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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.  

 Note however that publication of a paper does not mean that the Editorial Board accepts 

or otherwise condones the views expressed by the authors. 

 

http://www.uc.edu.kh/cjis
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Abstract 

The aim of this research is to provide a short review of the factors which have 

been identified as determining whether and how firms decide to enter into 

markets overseas. Various ‘push’ and ‘pull’ components are identified, leading 

to the identification of six key determinants related to cultural, institutional and 

other issues regarding the potential host country. Thereafter, a qualitative case-

study based on interviews with the CEO and General Manager of the 

Cambodian branch of Manulife, a Canadian multinational in the insurance 

industry, is used to identify the relative importance of these determinants in this 

particular service sector. In addition, some factors not previously considered 

were identified, including the importance of education and training to promote 

public awareness and understanding of new products and services.  

 

I. Introduction 

Firms go international for many reasons, but these may be based primarily on internal 

factors, such as the firm’s unique competence and excess capacity; or external ones, such 

as opportunities and following others. In going international, a firm may select a particular 

entry mode: according to Lin (2000; see also Laufs et al., 2016), there are four common 

types of foreign market entry mode:  

1) exporting;  

                                                           
1 PhD candidate; email: pichpiseylem@gmail.com.  
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2) licensing one or more local agents;  

3) establishing an international joint venture; or  

4) opening a wholly-owned subsidiary.  

When firms seek to go international, the choice of a suitable market entry mode is one of 

the strategic decisions they face. Their choice helps to determine the degree to which a firm 

is exposed to the host country (Laufs et al., 2016). Thus, the more resources that it commits 

to the host country, the greater the risk of losing them if the enterprise fails; moreover, its 

strategic flexibility in terms of other investments may become constrained as a result of 

these commitments leading to exit barriers (Laufs et al., 2016).  

Gatignon and Anderson (1988) found that, whereas firms with limited international 

experience in foreign markets usually go for a low involvement mode of operation (e.g. 

exporting) in order to gain experience, those with a long history of international business 

activities prefer to open a wholly-owned subsidiary or sole ownership firm. In the case of 

service firms, Erramilli (1990) found likewise: those with adequate experience abroad prefer 

to open wholly-owned subsidiaries, given that they need to locate production facilities in 

the target country’s local markets. 

In selecting a market entry mode, firms mostly consider factors based on experience and 

analysis (Albaum and Duerr, 2011). In this context, ‘experience’ refers to either the firm’s 

own experiences abroad, or those of its business partners or other companies in a foreign 

country. 

When going international, firms need to understand certain factors that influence the 

behavior of international markets. According to Albaum and Duerr (2011, p. 175), global 

markets are affected by four major components:  

1) economic forces;  

2) competition;  

3) culture and societal structure; and  

4) associated political and legal forces.  

Increasing numbers of various types of firms from elsewhere in Asia, as well as Europe and 

North America have entered Cambodia for reasons including the nation’s geographical 
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location in Southeast Asia and government’s policies for promoting foreign direct 

investment and economic growth.2 Whilst Cambodia only has a population of 16 million 

mainly young people, it is integrated as a member of ASEAN, whose ten nations comprise 

market of 550 million people with a GDP of US$600 billion and access to AFTA. 3 

Furthermore, Cambodia has preferential access to European and North American markets. 

More specifically, relatively low wages, liberal government policies on business and 

extensive opportunities for tourism are also attractive4.  

China has become Cambodia’s top investor. According to a report by The Khmer Times, 

China topped the list of foreign investing countries in Cambodia over the 23 years from 

1994 to 2016, with total investment reaching 14.7 billion U.S. dollars.5 In 2016, based on a 

report by Cambodian Council for Development, China ranked number one in terms of 

investment in the kingdom with investment amounting to USD29.92 million, Japan ranked 

the second with investment of USD22.78, followed by Thailand (USD4.61 million), South 

Korea (USD4.59 million), the United States of America (USD3.38 million), Singapore 

(USD3.03 million), Vietnam (USD2.45 million) and India (USD0.55 million).6 

The textile and clothing industries attract the most investment from foreign countries; this 

includes firms that were based in China but which decided to move to Cambodia due to 

cheaper labour and other costs and the desire to limit their overwhelming reliance on 

factories in China (Wang et al., 2008). Also, Chinese firms have established production 

bases in Cambodia in order to enter the markets of the European Union, North America and 

elsewhere more smoothly. Thus Cambodia enjoys favorable treatment of these exports to 

European Union markets through the Everything But Arms initiative, as well as duty- and 

quota-free market access to Australia, Canada and Japan (Wang et al., 2008).  

In addition, “some of Japan’s biggest manufacturers are also rushing to set up operations in 

Phnom Penh to make wiring harnesses for cars and touch screens and vibration motors for 

                                                           
2 http://www.cambodiainvestment.gov.kh/why-invest-in-cambodia.html 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 https://www.khmertimeskh.com/75376/china-investments-made-cambodia/  
6 http://www.cambodiainvestment.gov.kh/why-invest-in-cambodia/investment-

enviroment/investment-trend.html  

http://www.cambodiainvestment.gov.kh/why-invest-in-cambodia.html
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/75376/china-investments-made-cambodia/
http://www.cambodiainvestment.gov.kh/why-invest-in-cambodia/investment-enviroment/investment-trend.html
http://www.cambodiainvestment.gov.kh/why-invest-in-cambodia/investment-enviroment/investment-trend.html
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cellphones. European companies are not far behind, making dance shoes and microfiber 

sleeves for sunglasses.”7  

Apart from the garment and textiles industry, there is relatively little academic literature 

about what leads foreign firms to decide to expand their operations into Cambodia. The 

present paper will focus on the life insurance industry, where one foreign company has 

pioneered the re-emergence of this service through establishing a local subsidiary in 2012. 

Whilst an insurance industry was developed in post-colonial Cambodia, this was destroyed 

by the disastrous Khmer Rouge regime, 1975-1979. Thereafter, a Cambodian general 

insurance industry resumed in the early 1990s; the Cambodian government adopted new 

insurance laws in 2000, followed by relevant regulations in the subsequent years.  

The following sections will, first, review some basic theory regarding the determinants that 

influence which of the four common modes of market entry a foreign company is likely to 

select when expanding into a new country. Thereafter, following a brief review of recent 

developments in the insurance scene in Cambodia, a case-study is presented of Manulife 

Cambodia to identify the factors which determined its decision to expand into the 

Cambodian insurance market. 

II. Factors Influencing the Best Mode of Entry into a Foreign Market 

This section provides a brief review of the factors determining which strategy a company 

should adopt when it seeks to establish a long-term commitment in a prospective foreign 

company. As noted in the Introduction, there are four main strategies (Lin, 2000): apart from 

simply exporting products, these are licensing or establishing either an international joint 

venture or a wholly-owned subsidiary. At one extreme, firms rely on independent 

distributors to handle their exported products, thereby alleviating the need for investment in 

assets in the host country At the other (Lin, 2000) is the last alternative, where a firm chooses 

to integrate and perform all the production, marketing and R&D functions itself by 

establishing a local subsidiary company. 

