterate (Hays, 2014).  

Most young Cambodian people under the age of 14 were illiterate and had no basic 

education (LICADHO, 2004; Hays, 2014). 

According to Ross (1987), the Cambodian educational system followed the so-called 

Vietnam-backed People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) and was closely related to the 

Vietnamese educational system which contained four classes in primary level, three classes 

in secondary level, and three classes for the second tier of secondary education. However, 

according to Hays (2014), student enrollment was still low since parents needed to pay 

school fees, which many families could not afford. Moreover, Malika (2014), USIAD 

(2013) and CRDB (2015) showed that female enrollment still remained low in spite of 

removing school fees. This low female enrollment remained because of the perceptions of 

parents and Cambodian people were influenced by long lasting beliefs and traditions that 

placed more value and opportunity on boys. More importantly, because of the family 

financial burdens parents were forced to be selective in deciding which children were sent 

to school.  CRDB (2015) showed that between the years 2000 to 2001 the number of girl 

students in primary school was 80.7 percent, but dropped to 13.7 percent in lower secondary 

school and 5.4 percent in upper secondary school.  

As shown by Aikman et al. (2011) and UNESCO (2003), the number of women with access 

to higher education could not be increased until all education related institutions were 

strengthened. Moreover, expanding education in agricultural professions and removing 

inequalities in acquiring educational opportunities for all Cambodian people requires 

enhanced curriculum development, and the commitment of policy makers to bring about 

changes to allow men and women to have equal opportunities.   

III. The Evolution of the Present-day Education System, 

with Particular Reference to Gender Issues 

The following section will discuss social perceptions, discrimination, leadership, societal 

participation, financial barriers, and the lack of role models and support for Cambodian 

women.  
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1. Social Perception, Discrimination, and Leadership 

Cambodian culture, norms, traditions, and values were influential factors that shaped 

Cambodian’s perceptions toward women in society. Women were perceived as “weak, 

submissive counterparts to men” in terms of rights and responsibilities ranging from lower 

level tasks to higher-level tasks in daily life. Consequently, these perceptions became the 

main factors in limiting women’s status and their participation in Cambodian socio-

economic development. Moreover, Cambodian women were expected to do most of the 

housework such as cooking, cleaning, clothes washing, child-rearing and so on; they were 

also perceived to have more burdens and more responsibilities for the whole family such as 

taking care of young and older people (parents or relatives) (USAID, 2013). Thus, women 

were struggling to participate in social and economic development activities because they 

were expected to stay home and take care of their families and household. They were unable 

to share these burdens with men, and were not often encouraged or allowed to gain much of 

an education (USAID, 2014).  

Although there were some policies for raising women’s rights and capabilities in socio-

economic development, most people’s mindset, mainly men’s mindset, still perceived that 

women should be submissive to men (USAID, 2013). In addition, USAID (2013) furthered 

showed that another failure of Cambodia to include women in social, political, and 

economic development comes from the social expectation that women should not be 

involved in any important social or political arena. The mindset is that women do not have 

enough capabilities. This misconception hinders women’s ability to actively participate in 

all aspects of political roles and socio-economic development. In addition, a perception 

exists that there are no possible solutions for women to help them balance between domestic 

duties and political roles. Hence, women don’t receive equal opportunities in education, 

professional life, or the chance to be promoted as leaders since most voters, 

do not believe in women’s abilities for leadership and in their competence to 
manage high-ranking positions; therefore, neither support nor vote for women 
who are running for office. Increasing female political participation and 
representation will thus require that women overcome traditional stereotypes 
that view women as weak, less intelligent and capable than men, and more suited 
to domestic tasks.  This is particularly so for rural women (USAID, July, 2013).  

Malika (2014) reported that Cambodian women had equal rights as men; however, in reality, 

discrimination against women still exists such as in social works and the political arena. 

Women need more capabilities and more knowledge to compete with men and gain 
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employment as leaders in politics and social work. Thus, women must gain more education, 

and female enrollment through higher education must be prioritized. More importantly, 

financial support and gender discrimination in society refrain Cambodian women from 

becoming active participants in society; therefore, 

[i]t needs to promote changing attitudes, beliefs, and behavior. Change will only 
happen if a critical mass of people wants it to happen. In one sense, promoting 
women’s status in society is like a jigsaw puzzle – we need all the pieces to fit 
together in order to have a complete picture. The first piece lies in educating 
women to obtain reasonable knowledge of their roles and potential. The second 
piece of the puzzle is establishing the political will to empower women and 
follow up on the implementation of gender legislation. Another crucial part is 
support from men; they need to change their attitudes toward female partners, 
both at home and in the workplace, in order to work towards promoting a more 
substantial political role for women.  Last, women must also have confidence in 
themselves to improve their level and their voice in society (Malika, April 2014). 

Even though there was a positive result from public surveys showing significant changes in 

public attitude toward women’s leadership, “cultural norms were still influential barriers to 

women entering and advancing in politics and the public sphere” (USAID, 2014). 

2. Limited Capacity 

Additionally, low education and inadequate training are among the major factors that hinder 

Cambodian women from participating in all social and economic development. The 

deficiency is seen mainly in politics, since women were likely to have lower capabilities in 

performing the given jobs than that of men. Therefore, women had fewer opportunities to 

be promoted as leaders at their workplaces. In addition, many Cambodian women were not 

formerly taught about the “country’s history, present political situation, or future 

developments.” Thus, they were not able to fully access information about their own rights, 

and because many did not receive higher education they were perceived as unqualified for 

leadership positions. Thus, education is the key solution to alleviate discrimination against 

women in leadership, promote more women to participate in social development, and build 

women’s self-confidence (USAID, 2013).  

In addition, two main factors in forming the gender gap in education were monetary costs 

and social attitudes toward gender roles. Poor families and those living in remote areas were 

particularly impacted by the costs of education, and the family’s survival depended on 

women staying home to take care of all household labor. Therefore, many poor Cambodian 

families withdrew their children from school since education at school was a long process 
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and required the investment of time, money, and efforts. Second, social stereotypes were 

also a barrier for girls and women in accessing education. Cambodian people placed more 

value on men, and they viewed men as the breadwinner and in the leader of families; while, 

girls were viewed as inferior and less important. Moreover, women were supposed to work 

at home and be a housewife (Gorman et al., 1999). Therefore, discrimination against women 

in Cambodian society was the core issue that hindered sustainable development. Thus, 

combating this discrimination became the main obstacles for the Cambodian government to 

overcome in order to achieve the millennium development goals and rectangular strategy 

Phase II and Phase III (9 goals, 25 overall targets, and 106 specific targets). Those goals are 

eradicating extreme poverty and hunger; achieving universal nine-year basic education; 

promoting gender equality and women's empowerment; reducing child mortality; improving 

maternal health; combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; ensuring environmental 

sustainability; forging a global partnership for development; and de-mining, UXO and 

victim assistance (Ministry of Planning, 2015). 