                                                           
7 https://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/09/business/global/wary-of-events-in-china-foreign-investors-

head-to-cambodia.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/09/business/global/wary-of-events-in-china-foreign-investors-head-to-cambodia.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/09/business/global/wary-of-events-in-china-foreign-investors-head-to-cambodia.html
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Samiee (2012) also examines the ‘L-V’ market entry model of López-Duarte and Vidal-

Suárez (2012) , in which the role played by a target country’s formal and informal 

environment on the choice between wholly-owned subsidiaries and international joint 

ventures have been specifically focused on. The study of 302 market entry decisions from 

27 countries shows that the proportion of joint ventures is much more higher than that of 

wholly-owned subsidiaries, in which 70% of the decisions tend to prefer the former (Samiee, 

2012).  

Samiee (2012) concluded that risk reduction is the main source of evaluation of international 

market entry and its appropriate mode. Companies use most of the time in studying and 

developing measures in assessing such risks. According to Samiee (2012), firms’ market 

entry choices are based upon different stages of their life cycles and confront dynamic and 

different internal and external conditions.  

Samiee (2012) also concluded that the L-V model offers a modest 15% improvement in 

entry mode classification over chance. Given a hoped-for long-term investment, Samiee 

(2012) proposed three groups of factors which influence the mode of market entry: 

1) ownership and control issues; 

 2) country risk and development level; and  

3) cultural distance (CD). 

The L-V model’s contribution demonstrates that Hofstede’s CD measures based on four as 

well as the six dimensions are predictors of international joint venture versus FDI entry 

mode choice across five of the six models tested (Samiee, 2012). 

On the other hand, Albaum and Duerr (2011) recognized a diversity of factors such as 

internal drivers, economic forces and host country characteristics – including culture, 

cultural distance, political risk and language, governance quality – as well as the firm’s 

geographic experience and its CEO’s characteristics. 

1. Push and Pull Factors 

Others have distinguished between ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors associated with economic and 

other issues: the former relate to internal drivers for expansion, whilst the latter relate to the 

attractiveness of potential outside markets. For example, a qualitative study of four Turkish 
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firms in the retail textile and ready-to-wear industry (Erdomus et al., 2009) found that push 

factors included characteristics of the firm and their decision makers, while the pull factors 

were the role of the host government, competition and other economic conditions. 

In addition to the concept of push and pull factors, matching needs to be considered. 

Matching refers to facilitation of business relationships between countries and parties in 

which global, macro, and micro levels can be taken into consideration (Erdomus et al., 

2009). At the global level, matching refers to international organizations that give financial 

support or facilitate trade agreements to develop mutual benefits between the parties 

involved in the international activities. Matching at the macro level refers to governments 

of home and host countries that give support to business activities through delegation, 

subsidies, or any other involvement; whilst at the micro level, it means a company’s 

involvement in activities that lead to success in their business operations (Erdomus et al., 

2009). In a study of 208 Hong Kong firms, O’Cass et al. (2012) found that they made 

strategic decisions to move into economic zones in mainland China based on matching 

factors such as the characteristics of the firm and its products, as well as those of the home 

and host regions; the firm’s size was not found to be important.  

With regard to Cambodia, Wang et al. (2008) found that most Chinese firms established 

production bases in order to more smoothly enter the markets of the European Union and 

North America as a pull factor, together with government policies and other incentives. Push 

factors for why some Chinese firms decided to move to Cambodia were the appreciation of 

the Chinese currency and the increasing labor costs and the price of land and raw materials 

in their own country.  

Based on a study of 635 Japanese firms operating in China, Lin (2002) found that wholly-

owned subsidiaries were more likely to be chosen as the route for market entry where push 

factors are strong; and when there is a greater risk involved in an emerging market, 

providing that they have the risk-absorption capability. This was especially the case for 

firms with a better knowledge of doing business in the market. On the other hand, a good 

relationship with the host government was positively related to choosing a joint venture in 

China (Lin, 2000). 
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2. Economic Forces 

Economic forces are one of the main push/pull factors influencing the market potential and 

mode of market entry at any point of time. Following Albaum and Duerr (2011), 

infrastructure, energy and transportation facilities greatly impact a country’s business 

environment. Thus, according to Terpstra and Sarathy (1994), when economic infrastructure 

functions well in a host country, that country is able to absorb foreign direct investment 

(FDI). Douglas and Craig (1995) found that a poor economic infrastructure may lead to a 

substantially different decisions between manufacturing firms and those in the service 

industry regarding market entry mode. Manufacturing firms can trade with markets that 

have poor economic infrastructure from a distance via exporting, but service firms may seek 

to find alternatives for their market entry mode in such a situation. Where economic 

infrastructure is inadequate, service firms are more likely to favor either exporting, joint 

ventures, management contracts or franchising rather than wholly-owned subsidiaries 

(Douglas and Craig 1995).   

3. The Cultural Dimension 

This is clearly a critical consideration. Albaum and Duerr (2011) emphasized that culture is 

an omnipresent environmental variable impacting international export marketing activities 

and should be taken into serious consideration when dealing with foreign markets. Thus the 

influences of the religious, educational, and social system of a society are common concerns 

for international managers (Albaum and Duerr, 2011). Language issues are also important 

(Duarte and Suárez, 2012).  

On the one hand, certain types of products may be affected by some cultures: for example, 

pork and other products which are considered halal are not acceptable in Muslim societies. 

Culture will also affect advertising themes to sell products: for example, advertisements for 

diamonds worn by romantic and sophisticated couples are effective in the United States and 

European countries, but not in Japan (Albaum et al., 2011, p. 176). 

Cultural differences also apply with regard to human relationships and the way people 

interact and work together. For example, Albaum and Duerr (2011) stressed that these 

influences are often reflected through attitudes and human behaviors, as well as in the values 
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and motivations of people. Thus, to avoid costly mistakes and misunderstandings, incoming 

foreign managers need to understand the local culture in order to avoid conflicts at work, so 

that they are not alienated from their new colleagues. They can also affect business practices 

with customers and others: for example, status relationships, practices in both giving and 

receiving gifts, and personal characteristics (Albaum and Duerr, 2011). According to 

Hofstede (1983), social interactions can be divided into two categories: so-called high and 

low context cultures. The United States is an example of a low context culture: they readily 

express their opinions and, in negotiations for example, they are direct in expressing and 

defending their position. In a high context culture such as Japan, on the other hand, people 

take time to get to know a potential partner first, in order to avoid arguments and 

confrontation during any negotiations. 

Thus a consideration of cultural differences is important in the selection of foreign market 

entry mode (Kogut and Singh, 1998). Considering cultural differences in a broad context, 

institutional differences in governance issues and political risks are an important source of 

concern. 

4. Governance Quality 

Governance reflects a formal aspect of differences between cultures. In a study of 2,451 

entries by Taiwanese firms into 13 countries, Chang et al. (2011) found that governance 

quality played an important role when choosing entry mode. When the latter is poor, wholly-

owned subsidiaries are the preferred option, whereas joint ventures are favoured when the 

governance quality of the host country is satisfactory. The impact of poor governance is 

accentuated when there is a greater difference in other ‘less formal’ aspects of cultural 

distance between the home and host countries: the desire for full control of operations rather 

than through local collaboration further favours the opening of wholly-owned subsidiaries. 

On the other hand, such considerations are less important where governance quality is 

satisfactory. Chang et al. (2011) discussed these differences from a Transaction Cost 

Economics perspective relating to international business strategy and the high costs of 

contracting out work to local firms.  
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5. Political Risk 

Duarte and Suárez (2010, 2012) found that firms prefer international joint ventures over 

wholly-owned subsidiaries in host countries characterized by high levels of both political 

risk and cultural distance, as a means of increasing flexibility and sharing risks with a local 

partner, whilst reducing commitment of their own resources.  

6. CEO Characteristics  

Based on an e-mail survey of 1,730 German SMEs with international activities in 27 

international markets, Laufs et al. (2016) considered the impact of the CEO’s age, duration 

of tenure and international experience on their company’s choice of entry mode into foreign 

markets; and how this was associated with the firm’s geographic experience and the host 

country’s political risk. They found that a combination of the three variables (CEO’s age, 

tenure and international experience) along with the firm’s geographic experience and the 

host country political risk could clarify how SMEs decided between foreign market entry 

modes.   

7. A Synthesis of Various Hypotheses Regarding Market Entry Mode Choices 

Arising out of this, market entry is likely to be dependent on a variety of factors. Whilst four 

broad categories have been identified in the Introduction as drivers for efforts to move into 

a new territory, the foregoing survey suggests that particular factors may be identified as 

being of potential primary importance in determining the success or otherwise of such an 

enterprise. Hence, for the present analysis of Manulife in Cambodia, the following initial 

propositions were identified as possible determining factors for the initial move into a 

foreign country in order to successfully establish a wholly-owned subsidiary rather than 

adopting an alternative mode of market entry. 

Proposition 1: Market entry likelihood is inversely related to the perceived cultural 

distance between home and target markets. Culture has been viewed in most studies as 

the main factor that influences foreign market entry mode decisions in a broader context 

(see Section II.3). According to Samiee (2012), culture is an integral part of many such 

decisions, where cultural distance relates to how close or far apart are individual values and 

beliefs vis-á-vis target investment projects. Samiee refers to the work of Davidson (1980), 
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who found that firms prioritized investment decisions based on cultural distance, while 

targeting countries that are perceived to be similar and geographically closer. Additionally, 

Samiee refers to Ronen and Shenkar (1985) who considered that cultural distance has much 

greater influence on the internationalization at the initial and early stages as it can play a 

role of risk reduction indicator. In addition, Samiee (2012) indicated that 70% of the 

decisions by 302 firms in 27 countries tend to prefer the choice of joint ventures over 

wholly-owned subsidiaries when it comes to the interaction between political risk and 

cultural distance.  

Proposition 2: Market entry likelihood is dependent on the perceived governance 

quality in the target market. Chang et al. (2011) proposed that governance quality plays 

a contingent role when choosing entry mode (see Section II.4). 

Proposition 3: Market entry likelihood is is dependent on the past period of political 

stability in the target market. As noted in Section II.5, Duarte and Suárez (2012) 

concluded that political risk plays a vital role as a moderator of the impact of cultural 

distance on the choice between wholly-owned subsidiaries and international joint ventures. 

Similarly, Samiee (2012) concluded that firms spent most of their time in evaluating risk 

reduction and developing measures in assessing such risks in the evaluation of international 

market entry and its appropriate mode. 

Proposition 4: Stable long term economic growth in the target market favours market 

entry As noted in Section II.2, economic forces are one of the main factors influencing the 

market potential and market entry at any point of time.  

Proposition 5: Market entry likelihood depends upon the CEO’s attitude and approach 

toward the target market The approach of the CEO in the firm’s headquarters has been 

found to be influenced by their age, period of tenure and international experience which, in 

combination with other factors (e.g. the firm’s geographic experience on an organizational 

level; the host country’s political risk), play an important role in making the complex 

decisions regarding choosing a mode of market entry (see Section II.6). 

Proposition 6: Market entry likelihood is favoured, the longer a firm has been doing 

business elsewhere in that geographical area  In Section II.6, a brief review indicated that 

a firm with limited international experience is likely to limit its investment through being 
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involved in the likes of export operations so as to gain experience before getting more deeply 

involved; whereas one which has been engaged in international business over a long time 

period is likely to prefer a wholly-owned subsidiary or sole ownership.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

Figure 1 Suggested theoretical framework, based on the six propositions 

enumerated in the text. 

III. The Life Insurance Industry in Cambodia: A Brief Overview 

According to the Insurance Association of Cambodia (IAC, 2014), the Cambodian 

insurance industry is still in an early stage of development, but it has become increasingly 

active since some important key players entered the country.8 Of the at least 11 insurance 

companies which have been licensed by the Cambodian government to operate in the 

country, three are key players (CLMV Capital Asia, 2013): Cambodian Life Insurance, 

                                                           
8 www.iac.org.kh 
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Manulife, and Prudential PLC. In addition, there are two more licensed as micro-life 

insurers, Prevoir and Meada, according to CLMV Capital Asia.9  

IAC (2014) also indicates that the life insurance sector has grown rapidly due to Cambodia’s 

young population and the economic growth of 7.7% over the last several years.  

The aim of the present study is to identify factors influencing market entry made by one of 

these international service firms, Manulife, moving into the developing Cambodian market, 

evaluated in the context of the hypotheses regarding market entry modes proposed in 

Section II.7, above.  

IV. Manulife Financial in Cambodia – A Case Study 

1. Introduction 

Manulife Financial is a leading Canada-based financial services group with principal 

operations in Canada, the United States and Asia. With over 100-year experience in the 

insurance sector, the company has reached more than 28 million customers worldwide, 

providing a wide range of insurance, investment, wealth management and financial planning 

services. In regards to its employment, the company had more than 34,000 employees, over 

82,000 agents, and thousands of distribution partners by the end of 2018.10  

Manulife moved to Asia in 1897, and the company has presented in 10 countries in the 

region up to date.11 In Cambodia, Manulife started its operations as the first international 

life insurance firm since June 28, 2012, and it has recently been reaching more than 90,000 

Cambodian customers.12 

2. Methodology  

A qualitative method was used. Thus, as is the basis for such studies (Miles and Huberman, 

1994), it serves to provide insights regarding Manulife’s entry into the Cambodian market 

and its subsequent experiences therein.  