3. Political Factors 

Discrimination against women in political parties was also a main obstacle for all 

Cambodian women wishing to participate in politic arenas. The stigma was that women had 

no chance to be promoted as leaders or to reach high positions in politics. Cambodia 

implemented the so called “party-list proportional representation (PR) voting system”, in 

which all Cambodian people – men and women – had the same chance to be promoted to 

higher ranking political positions. However, political bias still existed in selecting party 

representatives. Since the political parties select representatives, the selecting party 

members decided who would be included on the lists for ranking selection, “Candidates’ 

success thus fully depended on inner-party connections and networks, as well as their own 

budget, with which they had to finance their election campaigns”. This was a major problem 

for women in raising their voices in the political arena. USAID (2013) reported:  

The failure to place women in the first or second spot on the list was 
suggested as the main reason why there is such a small number of women 
who actually win seats.  Only 501 out of 28,481 female candidates 
(representing 0.45% of total candidates and 1.76% of female candidates) 
were placed in the first spot on the candidate lists for the commune/sangkat 
council elections in June 2012. For instance, only 1.5% of HRP candidates 
elected to commune/sangkat councils were women, despite having had 
21.34% of candidates being female (USAID, 2013). 
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To have a fair selection process, to alleviate discrimination against women in the political 

arena, and to contribute to women’s political empowerment, the NEC has to be an 

independent department, meaning NEC employees do not come from one single party. 

Moreover, there was disdain and intimidation towards women coming from less powerful 

parties by people from powerful parties or communities. Political parties paid less attention 

to women leadership because women were rarely promoted to higher-ranking positions in 

the party; therefore, they had fewer chances to prove their abilities and skill in leadership. 

These factors led Cambodian women to have fewer opportunities in the political arena 

(USAID, 2013).    

Similarly, USAID (2014) showed that the number of women’s leadership roles in Cambodia 

could be increased with the participation from all parties “to improve their gender-equality 

policies.” Such policies included listing women candidates as the first choice on voting 

selection forms, changing policies to show strong the commitment of the party to eliminate 

the gender gap and educate women at all levels. In addition to these, motivation and 

encouragement from family and community are important for increasing women’s 

participation in all levels.  

4. Financial Barriers 

Women had more responsibilities within the family and home. They had to manage 

domestic tasks and take care of people in the family. Because of their duties at home, and a 

lack of financial security, women were often not able to obtain jobs or attend school away 

from their homes. This inability to leave home due to significant duties and financial 

instability discouraged women from participating in economic development. However, 

social assistance programs such as job training, vocational education, and entrepreneurship 

training helped promote Cambodian women in education, for they were able to receive 

training close to home and did not have to migrate to work in other countries (USAID, 

2013). 

5. Lack of Role Models and Support 

Because there are less women in high positions in the political arena, women are less likely 

to have other women role models and thus are more were likely to lose their motivation, 

encouragement, and confidence when participating in politics. Additionally, families and 

husbands often to not fully support women to join social works or politics. Thus, 

discrimination against women still existed, and this discrimination prevented Cambodian 
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women from equally participating. However, social assistance such as “training and 

capacity-building” were huge contributions to help women achieve active participation 

(USAID, 2013). 

6. Women in Social Participation 

Social corruption and injustice were also obstacles for Cambodian women, and these factors 

created social discriminations against women. However, there were some possible solutions 

that could help Cambodian women to participate actively social issues. For example, 

increasing the number of women representatives in political parties. Women could be 

particularly helpful in lessening land-conflict issues if they were able to use their rights and 

stand up against violence and exploitation. Moreover, providing “education and higher 

salaries for public servants” was also essential act of discrimination against women over 

land conflicts and their rights to participate. Reforming communal budgets and land 

concessions was an effective solution to fight discrimination against women over land and 

social issues. Besides these, raising women’s awareness of their rights, promoting their 

rights, providing education to all Cambodian people about women’s rights and all kinds of 

discrimination were important factors in alleviating the social misconceptions of women 

(USAID, 2013). 

IV. Discussion 

The lack of women in leadership positions is mainly due to the gender gap and inequality 

between men and women. However, it will be lessened to small gap or to zero if everyone 

unanimously joins in eliminating prejudice against women. More importantly, changes have 

to be made at all levels, “ranging from individual and interpersonal levels to organizational 

and societal levels” such as changes in the culture of organizations, changes in the 

development of women’s jobs, providing more opportunities for women, and promoting 

more women to participate in strategic positions. These steps can lead to equality between 

men and women in leadership successfully. At micro level, changes should be made to 

promote equally in sharing domestic duties and child rearing between men and women; 

thus, women will have more chances to work in higher positions (Northouse, 2003: 365).  

To empower women and provide them more opportunities in social participation, especially 

in defense and security sectors, it is necessary to raise people’s awareness of women’s 

significance in contributing to develop society. People must start to change their negative 

mindsets and give more value to women and understand the challenges that women are 
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confronting in the society. Moreover, it is necessary to mainstream women empowerment 

in all fields ranging from local to national levels. Thus, promoting women in education at 

all levels ranging from family to formal education at schools is even more important. 

Therefore, “educational curriculums, books or literatures” have to be adjusted by balancing 

or providing more focus on women’s significance, roles, and contributions to the 

development of the society. In addition, social media and Internet websites are important 

for promoting and empowering women’s participation in social development, and through 

this avenue more people will become aware of women’s importance in social development. 

More importantly, government, policy-makers and other departments ought to establish 

programs that provide women enough capabilities, knowledge, and leadership skills so that 

they can perform well with productive results in social development. These goals will not 

be realized without support from donors, government, and other related-working 

departments. This is also a good solution for poverty reduction in Cambodia (Piv, n.d). 

Most importantly, media programs have a great opportunity to disseminate information and 

“to build democratic culture, change public attitudes and build women leaders’ skills in 

public engagement.” Media programs bring about social interaction between media and 

citizens and create open participation from all parts of the country. Therefore, women and 

men equally participate in social development through the media more and more, since they 

are free to express their concerns and find ways to develop Cambodia. In addition to the 

media, training is also important in promoting equality among women and men in regards 

to participation in community development. Through training, women can build up their 

leadership abilities and knowledge and promote equal rights and opportunities in social 

development. Participation from civil society and providing advocacy and putting presure 

on government to address important women’s problems can bring about changes and 

promote equally between men and women in community development (USAID, 2014). 

The process of promoting women to participate actively in community development cannot 

be achieved successfully unless there is a creation of programs that promote “mobilizing 

women, build[ing] networks and focus on self-confidence and awareness of discrimination.” 