                                                           
9 www.clmvcapital.com 
10 https://www.manulife.com.kh/en/about-us/our-story/our-brand.html 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 

http://www.clmvcapital.com/
https://www.manulife.com.kh/en/about-us/our-story/our-brand.html
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One set of primary data was based a 45-minute interview of Mr. Robert John Elliott, CEO 

and General Manager of Manulife Cambodia, on a television program called ‘Cambodia 

Global Dialogue’, hosted by Dr. Sok Siphana (an advisor to the Royal Government of 

Cambodia) and aired on Southeast Asia TV in 2016. The second was a recorded personal 

40-minute interview with Elliot by the author in 2017 about factors influencing market entry 

of international life insurance firms in Cambodia: an interview guide was used while the 

interview was being conducted and to code the subsequent transcript (Table 2).  

Table 1 Table of codes for the analysis of the possible role of six independent variables 

and one dependent component: see Section II.  

Variable Key words/explanation 

Cultural Distance 

 

CEO Characteristics   

Political Risk 

Governance Quality 

Economic Forces 

 

 

Firm’s Geographical Experience 

 

Market Entry Mode 

This refers to differences in values and communication styles 

that are rooted in culture (high vs. low context). 

Including age, tenure, and international experience 

Political stability in host country 

Quality and characteristics of host country’s governance 

Including infrastructure, energy, transportation facilities, as 

well as other factors which influence decision-makers when it 

comes to entry mode choice by international firms including 

life insurance service-providers to enter a foreign country. 

Practical contact with and observation of facts and events by a 

firm in a particular area/region 

Typically this may be by one of four common types: 1) 

exporting, 2) licensing, 3) equity joint venture or 4) wholly 

owned subsidiary. 
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In the following, references attributed to Elliott (2016) refer to comments by Elliott on the 

TV talk show; whilst those attributed Elliott (2017) refer to his comments in the interview 

with the present author.13 

In addition, a recorded South East Asia TV talk show on the ‘Cambodia Global Dialogue 

about Life Insurance in Cambodia’ was used as one secondary data source in order to enable 

a triangulation of all data collected. Triangulation is a tool developed to help researchers 

conduct qualitative research based on multiple data sources. According to Yin (2013), it 

should be based on more than one single source when using case studies for the research. 

“When you have really triangulated the data, the events or facts of the case study have been 

supported by more than a single source of evidence” (Yin, 2013). In this study, a few sources 

were used to ensure the accuracy of data collected. Personal interviews with the CEO of a 

life insurance firm, a TV talk show about life insurance in Cambodia and information from 

the company’s website were viewed and used. 

The above approach reflects the fact that acquisition of adequate such data rests on three 

basic principles: 1) the use of multiple sources of evidence, 2) the creation of a database 

with an organized archive of all documents, and 3) maintenance of a chain of evidence (Yin, 

2013). Thus responses during the interviews were double-checked against information on 

the corporate website and elsewhere in order to confirm the response. 

Thereafter, the flow model of Miles and Huberman (1994) was used for data analysis. This 

consists of four stages: 1) Data collection, 2) Data reduction, 3) Data display and 4) 

Conclusion drawing/verification-summary and the implications of the overall findings. 

3. Results  

According to Elliott (2017), the reason that the company decided to move to Cambodia was 

because the company received a green light from the Royal Government of Cambodia to 

star operating in 2012 as the first life insurance in the country.  

                                                           
13 After reviewing the draft of this section, Elliott suggested that the following statement should be 

included: “All opinions, analysis, extraction of facts and paraphrasing of the interviews related to 

Manulife Cambodia included in this research are edited for academic purpose. All of them are 

those of Mr. Lem Pichpisey and do not represent or reflect in any way of those of Manulife 

Cambodia and its affiliates.” 



Factors influencing Market Entry by a Life Insurance Firm into Cambodia 

99 

 

Manulife came to Cambodia because the Ministry of Economy and Finance 

granted us an operating license. Cambodia did not have life insurance at that 

time and so Manulife is the first foreign wholly owned company to come to 

Cambodia.  

This was reinforced by the fact that the Cambodian government allowed foreign companies 

to have 100% ownership. 

In response to a follow-up question on other factors influencing Manulife’s market entry 

into Cambodia, Elliott (2017) mentioned the commitment of the firm to the geographical 

region, the host country’s sustainable economic growth, the increase in personal income and 

the anticipation of the firm’s anticipating that there would be the growth of family protection 

by the emerging middle class of people in the host country. Thus Elliott (2017) noted that:  

we are committed to Asia and to the ASEAN countries. Manulife is currently 

operating in 11 markets in Asia including in Cambodia. So it is very natural 

with Cambodia opening up, inviting foreign investment that this increases our 

footprint in Asia. … The industry is about long term planning so people will 

consider life insurance while they have something to protect: peoples’ incomes 

go up, they get married, they have children, so they are making long term 

commitments. 

The interview’s subsequent questions focused on various other more specific factors that 

influenced the firm to decide to open a subsidiary in Cambodia. Arising out of the foregoing 

responses and the more detailed feedback from these follow-ups, a set of conclusions can 

be proposed regarding factors which serve to encourage a multinational services firm to 

open a wholly-owned subsidiary in a foreign country such as Cambodia, summarised in 

Figure 2 as an update on the propositions outlined in Section II above and in Figure 1.  

4. Discussion 

The following will first consider whether the foregoing provides support or otherwise for 

each of the propositions in Section II and Figure 1. Apart from the original six propositions 

and their corresponding conclusions (supported or otherwise), the results of the present case 
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study suggest four other important factors (Conclusions 7-10), although these are likely to 

be subsidiary ones. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Updated theoretical framework 

Conclusion 1: Market entry likelihood is inversely related to the perceived cultural 

distance between home and target market is rejected In response to the question about 
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taking care of their family members, community and society, and that this kind of culture 

would benefit the firm when entering the host country’s market. In regard to cultural 

distance, Elliott (2017) means that this country has become more adaptive to the equality 

between men and women through the fast growing of technology in the country, while he 

also observes the number of women is increasing at the work place.  

In fact, it is quite impressive that women here work and they are quite 

independent. I don’t see any barrier at all to doing business here (Elliott, 2017).  

Additionally, Elliott (2017) sees culture/cultural distance in Cambodia in the same view to 

that of culture in other countries that would enable the life insurance business to be 

prosperous when entering it. “I don’t see there is culture difference between people in 

Cambodia and in other countries” (Elliott, 2017).  

The expectation from the literature review was that market entry likelihood increases the 

greater the perceived cultural distance between home and target market.  

In comparing the expected result and that found in this study, the theoretical expectation is 

not supported since the respondent sees cultural distance in the host country is no difference 

from the home country, Canada’s and other countries. Therefore, proposition 1 was rejected.  

Conclusion 2: Market entry likelihood is dependent on the perceived governance 

quality in the target market is supported  Elliott (2016) refers to the level of collaboration 

between the regulators who work at the Ministry of Economy and Finance and his firm:  

The Ministry of Economy and Finance … has a vision for Cambodia in a 

financial plan and insurance plays an important role in that and so it has been 

truly collaborative because we didn’t know much about Cambodia when we 

first arrived. 

Similarly, Elliott (2017) compares the Ministry of Economy and Finance’s work to oversee 

the development of the country’s insurance sector to Manulife’s international standard of 

governance, and the collaboration with the company.  

Based on these comments by Elliott, it seems governance quality of the host country is one 

of the factors that stimulate positive impact on the life insurance business in the country. 

This is consistent with Proposition 2, above: whilst Chang et al. (2011) found that 
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governance quality was relatively unimportant in their survey of a large number of 

Taiwanese companies which had expanded into other countries, this was in a situation where 

cultural differences were high.  

It is important to note that this conclusion is contingent upon the following two, to a greater 

or lesser extent.  

Conclusion 3: Market entry likelihood is dependent on the past period of political 

stability in the target market is supported Elliott (2017) stated that his firm sees Cambodia 

as politically stable: “…we don’t see that there is a potential big risk in Cambodia as it has 

quite a long period of stability.” This supports Proposition 3, above: Manulife Cambodia is 

a wholly-owned subsidiary, consistent with what might be expected from other studies (e.g. 

Duarte and Suárez, 2012).  

Conclusion 4: Stable long term economic growth in the target market favours market 

entry is supported In the case study, the respondent emphasized that constant economic 

growth of the host country is one of the factors that is relevant to the firm’s choice of market 

entry mode. Thus Elliott (2017) mentioned that before making the decision, the board of 

governors of the company seriously examined the economic growth of the target market, 

Cambodia, and they saw it was going well with sustainable growth of around 7% per year 

for almost two decades as a pull factor. Thus Proposition 4 is confirmed: however, it should 

be noted that those studies cited in the foregoing review considered mainly the development 

of physical resources (e.g. infrastructure, energy, and transportation facilities: Albaum and 

Duerr, 2011), whereas the local development of life insurance as a service industry which 

depends on the downstream emergence of a middle class (see Conclusion 1, above). 

Conclusion 5: Market entry likelihood depends upon the CEO’s attitude and approach 

toward the target market is neither supported nor rejected In the present case study, the 

respondent emphasized more specifically on his personal international experience.  

For my point of view, my experience I suppose it suits the fact that I had worked 

in the UK; I have worked in Hong Kong, in Singapore, and I have a lot of hands-

on experience when it comes to distribution of our product and the selection of 

people and building successful teams and so on. So all of those things that 

Manulife is a very good choice to the country’s encouragement about to come 
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here, and I have been here for nearly five years, and we have built up a successful 

company (Elliott, 2017).  

However, according to Elliott (2017), he himself was not involved with the initiative to 

move to the country: “No, I did not initiate the move to Cambodia” (Elliott, 2017). To 

confirm proposition 5 or otherwise would require an interview with or other information 

about the CEO of the parent company Manulife Financial at the time when the potential of 

the Cambodian market was being explored. Nevertheless, given the long history of the 

company in the region (see above and Conclusion 6, below), the proposition would be likely 

to be supported. 

Conclusion 6: Market entry likelihood is favoured, the longer a firm has been doing 

business elsewhere in that geographical area is supported Elliott (2017) noted that the 

Canadian-based company first entered Asia in 1897 and has established a long-term 

commitment which has built on customer confidence in their products.  

We have been here for over 120 years [including opening in] the Philippines in 

1905. ... Manulife has been in Asia through two world wars. And at that time, 

you know, Asia was very much involved with that. The company didn’t leave.  

Elliott (2017) noted that the decision to explore the potential of Cambodia as a market as 

likely initiated by Manulife’s regional headquarters in Hong Kong. Cambodia being an 

emerging economy and thus a potential market, Manulife’s extensive experience in the 

region gave them an advantage, making an early move into this market an attractive 

proposition (Elliott, 2017).  

This is consistent with Proposition 6 that market entry likelihood increases with the longer 

a firm has been doing business in a certain geographical area. Thus Manulife Cambodia is 

a wholly-owned subsidiary, consistent with what might be expected from other studies on 

both manufacturing- and service-related firms (see Section II.6). 

Conclusion 7: More favorable foreign ownership laws in the target country encourage 

market entry. Strictly speaking, this is mainly subsidiary to Conclusion 2 regarding 

governance issues. Elliott (2017) emphasized that one of the most important reasons why 
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Manulife chose to enter Cambodia was the full ownership policy by the host government 

with regard to FDI. 

The host country’s policy regarding foreign ownership in the target market would appear to 

have received little attention elsewhere. Therefore, this finding creates another potential 

opportunity for further research.   

Conclusion 8: Market entry likelihood increases, the more the commitment to a 

particular geographical area by an internationalizing firm As shown above, one of the 

propositions related to firm’s geographical experience was confirmed. It was about the 

business experience of a firm in a certain geographical area. In addition to this, Elliott refers 

to the relationship between the firm’s commitment to the geographical region and its market 

entry to the host country when explaining about the reason why the firm decided to enter 

Cambodia.   

 “The factors that Manulife came to Cambodia, first of all we are committed to Asia and to 

the ASEAN countries. Manulife is in Singapore, Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia, 

Thailand, and Vietnam. So it is very natural with Cambodia opening up [and] inviting 

foreign investment that this increases our footprint in Asia,” confirmed Elliott. Hence, a new 

finding is that firm’s commitment to a geographical region exists. 

This is another interesting factor which would appear to have received little attention and 

suggests another area for future research. 

Conclusion 9: Firms entering a new target market need to invest resources in 

education and training in order to promote familiarity with new products and services 

Strictly speaking, this is subsidiary to Conclusion 1 regarding cultural issues. On the 

television talk show, Elliott (2016) mentioned the curiosity among people who had no prior 

exposure to the concept of life insurance services and products.  

I think we have a great opportunity in Cambodia, and because the industry is 

new in Cambodia, [there] is a level of curiosity. … we do seminars in Cambodia 

and people are curious.   

As a result, increasing familiarity with their ‘new’ products was essential for building up a 

base of new customers, including through training of the firm’s staff.   
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This finding is unique since customer familiarity with a new product/service in the context 

of a developing market environment has not been considered in any of the previous literature 

reviewed here. This variable – customer familiarity with new product/service – is worthy of 

future research into the need to plan strategies for firms moving into a new market, in the 

implications for the mode selected.  

Conclusion 10: Market entry likelihood increases the more dynamic the technology 

adaptation is by consumers in the target market. Like the preceding Conclusion, this is 

related to Conclusion 1 regarding cultural issues. 

In the present study, Elliott (2017) referred to the fast growth of adaptation to technology 

among customers in the target market. This is important both for easy on-line dealings with 

existing customers and for reaching out obtain new ones on the internet, including through 

the social media.   

V. Conclusions 

The present study focused on Cambodia, a developing economy dependent on a low-wage 

manufacturing sector, and the factors favouring the decision by an established international 

service-provider to pioneer the opening up of the insurance sector, a market primarily 

dependent on an emerging middle-class of higher wage-earners. 