More importantly, strategic policies to empower women, promoting more women 

participation in social works, and enforcing the law are important factors to allow women 

their rightful opportunities. These solutions open the locked door for women to show their 

abilities in community development, and reduce all kinds of violence against women 

(Maffii, 2011). However, eduction at all levels in the community plays a major role in 
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raising people’s awareness, and this can bring about changes in the negative mindsets 

toward women’s leadership and participation in community development. 

1. Government Policy on Gender Gaps 

The government has set gender equality as a main priority in both the Millennium 

Development Goals and Rectangular Strategy Phase II and III, which focus on reducing of 

gender gaps and equal social participation, there were more women’s involvement politics, 

economics, education, and social participation. However, women involvement in society is 

still low compared to neighboring countries. As shown by USAID (2014), the percentage 

of women working as communal councilors was 17.8 percent, while 20.5 percent served as 

secretary of state, 17.6 percent worked as undersecretary of state, and 22.1 percent worked 

as court clerk. Similarly, Kimseng (2015) showed that in 2015, at the National Assembly 

“there are 25 women members which is 20 percent of the legislature,” while “women with 

the positions of undersecretary of state number 44, representing 18.7 percent,” and this is 

still a low number of women’s participation and involvement in socio-economic and 

political development.   

However, there seems to be a positive sign for women’s empowerment in education and 

leadership in Cambodia from the National Strategic Development Plan (2016-2018) which 

focuses mainly on:   

gender equality by increasing the voice, choice and safety of all Cambodian 
women and girls. By focusing on, responding to, and preventing violence, by 
empowering women legally and economically, and by strengthening women’s 
leadership and participation in public life, Cambodia can undertake a 
transformative gender-responsive development agenda, and hoping that 
Cambodia will ensure development means progress for all (UNDP, 2014). 

Even though efforts have been made to promote gender equality through empowerment, 

discrimination of women still exists. Unless “social norms, attitudes, belief”, and negative 

mindsets of Cambodian people are changed women’s participation in leadership roles will 

be limited, and so will their contributions of socio-economic and political development 

(UNDP, 2014).  

V. Conclusions 

Cambodian women and girls become powerful when their voices, safety, and choices are 

protected by all parts of their communities and society as a whole. Moreover, obtaining 

leadership roles is also important for building up women’s abilities (UNDP, 2014). 
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Therefore, women need to be trained and educated so they have the same capacities, 

knowledge, abilities, and opportunities as men in social participation (USAID, 2013). More 

importantly, discrimination against women can be lessened by cutting down negative 

“social norms, attitudes, beliefs”, and negative mindsets of Cambodian people, which are 

negatively skewed against women’s participation and leadership in contributing to socio-

economic and political development (UNDP, 2014).  

In reality, discrimination against women in social works and the political arena is still 

prevalent in Cambodian society. Many people still do not trust women’s abilities. Therefore, 

women need to prove their capabilities and knowledge are equal to men. By acting in 

leadership roles in politics and social works, Cambodian women can prove their abilities 

and gain more confidence from the Cambodian people (Malika, 2014). 

  Even though there was positive results from public surveys showing significant 

changes in the public attitude toward women in leadership. However, “cultural norms are 

still influential barriers to women entering and advancing in politics and the public sphere” 

(USAID, 2014). Therefore, the Cambodian Rectangular Strategy for sustainable 

development in good governance was implemented in order to achieve the government’s 

goals. This strategy focuses on “goals of growth, employment, equity, and efficiency” in 

Cambodia. In addition, women empowerment in leadership, education, and social 

participation were core factors for stimulating social and economic development to reach 

the country’s goals. Thus, building up women’s abilities, capacities, knowledge, and 

leadership skills is the heart of empowering women to become active participants in social 

development, since this promotes more positive thinking toward women’s leadership. 

Additionally, women themselves need to build up confidence in their abilities to contribute 

to socio-economic developments (UNDP, 2014).  
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Abstract 

This paper is an analysis of the legal features of land possession in 
Cambodia. Cambodian property laws have two kinds of legal concepts over 
land possession. The first is ‘extraordinary’ possession authorized under the 
2001 Land Law. The second is ‘prescriptive’ or ‘adverse’ possession 
authorized under the 2007 Civil Code. Extraordinary possession is applied 
to original or unregistered state private land, while prescriptive or adverse 
possession is applied for the subsequent registration of individual private 
land. Both types of possessions have remarkable legal criteria, requirements, 
and effects for assessing entitlement to ownership acquisition, as described 
in this paper. Understanding of these is fundamental for resolving competing 
claim disputes over land. Decisions made based on these features are 
considered as justification of legal fight among competing claim disputants 
in Cambodia. 
  

I. Introduction 

The term ‘possession’ sounds simple; however, it has a lot of remarkable features in law. 

The purpose of this paper is to present the legal features of land possession under the 

Cambodian property laws. This paper will conduct a detailed legal analysis over the criteria, 

requirements, and effects of land possession under the current laws. Understanding these is 

fundamental for resolving competing claim disputes over land possession in Cambodia.2 

                                                        
1 dean_col@uc.edu.kh 
2 Competing claim disputes are a controversial issue in Cambodia. These disputes sometimes occur 
when a person moves onto land that seems ownerless and left abandoned, or sometimes when 
outsiders bring some land documents to claim land from physical land possessors. In such kind of 
disputes, we often see overlapping land documents (titles or certificates) claimed over the land. In 
many redress fora, the holders of stronger land documents often win cases against customary land 
owners who have weaker documents (only receipts or without receipts) for proving their right to 
the land. As a consequence, these often result in protests or intervention-seeking by customary land 

mailto:dean_col@uc.edu.kh
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Thus, this paper suggests that when resolving competing claim disputes, the legal features 

of land possession should be put forward as fundamental grounds for consideration and 

resolution. 

II. Legal Background of Land Possession under Cambodian Laws 

The concept of land possession is as old as when Cambodians first settled on the land. 

Historically, all land belonged to the King (van Acker, 1999, p. 33; Markussen, 2008, p. 

2280; Diepart, 2015, p. 6). The King allowed people to occupy land in consideration for 

royalties (Diepart, 2015, p. 6). People occupied and tilled land according to their needs 

(Russell, 1997, p. 102; Diepart, 2015, p. 6). In this regard, they were assumed to be the 

owners of possessed land (Russell, 1997, p. 102; van Acker, 1999, pp. 32-3; Sik, 2000, p. 

3; Markussen, 2008, p. 2280; Rabé, 2009, p. 34). This gave rise to the concept of so-called 

‘customary’ land possession in Cambodia. 