No support was found in the present case-study for one of the six propositions – cultural 

distance – based on a brief review of some of the work of others regarding the role of major 

factors in determining market entry strategies and their outcomes. This may reflect the fact 

that insurance is resource-dependent but otherwise relatively culture-neutral. Another 

proposition – regarding the CEO’s characteristics – could not be addressed due to a lack of 

access to the upper management in Canada.  

On the other hand, there was evidence for an additional four new factors influencing the 

decision of Manulife to enter the Cambodian market and help ensure its subsequent success.  
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Abstract 

This article provides a review of the contemporary features and challenges 

of essay-writing. Currently, this genre has not been clearly defined, and can 

be considered as ‘ambiguous’: it can cover from a short to a long piece of 

writing, including a research paper or a thesis, depending on the discipline 

and the institution setting an essay for students at a particular level. Thus, 

this article defines an essay in a context that could be distinguished from 

other papers based on its purpose and the particular context. The significance 

of this distinction is to have a common concept of essays across different 

disciplines. Thus, when instructors talk about essays or when they assign 

students to write them, the latter can understand and be able to write the 

required piece of work without having to ask for guidelines or about the 

expectations from instructors. 

 

I. Introduction 

Contemporary essays are not clearly defined; the term is loosely used and includes a 

diversity of definitions and forms, depending on the interpretations and understandings of 

academics in different disciplines and different institutions. Currently, essays in some 

disciplines have a broad scope that overlaps with other types of papers, such as research 

(journal) articles, theses, or reports (together hereinafter referred to as ‘research papers’ or 

Research Papers sensu lato). As a consequence, essays are considered as an ‘ambiguous’ 

genre in contemporary academic writing.  

                                                           
1 dean_col@uc.edu.kh 
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The purpose of the present paper is to review the contemporary understanding and features 

of essays that are being used and discussed, and to further define them in a context that 

differentiates them from the various categories of research papers. The significance of this 

distinction is to have a common concept of essays across the disciplines, and to provide a 

clear picture of what is expected when writing an essay in order to avoid such a confusion 

as today.  

II. Contemporary Features and Challenges of Essays 

Contemporary essays have a number of features, especially the definitions and forms that 

are being discussed but are not unanimous among academics. Currently, the definitions and 

forms of essays depend on interpretations and understandings of scholars in each discipline. 

A number of scholars have tried to define them for their own particular purposes, while 

others do not.  

An essay is mostly considered to be a short piece of writing or article about a topic (Kane, 

2000; Bailey, 2006). It is a collection or group of paragraphs describing a central idea or a 

single topic (Kane, 2000; Zemach and Rumisek, 2005; McLean, 2012; Folse et al., 2014). 

Topics of essays can be speculative, factual, emotional, reflective, personal, or objective, 

etc., depending on what the writer wants to write or has been assigned to write (Folse et al., 

2014; Kane, 2000; Starkey, 2004).  

An essay, especially the short one, is written with a simple structure and no complicated 

subdivisions: namely an Introduction, the Body and a Conclusion. The Introduction gives 

an background overview of the topic (Zemach and Rumisek, 2005; Oshima and Hogue, 

2007; Folse et al., 2014). The Body describes the topic, including explaining any points of 

debate or other arguments, in detail via one or more of a wide range of techniques such as 

narration, description, explanation, comparing and contrasting and other forms of analysis 

and so on (Zemach and Rumisek, 2005; Oshima and Hogue, 2007; Shields, 2010; Folse et 

al., 2014; Gugin, 2014). The Conclusion gives a review of the major points discussed, 

together with wrapping-up arguments where appropriate (Zemach and Rumisek, 2005; 

Oshima and Hogue, 2007; Folse et al., 2014), including raising the significance and 

implication in a general construct. Introduction and Conclusion consume approximately 10 

percent each respectively, while the rest remains in Body (Shields, 2010). 



Defining Essays Based On Purposes and Contexts 

111 

 

The length of an essay assignment may be limited by the counts of words or paragraphs. 

These can vary depending on the type of the assignment and topic.  Some essays can be 

made in a few hundred words while others can be in thousand words (Starkey, 2004). Some 

scholars suggest an essay can be written up to 5,000 words (Peck and Coyle, 2005; Bailey, 

2006). Besides this, it can also be written based on the number of paragraphs. At present, 

there are different suggestions on the number of paragraphs in an essay. Some academics 

suggest that an essay can be written in five paragraphs (Zemach and Rumisek, 2005; Folse 

et al., 2014), while others suggest it can be written in up to eight paragraphs (Peck and Coyle, 

2005).  

Currently, a five-paragraph essay seems to be a standard for writing in practice for 

assignments at many institutions (Zemach and Rumisek, 2005; Folse et al., 2014; Tardy and 

Jwa, 2016). A number of scholars support this because it is easy to form and find the 

structural argument and good for students to follow (Johnson, Thompson, Smagorinsky, and 

Fry, 2003; Smith, 2006; Schwartz, 2014). However others do not, considering it to be 

‘tyrannical’, being not flexible for students who must blindly follow the ‘straitjacket’ of the 

imposed structural organization (Foley, 1989; Nunnally, 1991; Wesley, 2000; Brannon et 

al., 2008; Campbell and Latimer, 2012). Therefore, there is a growing movement to go 

beyond this convention (Campbell and Latimer, 2012; Gray, 2014; Punyaratabandhu et al., 

2017). 

On the other hand, a number of scholars do not want to clearly define what an ‘essay’ is or 

the form(s) it should take. They think that to do so is misleading in contemporary academic 

writing (Coffin et al., 2005; Hyland and Shaw, 2016). It is difficult to say what an essay is 

specifically referred to (Department of English Language and Literature, 2014), and it is a 

mistake to define this term clearly (Kane, 2000). Furthermore, the looseness of this term 

also makes it easy for the writer to set their own standards (Kane, 2000). The situation will 

depend on the nature of the topic: whether it is a general discussion, a critical review, or an 

exposition, etc. (Coffin et al., 2005). 

The lack of a clear definition poses a challenge of categorizing a writing assignment for 

students, especially at college or university level in a number of disciplines. With some 

instructors, it is difficult to classify whether the writing assignment as an essay or a research 
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paper; thus, it often gives rise to using both terms as if they were synonymous (Carroll, 

2002; Greetham, 2008; Graves et al., 2010; Graves and White, 2016). Graves et al. (2010, 

p. 299; cited in Graves and White, 2016, p. 304) examined 485 assignments in a college of 

liberal arts. They found that the instructors classified them as ‘essays/papers’ in 31% of the 

cases. In this sense, the researchers assumed the instructors were ‘idiosyncratic’ in naming 

the writing assignments for students in their coursework.  

Difficulties in distinguishing between essays and papers are caused by different 

understandings of the term ‘essay’ in each disciple. In some disciplines, an essay has broad 

scope that can cover the features of theses or research papers. Reading various writing 

guidelines from a number of these disciplines showcases this. For example, the writing 

guideline of the School of Management majoring in Political Science (University of 

Tampere in Finland) states that ‘[a]n essay is thesis-like’ (Anon, 2013: p. 2); and, elsewhere 

in Europe, the writing guide of the Faculty of Arts (2017, p. 1) at the University of Lausanne 

(Switzerland) notes that ‘[i]f you choose your MA memoire [thesis] in literature, it will also 

take the form of an essay’.  

Likewise, Bailey (2006, p. 49), using the term ‘longer essay’, describes its structure as the 

same as a research paper, to include a literature review, experimental set-up, methods, 

findings/results, case study, and discussion. The writing guide of Rice et al. (2012, p. 1) 

states that, at the Dept. of History at the University of Canterbury (New Zealand), ‘the 

academic essay is a much more complex beast, requiring the scholarly apparatus of 

footnotes and a bibliography. It is a formal academic communication, rather like an article 

in a scholarly journal’. Similarly, the guideline of the Department of English Language and 

Literature (2014, p. 7) at King’s College London advises their students to model their essays 

on the ones that are published in academic journals.  

The features of these essays are the same as those of the present broad category of ‘research 

papers’. They require a specific problem and associated arguments, supported by academic 

sources as references (Durant and Fabb, 2005; Irvin, 2010; Eunson, 2012; Rice et al., 2012; 

Anon, 2013; Faculty of Arts, 2017). These, in general, are the main features of ‘research 

papers’, but are also required features of contemporary essays for these disciplines in these 
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institutions. In this sense, the expected features of contemporary essays there are similar to 

those of theses and research articles that are published in academic journals. 

Summing up from this review, we can see that the interpretation of what constitutes an 

acceptable ‘essay’ is broad, varying amongst contemporary academics. Different 

interpretations and understandings of essays lead to considering this genre ‘ambiguous.’ 

Currently, essays can cover from short to long pieces of writing, which include research 

papers and theses in some disciplines. Reading from some contexts, the term ‘essay’ can 

simply mean ‘writing,’ ‘text,’ or ‘article’ in contemporary writing. 

III. Defining an Essay Based on Purpose and Context 

However, this article tries to differentiate essays from research papers in a context to avoid 

such a confusion. The first part of this section will seek to establish a distinction between 

an essay and ‘research papers’ and so define and explain the main differences between these. 

Thereafter, it will focus on the types and features of essay writing as defined in this paper. 

1. Differences between Essays and Research Papers sensu lato 

As noted in the Introduction, ‘research papers’ here represent a broad (and ambiguous) 

category comprising investigative journal papers, theses and other documents on specific 

topics, which can be theoretical or applied research. Typically they are the product of 

evidence-based research focusing on a specific issue and conducted in order to find evidence 

for and against their arguments and analyze it in an objective manner.  

In general, for writing ‘research papers’, researchers need to formulate a new argument in a 

proposed research issue, or else look for new evidence to support one or other side in an 

existing debate. In each case, the specific topic is different from but adds to previous studies. 

Then, researchers need to justify their choice of topic with supporting arguments and follow 

up with evidence based on specific research methods. In the end, ‘research papers’ are 

expected to report new findings, with objective conclusions related to the original choice of 

the specific topic. This is the core value of ‘research papers’. 

On the other hand, in the present context, essays are kinds of opinion-based writings or 

papers. The features of essays are derived from the original meaning of the term. The term 

‘essay’ originates from Latin and old French language which means ‘to test,’ ‘to try,’ or ‘to 
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make an attempt’.2 Based on this meaning, we can understand the ‘purpose’ of an essay is 

to ‘test’ someone’s knowledge, or someone ‘tries’ or ‘makes an attempt’ to express his or 

her knowledge or understanding (opinions, points of views, reviews) over something, 

especially a (assigned) topic.  

Thus, essays contain the often personal, subjective opinions of the essay-takers or writers 

on the (assigned) topic. These are the substantial component of essay writing, often leading 

to personal assertions or rhetoric in which some lack proof.  Essay-takers or writers make a 

conclusion by wrapping up their arguments, reaffirming the raised question, and reassessing 

the (assigned) topic without the expectation of rigorous support for their conclusions.  

In short, an essay is a reflective piece of writing in which it is substantially composed of 

author-based opinions on a subject. This is the core value of essays. 

2. Types of Essay Writing  

This section will describe the main features of three types of writing that are considered as 

essays as defined above: (1) the exam essay, (2) the assignment essay, and (3) the ‘attempt-

to-explain’ essay. 

i. Exam Essay The exam essay is a type of writing test during an examination or other 

competition test. It is a kind of short writing that has a time limit. Sometimes it is called 

‘timed essay’. The amount of time depends on the assignor of the test.   

In general, the exam essay is written as a simple article (as mentioned above) without a 

concrete division of structure. Essay-takers write it based on their understanding in response 

to the assigned topic. They can raise some arguments and evidence from the literature and 

their personal experience for support, but they cannot find or put references in their writing 

unless it is an open-book exam. They can make a conclusion by wrapping up their arguments, 

reaffirming the raised question, and reassessing the assigned topic. 

Today, the types of exam essay writing are commonly used. For instance, composition 

writing at general education schools follows the format of exam essay-writing. College 

                                                           
2 https://www.dictionary.com/browse/essay (accessed April 3, 2019); Rice et al. (2012: 1); Department 

of English Language and Literature (2014: 6). 
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entrance essay exams or college freshman essay-writing also use this type of writing. 

Likewise, other scholarship or competition tests such as IELTS, TOEFL, etc. are likewise. 

These are the format of exam essay as defined in this paper.  

ii. Assignment Essay This is a writing assignment in the student’s own time, especially at 

college or university level. The assignment essay has the following features. 

It is a writing task, which is part of coursework. Its main purpose is to assess students’ 

understanding of the course objectives, and also to help students to work independently to 

increase the depth of their knowledge and understanding of a particular topic. Topics are 

usually assigned by the course instructors within their course scope and objectives. Thus, 

students can write them in compliance with these. 

Students can write the assignment essay in two ways. First, if the assignment essay is a short 

one, students can write it without the clear division of structure, as the exam essay. However, 

if it is a longer one, they should write it with a clear structure. In this sense, students need 

to divide the structures of the assignment essay into several sections based upon their 

arguments.  

The assignment essay, although it may require limited research and supporting references, 

is often based on the personal points of view (opinions, views, or reviews) regarding the 

assigned topic. Students raise arguments based upon the assigned topic and support them 

by some evidence, mainly from literature reviews or other general sources of information. 

Students make a conclusion, similar to those of the exam essay. In this sense, the assignment 

essay is considered as secondary research in order to increase students’ knowledge and 

understanding of the researched subject related to the course objectives and scope. 

iii. ‘Attempt-to-Explain’ Essay  A variant on this is ‘attempt-to-explain’ essay-writing. 

Writers describe their understandings of a particular subject of their own choice and express 

their opinions of it. There are two ways to do so. First, the writer makes a first attempt to 

explain a subject, if it has never been explained before. Second, the writer can attempt to 

explain a subject which has already been explained, but the current writer adds something 

new to it. In this sense, it is primary research, which is original and makes a contribution to 
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the field, if compared with the assignment essay. However, it differentiates it from ‘research 

papers’, as it is based upon the author’s opinion without sufficient supporting evidence.  