However, such a customary practice changed when Cambodia adopted the first civil code 

in 1920 governing land possession (hereinafter is called the ‘1920 Civil Code’).3 The 1920 

Civil Code turned the customary land occupancy into legal possession for private ownership 

acquisition. In this sense, land possession could lead to private ownership acquisition if it 

satisfied the legal requirements stated under this code. 

The implementation of the principle of land possession for private ownership acquisition 

under the 1920 Civil Code ceased when Cambodia fell under the Khmer Rouge regime 

(Russell, 1997, pp. 104-105). Likewise, after the collapse of the Khmer Rouge, Cambodia 

did not allow land possession for private ownership acquisition (Frings, 1994, p. 49; 

Simbolon, 2009, p. 72.). However, Cambodia initiated the re-privatization of land in 1989 

(Frings, 1994, p. 50; van Acker, 1999, p. 35; Williams, 2000, p. 145). Since then, the concept 

of land possession for private ownership acquisition has re-existed in Cambodia. 

In order to support this, the government has developed several main legislations for 

regulating the criteria and requirements of land possession for private ownership 

acquisition. The first land law was passed in 1992 (hereinafter is called the ‘1992 Land 

Law’).4 The 1992 Land Law provided the criteria and requirements of land possession for 

                                                        
owners when forced evictions occur. Against this backdrop, the present paper suggests that 
resolvers should check the legal features of land possession under the current Cambodian property 
laws in order to decide who should be the legitimate owners of a piece of land. 

3 Civil Code of Cambodia, 1920, Arts. 708–725. 
4  Land Law, 1992. 
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private ownership acquisition.5 Looking closely at these, the 1992 Land Law copied the 

concepts of land possession under the 1920 Civil Code for use in the post-war land reform 

(Hem, 2017, p. 110). 

However, the implementation of the 1992 Land Law was short-lived when Cambodia 

promulgated the Constitution in 1993 (Hem, 2017, pp. 104, 106). There was the conflict of 

ownership concept between them (Hem, 2017, pp. 104, 106-107). Thus, it prompted 

Cambodia to initiate, draft, and pass the second new land law in 2001 (hereinafter is called 

the ‘2001 Land Law’).6 The 2001 Land Law stipulated the criteria and requirements for land 

possession that could lead to ownership acquisition in Chapter IV of its law.7 

Due to its legal tradition, Cambodia created the second civil code in 2007 (hereinafter is 

called the ‘2007 Civil Code’).8 The adoption of the new civil code led to the conflict of 

some of the legal concepts under the 2001 Land Law (Hem, 2017, pp. 116-107, 111-112). 

The 2007 Civil Code included the concept of land possession with some remarkable 

differences from that in the 2001 Land Law.9 However, such differences were reconciled 

by a commentary on the Civil Code in 201010 and the Law on Enforcement of the Civil 

Code in 2011 (hereinafter is called the ‘2011 Enforcement Law of Civil Code’).11  

These are the notions of the legal background of land possession under the Cambodian 

property laws. However, the enforcing laws governing land possession are the 2001 Land 

Law, 2007 Civil Code, and 2011 Enforcement Law of Civil Code. Thus, this paper will 

discuss the legal features, criteria, and effects of land possession under these legislations as 

legal grounds for taking into consideration and resolving competing claim disputes in 

Cambodia.  

III. Legal Features of Land Possession 

This paper pays much attention to the term ‘possession’ under the current legislations. The 

term ‘possession’ has some remarkable differences in use between the 2001 Land Law and 

                                                        
5  Ibid., Arts. 61–76. 
6  Land Law, 2001; Hem (2017, pp. 106-107). 
7  2001 Land Law, Chapter IV, Arts. 29–47. 
8  Civil Code of Cambodia, 2007. 
9  cf. 2001 Land Law, Chapter IV; 2007 Civil Code of Cambodia, Book III, Chapter III. 
10  Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil Code of Cambodia, 2010, pp. 130-

131; Hem (2017, p. 112). 
11  Law on Enforcement of Civil Code, 2011. 
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2007 Civil Code of Cambodia. Both legislations employ the same term ‘possession’ in 

English, but it has different terms and uses in Khmer.12  

The 2001 Land Law uses the term ‘phou-gak’ for ‘possession’ in its law.13  It is a legal term 

that has an ordinary meaning as ‘tenure’ or ‘occupation or occupancy.’ On the other hand, 

the 2007 Civil Code uses ‘kar-kan-kab’ for ‘possession’ in its code.14 The term ‘kar-kan-

kab’ is a lexical term that has the literal meaning as ‘holding’ or ‘occupation or occupancy.’ 

The difference in the terms used is due to the 2001 Land Law covering only immovable 

properties, while the 2007 Civil Code covers both movable and immovable properties. The 

following section will demonstrate the legal features of land possession under both laws.  

1. Features of Possession under the 2001 Land Law 

The 2001 Land Law mentions the features of land possession extensively in Chapter IV. 

The Chapter calls this as ‘extraordinary acquisition of ownership via possession.’ 15  In this 

paper, it is hereinafter referred to as ‘extraordinary possession’ (see also Hem, 2017, pp. 

120-121). The following will illustrate the legal features of the extraordinary possession on 

two points: (1) criteria and (2) requirement of land possession.  

i. Criteria of Legal Possession/Possessor   As mentioned above, the 2001 Land Law does 

not give a clear definition of the term ‘possession’, although it provides a chapter elaborating 

on the criteria and requirements of land possession.16 The 2001 Land Law stipulates that 

only ‘legal possession’ can lead to ‘ownership acquisition.’17 This places much emphasis 

on the term ‘legal possession’ as the condition for transforming land occupation into private 

ownership. Therefore, the question is what criteria constitute a legal possession under the 

2001 Land Law? 

Article 38 of the same law answers this question by providing the ‘criteria’ of the legal 

possession.18 According to this Article, legal possession must satisfy five criteria: (1) 

unambiguity, (2) non-violence, (3) well-known to the public, (4) continuity, and (5) good 

faith. The following paragraphs consider each of these criteria in turn.  

                                                        
12  2001 Land Law, Chapter IV; 2007 Civil Code of Cambodia, Book III, Chapter III. 
13  2001 Land Law, Chapter IV. 
14  2007 Civil Code, Chapter III, Book III. 
15  2001 Land Law, Chapter IV. 
16  2001 Land Law, Chapter IV. 
17 Ibid., Arts. 6 and 37. 
18 Ibid., Art. 38. 
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The 2001 Land Law requires that ‘possession’ must be ‘unambiguous’ (pit-bra-kot). 

Unambiguity refers to the ‘real intention’ of a possessor when he or she starts to occupy a 

piece of land. The law requires that a possessor must have the real intention to occupy land 

for his or her ‘exclusive ownership.’19 Thus, in principle, the law requires occupant to 

possess it by himself or herself. Nonetheless, the 2001 Land Law also seems lenient since 

it can authorize that such possession can be made by another on behalf of the future 

occupant. In this case, the occupant needs to prove that such possession was made on his or 

her behalf.20 

Possession must be ‘non-violent’ (kmien-hoeng-sar). In this sense, a possessor must enter 

into occupying land without using force to dismiss the original possessors. If he or she uses 

force or violence to dismiss the original possessors in order to occupy the piece of land, he 

or she is not considered as a ‘legal possessor.’ Thus the possession is not legitimate, and he 

or she is not entitled to ownership acquisition. However, the law provides that if he or she 

is an original possessor of a piece of land, they can protect that land by using force to dismiss 

encroachers.  In this case, the law does not consider him or her as the illegal possessor, and 

he or she is still entitled to ownership acquisition.21 

Possession must be ‘well-known to the public’ (doeng-leu-chea-sar-thea-ranak). The law 

stresses that a possessor must not hide himself or herself when taking occupation of a piece 

of land. The land must be open to the public and not already in the possession of anyone 

else. He or she must make himself or herself publicly known, so that if others had a prior 

interest in that land, they can object and claim against his or her occupation.22 

Possession must be ‘continuous’ (khmien-ak-khan). The law emphasizes that, once a 

possessor enters into occupying a piece of land; he or she must continue to live and work 

on it without abandonment. If he or she occupies a piece of land for residence, they need to 

construct a house and live there until the required period for ownership acquisition under 

the law is reached (see below). Likewise, if he or she occupies some land for farming, they 

need to use the land for this purpose without abandonment. However, if he or she keeps land 

fallow without farming for a short period in order to recover fertility, the law does not 

                                                        
19 Ibid.  
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
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consider this as the abandonment of possessed land. He or she is still entitled to ownership 

acquisition.23 

Possession must be ‘in good faith’ (so-cha-rit).  The term ‘good faith’ refers to the possessor 

not being aware of any third party’s right over the land when he or she enters into occupying 

it. When he or she starts to occupy a land without knowing a third party’s right over it, he 

or she is considered as a ‘possessor in good faith.’ In this case, he or she is entitled to 

ownership acquisition when the statute of limitations is reached (see below).24  

To recapitulate, a legal possession must be unambiguous, non-violent, well-known to the 

public, continuous, and in good faith under the 2001 Land Law.  A possessor satisfies these 

five criteria in order to make his or her possession lawful under that law.  

ii. Legal Requirements for Ownership Acquisition Besides these five criteria as a legal 

possessor, the 2001 Land Law puts some restrictions for private ownership acquisition.  

First, the 2001 Land Law requires a legal possession to be made between 1989 and 2001.25 

Entering into new possession of land after that period is not considered as ‘legal possession,’ 

and the possessor is not entitled to ownership acquisition.26 

Second, the 2001 Land Law only allows for possession for state private land during the 

above-mentioned period to be entitled to ownership acquisition. Possession of state public 

land is not authorized and is not entitled to private ownership acquisition regardless of how 

long it has been occupied.27 

Third, the 2001 Land Law puts a statute of limitations of five years for contesting ownership 

acquisition.28 If a possessor has occupied land for at least five years, they are entitled to 

ownership acquisition.29 They can request authority to register their land and receive a 

definitive land ownership title.30 The prescriptive 5-year period is only applied for 

possession over original or unregistered land.31 

                                                        
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid., Art. 29. 
26 2001 Land Law, Art. 29; Hem (2017, p. 122). 
27  2001 Land Law, Arts. 15, 16, 18, and 43; Hem (2017, pp. 126-127). 
28 2001 Land Law, Art. 30; Hem (2017, p. 121). 
29 2001 Land Law, Art. 30; Hem (2017, p. 121). 
30 2001 Land Law, Art. 30; Hem (2017, p. 121). 
31  Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil Code of Cambodia, 2010, pp. 130-

131; Hem (2017, p. 112). 
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In short, a possession is entitled to ownership acquisition only if it is occupied state private 

land between 1989 and 2001 and exceeds the five-year statute of limitations. 

2. Features of Possession under the 2007 Civil Code 

The 2007 Civil Code defines ‘possession’ as one of the ‘real rights.’32 Article 138 identifies 

the real rights as consisting of (1) ownership,33 (2) possession, (3) usufructuary real rights,34 

and (4) security rights35. However, this paper covers only ownership and possession, 

especially the relationship of possession leading to ownership acquisition over immovable 

properties. The following will demonstrate the features of possession for ownership 

acquisition under the 2007 Civil Code. 

i. Features of Possession (kar-kan-kab) The 2007 Civil Code entitles its Chapter III as 

‘Possessory Right’ (sith-kan-kab). The Chapter provides a general tenet regarding 

possession under this code. As mentioned above, due to the 2007 Civil Code covering both 

movable and immovable properties, thus it defines the term ‘possession’ (‘kar-kan-kab’) in 

a broad sense referring to the ‘holding of a thing.’36  

The term ‘holding’ is further defined as the ‘state of controlling a thing as a matter of fact, 

whether directly or indirectly.’37 This code also defines a ‘thing’ as ‘a corporeal object or 

substance comprising a gas, liquid, or solid,’38 and it can be divided into movable and 

immovable properties.39 Immovable properties comprise land or anything fixed in place to 

land, such as a building or structure, crops, timber, etc.40 This paper focuses on immovable 

property. Thus, it will replace ‘thing’ with ‘immovable property,’ while ‘holding’ will be 

replaced by ‘tenure’ or ‘occupation or occupancy’ for this analysis.  

Regarding possession over immovable properties, the 2007 Civil Code provides similar 

features as those of the 2001 Land Law. The 2007 Civil Code provides that possession can 

                                                        
32 ‘Real rights’ refer to the ‘right to directly control a thing, and may be asserted against all 

persons.’ See Civil Code of Cambodia, Art. 130.  
33 ‘Ownership’ refers to the “right of an owner to freely use, receive income and benefits from and 

dispose of the thing owned, subject to applicable laws and regulations.” See Ibid., Art. 138. 
34 The usufructuary right consist of perpetual lease, usufruct, right to use/right of resident, and 

servitude. See Ibid., Art. 132. 
35 The security rights comprise right of retention, statutory lien, pledge, hypothec, and transfer of 

title for security purpose. See Ibid. 
36 Civil Code of Cambodia, Art. 227. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., Art. 119. 
39 Ibid., Art. 120. 
40 Ibid. 
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be direct or indirect.41 Direct possession mean a possessor needs to occupy the immovable 

property by him or herself. In this case, he or she is called the ‘direct possessor.’42  Indirect 

possession means a possession is made by another person. They can hire a person to occupy 

land on behalf of him or her. He or she is called the ‘indirect possessor.’43 

However, ownership acquisition of land is based on the intentions of the possessor.44 The 

law requires that possession must be made with genuine intention to ownership.45 If a 

possessor does not have the intention of becoming the owner of immovable property, he or 

she cannot become an owner. The law also provides that entering into occupying land 

without the intention of ownership cannot be altered into possession with intention to 

ownership.46  

However, there are exceptions to the above-mentioned provisions. First, if a possessor 

declares to the person who puts them into possession that he or she intends to become the 

owner, they can become the possessor with intention to ownership.47 Second, if he or she 

commences the possession anew on the basis of a new ground of ownership acquisition with 

the intention of becoming the owner, they also become the possessor with intention to 

ownership.48 

In addition to this, the 2007 Civil Code demands possession must be in good faith, peaceful, 

and open. Possession in good faith (kar-kan-kab-doy-so-cha-rit) refers to occupying land 

without the knowledge of anyone else having the prior right of ownership to it.49 Peaceful 

possession (kar-kan-kab-doy-san-te-vi-thi) refers to occupying a land without using 

violence.50 Open possession (kar-kan-kab-doy-doeng-leu-chea-sar-thea-ranak) refers to 

entering into occupying a land without concealment so that others who have rights over the 

                                                        
41 Ibid., Art. 228. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 There are two types of possessions: (1) possession with intention of ownership and (2) possession 

without intention of ownership (Art. 232). The assessment of both types depending on the basis 
of the “objective nature of the ground of acquisition of the possession.” See Civil Code of 
Cambodia, Art. 232. 

45 Ibid., Art. 232 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid., Art. 233. 
50 Ibid. 
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land can know or see the fact of such possession.51 These conditions are crucial for assessing 

criteria for ownership acquisition over possessed land. 

The 2007 Civil Code also requires possession to be ‘continuous’ (kar-kan-kab-chob-ro-

hout) where a possessor occupies the land without subsequent abandonment. The law 

requires him or her to show at least two different times of such possession.52 Namely, they 

need to show evidence for their previous and current periods of possession.53 If there is 

consistency over the evidence of such possession without abandonment and the required 

period for ownership acquisition, their possession is assumed to be ‘continuous.’54   

Besides these, the 2007 Civil Code provides some features of possession that are deemed to 

be flawed. ‘Flawed possession’ (kar-kan-kab-doy-mean-vi-ka-rak) is contrary to possession 

that is peaceful and open. 55 The law identifies two types of flawed possession. First is 

‘possession in bad faith’ (kar-kan-kab-doy-tuch-cha-rit) that refers to occupying land where 

the possessor knows that they have no right of possession over it.56 Second is ‘negligent 

possession’ (kar-kan-kab-doy-mean-kom-hos),57 which refers to occupying land where the 

possessor lacks knowledge resulting from negligence.58 However, flawed possession is not 

necessarily a hindrance; it means that it will take a longer time for ownership acquisition, if 

it is approved.59  

In short, legal criteria of land possession under 2007 Civil Code are not much different from 

those of 2001 Land Law. Possessors are presumed to be in possession with the intention to 

ownership, in good faith, peaceful, continuous, and open.60 

                                                        
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid., Art. 234. 
53 Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil Code of Cambodia, p. 180. 
54 Ibid., Art. 234.; Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil Code of Cambodia, 

p. 180. 
55 Ibid., Art. 233. 
56 Ibid. 
57 There is awkward translation of the English term ‘negligence’ in Khmer language in this Article. 

Negligence is translated as ‘កំហុស’ (kom-hos). The latter term means ‘mistake,’ ‘err,’ or ‘guilt’ in 

English. However, the term ‘negligence’ is in general translated in Khmer as ‘ធ្វេសប្រហហស’(tve-pro-

has), ‘ខ្ជីខ្ជជ ’ (khchi-khchea), or ‘មិនយកចិត្តទុកដាក់’ (min-yok-chet-tuk-dak). Such translations fits the 

definition in this Article. See Ibid.  
58 Ibid. 
59  Civil Code of Cambodia, Arts. 162, 234, and 235; Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article 

Commentary on Civil Code of Cambodia, pp. 130-131. 
60 Civil Code of Cambodia, Art. 234. 
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ii. Legal Requirements for Ownership Acquisition The code further provides that 

‘ownership over immovable property may be acquired not only via contract, inheritance or 

other causes set forth in this Section IV….’61  In Section IV on ‘ownership acquisition,’ the 

2007 Civil Code provides a statute of limitations for ownership acquisition differently from 

the 2001 Land Law. Article 162 of the 2007 Civil Code requires a prescriptive period for 

ownership acquisition of 10 to 20 years based on intention of the land possessors.62 If a 

possessor enters into occupying a land in good faith, he or she can acquire ownership within 

ten years.63 If a possessor enters into occupying land through flawed possession, he or she 

may acquire ownership within twenty years.64  

However, the 2007 Civil Code defines the type of land which applies for this statute of 

limitations. According to the commentary on the Civil Code, this prescriptive period applies 

to registered private land.65 Article 162 does not apply this to state land of any kind (state 

private and state public land).66 Thus, since the effect-taking of the 2007 Civil Code through 

its enforcement as law in 2011, registered private land is subject to ownership acquisition 

authorized under this Code.67 This is the newly-added feature of Cambodia property, which 

is called the ‘adverse possession’ (Hem, 2017, p. 112). However, this new feature is not 

broadly understood yet in Cambodia. 

In short, the 2007 Civil Code authorizes the statute of limitations for possession for 

registered private land of from 10 to 20 years, based on the intention of possession. In good 

faith, ownership acquisition is made after 10 years; while ownership acquisition by flawed 

possession is made after 20 years.  

                                                        
61 Ibid., Art. 160. 
62 Civil Code of Cambodia, Art. 162; Hem (2017, p. 124). 
63  Civil Code of Cambodia, Art. 162; Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil 

Code of Cambodia, pp. 130-131. 
64  Civil Code of Cambodia, Art. 162; Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil 

Code of Cambodia, pp. 130-131. 
65 Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil Code of Cambodia, 130–31; Hem 

(2017, p. 124). 
66  Civil Code of Cambodia, Art. 162; Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil 

Code of Cambodia, 130–31; Hem (2017, p. 124). 
67 Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil Code of Cambodia, 130–31. 
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IV. Protection of Land Possession 

Based on an understanding of the features of land possession under both laws, it is necessary 

to look at how both legislations provide a strong framework of protection for legal 

possession or legitimate ownership against a third party’s claim.  

The 2001 Land Law provides protection for a legal possessor who has not yet completed 

the required period for ownership acquisition. The law allows them to continue occupying 

land until completing the prescriptive period.68 In case that he or she transfers this 

possession to another, the period will carry on to the receivers for ownership acquisition.69 

When the prescriptive period is reached, the original possessor or his or her successor can 

request to register the occupied land.70  

When the possession meets the criteria for legal possession and has reached the statute of 

limitations, the law considers the possessor as the legitimate owner. Article 14 of the 2011 

Enforcement Law of the Civil Code requires that a possessor needs to receive an ownership 

title.71 In case that a possessor fails or neglects to register, legitimate ownership is still 

protected under the law.72  

If there is a claim from a third party over such possessed land, the law requires the legal 

features of land possession to be taken into consideration against land certificate or titles. 

Article 40 of the 2001 Land Law states that a possession certificate is only a proof of tenure; 

it does not indicate ownership.73 Although ownership title may have been uncontested under 

the 2001 Land Law, the 2007 Civil Code cut off this clause by making provisions for 

‘adverse possession’ over titled land.74 Thus, previously-recognized land titles still can be 

argued against under the new code. 

Above all, the system provides a strong framework to protect legal possessors from arbitrary 

eviction (Hem, 2016, p. 25). The 2001 Land Law authorizes that eviction of a possessor can 

                                                        
68 2001 Land Law, Arts. 30 and 31. 
69 Ibid., Art. 30. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Law on Enforcement of Civil Code, Art. 14. 
72 Constitution of Cambodia, Art. 44; 2001 Land Law, Art. 42, and Civil Code of Cambodia, Art. 

242. 
73 2001 Land Law, Art. 40. 
74  Civil Code of Cambodia, Art. 162; Ministry of Justice, Article-by-Article Commentary on Civil 

Code of Cambodia, pp. 130-131. 
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be made only with an order from court.75 In this case, the law requires that a possessor needs 

to undergo the due process of dispute resolution and appropriate decision-making through 

judicial recourse.76 Where there is contradictory evidence between land documents, the law 

requires the court to conduct physical investigation and verify the type, origin, date, and 

situation of issuing the land titles or certificates before decision-making.77 If the decision 

rendering an eviction causes turbulence, such order can be temporarily suspended.78  

This is clearly evident that Cambodian laws has a strong legal framework for the protection 

of legal possession from a third party’s claim or forced eviction. 

V. Conclusion 

Following Cambodia’s most turbulent recent history, legal concepts regarding land 

possession are unique to Cambodian property laws. Under the 2001 Land Law, it is the 

extraordinary possession that is applied for original or unregistered land since the re-

privatization of land in Cambodia. Under the 2007 Civil Code, it is the prescriptive or 

adverse possession that is applied for registered private land. The latter is newly-added 

feature to Cambodian property laws since the introduction of the new civil code. 

Extraordinary possession, under the 2001 Land Law, must meet with the conditions of legal 

possession and complete the statute of limitations after five years, for the individual to be 

entitled to ownership acquisition and obtain a definitive land title from the state. Likewise, 

with prescriptive or adverse possession under the 2007 Civil Code, they must meet with the 

conditions of land possession and complete the statute of limitation after either 10 years or 

20 years, based on integrity of possessors. If they satisfy these requirements, then they can 

request to register the possessed land. 

However, failure or negligence to register their possessed land is still protected by laws. 

Cambodian property laws provides protection for actual possessors. The case for 

extraordinary possession can argue against land possession certificates, while adverse 

possession under 2007 Civil Code can argue against ownership titles. Thus, when resolving 

land disputes, especially competing claims, the legal features of land possession prescribed 

under both laws should be put forward as legal grounds for decision-making. 

                                                        
75 2001 Land Law, Art. 35; Hem (2016, p. 25). 
76 2001 Land Law, Art. 35; Hem (2016, p. 25). 
77 2001 Land Law, Arts. 35 and 39. 
78 2001 Land Law, Art. 36; Hem (2016, p. 25). 
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Glossary 

English Term 
Khmer Term (with 

Transliteration) Comments 

Possession 
 
 

ធ្ោគៈ (phou-gak) or ការកាន់ការ់ (kar-

kan-kab) 

ធ្ោគៈ is used in the 2001 Land Law, 

while ការកាន់ការ់ is used in the 2007 Civil 

Code. 
Possessor ធ្ោគី (phou-gi) or អ្នកកាន់ការ់ (nak-kan-

kab) 

ធ្ោគី is used in the 2001 Land Law, while 

អ្នកកាន់ការ ់is in the 2007 Civil Code. 

Possessory right សិទធិកាន់ការ់ (sith-kan-kab) សិទធិកាន់ការ ់is a key term in the 2007 Civil 

Code, as the explanation for the term    
ធ្ោគៈ in the 2001 Land Law. 
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Unambiguity or 
Unambiguous 

ពិត្ប្ាកដ (pit-bra-kot) One of the criteria for land possession 
under the 2001 Land Law. 

Direct possessor 
or possession 

អ្នក/ការកាន់ការ់ធ្ដាយចំធ្ ោះ (nak/kar-kan-

kab-doy-chom-puos) 

Used in the 2007 Civil Code; the 2001 
Land Law uses a similar explanatory 
phrase for ធ្ោគៈមានលកខណៈពិត្ប្ាកដ. 

Indirect possessor 
or possession 

អ្នក/ការកាន់ការ់ធ្ដាយប្រធ្ោល (nak/kar-kan-

kab-doy-bror-yaul) 

Used in the 2007 Civil Code; the 2001 
Land Law uses a similar explanatory 
phrase for ធ្ោគៈមានលកខណៈពិត្ប្ាកដ. 

Possession with 
intention to 
ownership 
 

ការកាន់ការ់ធ្ដាយមានឆនទៈយកជាកមមសិទធិ (kar-

kan-kab-doy-mien-chhan-tak-yok-
chea-kama-sith) 

Used in the 2007 Civil Code; the 2001 
Land Law uses a similar explanatory 
phrase for ធ្ោគៈមានលកខណៈពិត្ប្ាកដ. 

Possession 
without intention 
to ownership 
 

ការកាន់ការ់ធ្ដាគ្មម នឆនទៈយកជាកមមសិទធិ (kar-kan-

kab-doy-gmien-chhan-tak-yok-
chea-kama-sith) 

Used in the 2007 Civil Code; the 2001 
Land Law uses a similar explanatory 
phrase for ធ្ោគៈមានលកខណៈពិត្ប្ាកដ. 

Non-violence or 
Non-violent 

គ្មម នហិង្សា (kmien-hoeng-sar) One of the criteria for possession under 
the 2001 Land Law. 

Peace or Peaceful សនតិវិវី (san-te-vi-thi) One of the criteria for possession under 
the 2007 Civil Code; synonymous with 
គ្មម នហិង្សា.  

Open or well-
known to the 
public 

ដឹង្សឮជាសាធារណៈ (doeng-leu-chea-sar-

thea-ranak) 

A criterion for possession in both laws. 

Continuity or 
Continuous  

គ្មម នអាក់ខ្ជន (khmien-ak-khan), ជារ់រហូត្ 
(chob-ro-hout) 

គ្មម នអាក់ខ្ជន is used in the 2001 Land Law, 

while the synonymous ជារ់រហូត្ is used in 

the 2007 Civil Code.  
Good faith សុចរិត្ (so-cha-rit) A criterion for possession used in both 

laws. 
Flawed 
possession 

ការកាន់ការ់ធ្ដាយវិការៈ (kar-kan-kab-doy-

mean-vi-ka-rak) 

See the 2007 Civil Code.  

Possession in bad 
faith 

ការកាន់ការ់ធ្ដាយទុចចរិត្ (kar-kan-kab-doy-

tuch-cha-rit) 

See the 2007 Civil Code.  

Negligent 
possession 

ការកាន់ការ់ធ្ដាយមានកំហុស (kar-kan-kab-

doy-mean-kom-hos) 

See the 2007 Civil Code.  
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Acceptance Speech by  

UC’s 42nd Honorary Doctoral Degree Recipient 
 

Dalveer Bhandari 

Justice, International Court of Justice, Peace Palace, Carnegieplein 2, 2517 KJ,  
The Hague, The Netherlands 

I am deeply beholden to the distinguished Dr. Kao Kim Hourn (Founder, Chairman of the 

Board of Trustees and President of The University of Cambodia), Mr. Travis Mitchell 

(Director of the Council for Research and Creativity), Dr. Hem Sras (Dean for the College 

of Law of The University of Cambodia), LCT. Khem Rany (member of the Board of 

Trustees, Vice President for General Affairs of The University of Cambodia and Director 

General of South East Asia Television), Dr. Michel Minehan (Dean for the School of 

Graduate Studies of The University of Cambodia) and Prof. Achyuta Samantha, learned 

professors, academians, dear students and other officials of The University of Cambodia for 

organising this special convocation to confer this honour of an Honorary Doctorate on me. 

I am really overwhelmed by your kindness and magnanimity.  

The University of Cambodia is very distinguished and well known university of Asia. It is 

an excellent centre for higher learning. I feel privileged to have received this honour from 

this great university which I accept with a deep sense of gratitude and humility.1 

I would like to dedicate this speech to Prof Achyuta Samantha and speak on the subject 

‘Education and Its Importance.’ 

I. Education and Its Importance 

Education is a basic human right and important means to build our society, both civilized 

and peaceful.  Education plays a key role in shaping our present and future. Education is the 

                                                        
1 Parenthetically, Justice Bhandari noted that “The University of Cambodia is conferring the UC 

Distinguished Professorship in Humanities on Prof Achyuta Samantha. In my view he is eminently 
worthy of this honour. I do not know of anyone who has made greater contributions to the cause 
of education for the tribal students anywhere in the world. He has dedicated his entire life for the 
cause of education. He firmly believes that poverty can be eradicated only by education.” 
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most powerful tool for upliftment and progress of the society.  

Education has great influence in social reconstruction and reducing poverty, narrowing 

extreme inequalities and improving public health.  It also helps the society to strengthen its 

economic growth because knowledge is an important driver for economic growth and 

productivity.   

Professor John Kenneth Galbraith, a distinguished academic, diplomat and statesman of the 

United States of America, in a lecture delivered in New Delhi in November 1992 remarked 

(Anagol, 2001): 

Once it was understood: an education is the first requirement for economic 
progress. That essential fact was forgotten: impressive steel mills, great 
hydroelectric dams, glistening airports, were too often cited amid ignorant 
people.  I have previously made the point: in this world there is no literate 
population that is poor, no illiterate population that is other than poor. 

The importance of education was emphasized in the Neethishatakam by Bhartruhari, a great 

Indian epic as early as the first Century BC in the following words:  

Education is the special manifestation of man; 
Education is the treasure which can be preserved without the fear of loss; 
Education secures material pleasure, happiness and fame; 
Education is the teacher of the teacher; 
Education is God incarnate; 
Education secures honour at the hands of the State, not money. 
A man without education is equal to animal. 

A large number of educational institutions at all levels are functioning all over the world. 

The question is how many institutions are imparting value education. What 

Swami Vivekanand, a very distinguished social and religious reformer, aptly observed, 

“What we are today is the result of what we valued yesterday – what we will be tomorrow 

will be the result of what we value today.”  

Several authors and philosophers have given different definitions to what is value education, 

but universally acknowledged definition that value education contains five main elements:  

1. Right conduct;  
2. Peace;  
3. Truth;  
4. Love; and  
5. Nonviolence. 

The main objective of education should be to prepare good human beings. Educational 

institutions should give more importance to value-based education rather than only 
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preparing the students to obtain high marks in the examination. Education should mold the 

personality of an individual. His or her knowledge must lead the world to the right path. The 

purpose of education should be to build a good character: strength of mind is increased and, 

the intellect is expanded so that one can be called a good human being. 

A very distinguished ancient philosopher of China, Confucius, taught his disciples the 

concept of Jen, which signifies love, compassion, virtue, moral achievement and character. 

The youth is the backbone of any nation. Youth’s strength is the nation’s strength. Today’s 

youth are tomorrow’s leaders. Youth can make or mar the nation. The real strength of the 

nation depends not on physical resources: it primarily depends on the strength of its youth. 

The object of the education should be character-building of an individual through education. 

Arising out of this, the purpose of Education should be the development of moral, spiritual 

and ethical values. Education devoid of ethical values and sound moral values is in the true 

sense no education. The values must be inculcated from the very inception in the educational 

institutions. 

The greatest challenge the world is facing today is the crisis of confidence and character, 

mental and moral decay and ignoring rich traditions of the past. 

UNESCO’s (1996) report on education on the 21st Century entitled Learning - The Treasure 

Within also pleads for an education which is rooted in culture and committed to progress. 

Developing a harmonious and integrated personality would just not be possible if the system 

does not inculcate value embedded in culture, heritage and traditions. 

Education should be designed to develop character, courage, compassion, comradeship, 

humility, gender equality, respect for all religions, respect for ecology and environment, 

discipline, leadership, secular outlook, a spirit of adventure and sportsmanship and an ideal 

of selfless service. In substance education should mean harmonious development of 

character, head and heart. Teachers can play a vital role in this regard. 

In concluding my speech I would like to say that the character of people may eventually 

decide the destiny of the nation. 

I once again convey my deep sense of gratitude to the President, academicians, professors, 

dear students and other distinguished people connected with this great university for 

organizing such a graceful special convocation to confer this honour on me. I shall be 

forever indebted for this kind gesture. 
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Thank you for your patience. 
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