In this type of writing, the writers express their understanding of a subject. They can assert 

or raise their arguments in it, but they may not be able to justify them in some cases. In this 

case, this article considers these only as ‘hypotheses’ which can be contested and verified 

or otherwise later. This type of writing can also include a piece of opinion writing, 

commentary, or editorial in newspapers as well as a lengthy reflective writing as books or 

treatises. 

In short, essays are opinion-based writings or papers, regardless of their length. Opinions 

and assertions of the writers, resulting in rhetoric without proof, dominate most aspects in 

essay writing. These are main features of the essays defined in this paper. 

IV. Conclusions 

In conclusion, contemporary essays are not unanimously defined and specifically referred 

to.  Currently, the term ‘essay’ is loosely used with definitions and forms depending on the 

interpretations and understanding of academics in each discipline and at particular 

institutions. Thus, this leads to considering this genre as ‘ambiguous’, broadly covering 

from a short to a long piece of writing, overlapping with the features of research papers 

sensu lato such as research (journal) articles, theses, or reports in a number of disciplines.  

To avoid this, this paper tries to define the essay in a narrow sense that could be different 

from ‘research papers’ mainly based on its purpose and context. The purpose of an essay, 

as defined here, is an attempt to express personal points of view (opinions, views, or 

reviews) in response to a topic (assigned or otherwise). The substantial composition of 

essays is the author‘s opinion base, resulting in rhetoric which lacks some proof in some 

arguments. Thus essays are reflective writing. 

On the other hand, research papers are evidence-based papers. The evidence is from 

conducting a detailed investigation of a proposed research issue. In general, research papers 

focus on the objective inquiry of that proposed issue. The writers of research papers need to 

formulate a new argument, which is different from or adding to, previous studies. Then, 

they need to justify their argument objectively by using specific research methods and 
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supporting evidence, rather than author-opinion base. Thus, in the end, such a research paper 

produces a new result or finding (a new conclusion or resolution) to a proposed research 

issue, which contributes to resolving existing problem or knowledge.  

In short, essays are author opinion-value base, in which some assertions lack proofs while 

research papers are objective evidence-value base, in which arguments must be justified. 

Thus, an essay will become a research paper as defined in this article when their assertions 

or arguments are supported by evidence. Therefore writing essays provides more freedom 

of expression to the writers than does that of research papers. In this sense, essay writing is 

considered as the foundation for research paper writing.   

For the current practice, to avoid such a confusion, this paper suggests that some disciplines 

using the term ‘essay’ for a piece of work which overlaps with what is defined as a ‘research 

paper’ in this article should call it a research paper, rather than an essay. The significance 

of this distinction is to have a common concept and terminology across disciplines and 

institutions. Thus, when talking about essays or when assigning students to write essays, 

they can understand and write them without asking instructors about their expectations.  

Furthermore, such a distinction is also easy to achieve the objectives of the coursework and 

degree program. For the coursework, instructors can assign the writing tasks as essays or 

research papers (primary or secondary), or both at the same time with different criteria and 

expectations, in order to evaluate students’ understanding of, and beyond, the course 

objective. Whilst (primary) research papers, especially theses, are used as final criteria for 

evaluating students’ capacity and degree award from the study program.  

The author’s suggestion is flexible and an invitation for further discussion about this genre. 

Scholars in any discipline who find the distinction and suggestion in this paper useful and 

acceptable can put them into practice, while others who do not can continue to use it as the 

present-day concepts.  
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Abstract 

Moving into 2019, Cambodia sees itself facing a number of social and 

political challenges. Addressing them is what Cambodian leaders should put 

at the top of their political agendum. Three key challenges, namely the 

potential withdrawal of Cambodia’s EBA status by the European Union, the 

Kingdom’s deteriorating relationship with the United States, and the 

perceived emergence of anti-Chinese sentiment among Cambodians, are 

discussed, followed by measures the Cambodian government can take to 

address the issues and bring the country forward. Toward the end of the 

article, it is suggested that political willingness and commitment are required 

to ensure success in dealing with the burning social and political issues. 

Cambodia should also try to maintain good relations with its neighbours and 

all powers, particularly the US and China.  

 

I. Introduction 

As 2018 drew to a close, Cambodia inaugurated a monument, called the Win-Win Memorial, 

to commemorate Hun Sen’s ‘win-win’ policy that brought an end to decades-long civil war 

in the country (Nachemson, 2018; Ven, 2018). The inauguration of the monument was held 

on December 29, 2018 to mark the 20 year anniversary of Hun Sen’s success in reintegrating 

the last remnants of Khmer Rouge soldiers into society – bringing peace to Cambodia for 

the first time since the 1960s (Ven, 2018).  

                                                           
1 kimkongheng@gmail.com 
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Having enjoyed the hard-earned peace for two decades, Cambodia has made remarkable 

progress. Its average annual economic growth has been 7 percent for over the last 20 years, 

enabling the country to make the transition from a low income to a lower middle-income 

country in 2016 (Ly, 2016; McGrath and Hor, 2016). The country’s per capita income rose 

from below US$500 in the early 2000s to US$785 in 2010 and to US$1,384 in 2017 (World 

Bank, n.d.). It is projected to be US$1,706 in 2019. The country’s economic growth has 

remained robust, increasing at 6.9 percent in 2018 and there seems to be little sign of decline 

(Dahles, 2018; Nguon and Mao, 2018).  

Investment in Cambodia nearly doubled in 2017, increasing from US$3.6 billion in 2016 to 

US$6.3 billion in 2017 (Hor, 2018). This dramatic increase was made possible by the fast-

growing foreign investment from China, Cambodia’s largest foreign direct investor, which 

invested about US$1 billion annually in Cambodia in the past five successive years from 

2013 to 2017. Nonetheless, there are growing concerns with regard to China’s increasing 

presence and dominance in Cambodia (Ellis-Petersen, 2018; Faulder and Kawase, 2018). 

There is also looming uncertainty over the European Union’s withdrawal of the Everything 

But Arms (EBA) trade scheme, instigated to some extent by Sam Rainsy and his group, that 

has also made Cambodia’s economic outlook appear to be less certain (see European 

Commission, 2019a; Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation [MFAIC], 

2019).  

Last year, much attention turned to Cambodia’s national elections, widely criticized by 

Western media as a sham (Hay, 2018; Hul, 2018a; Sam, 2018; Thompson, 2018). Cambodia 

held its first national election, administered by the United Nations Transitional Authority 

for Cambodia (UNTAC) in July 1993. Following that the country holds national elections 

every five years. Cambodia’s 2018 election was its sixth and arguably most controversial. 

About ten months before the 2018 election there was an unprecedented crackdown on the 

opposition party, civil society and the independent press, seen by many as a result of the 

outcomes of the 2013 national and 2017 local government elections, both of which saw a 

substantial decline of the popular vote by the ruling Cambodian People's Party2 (CPP) 

(Chhoeun, 2017). In September 2017, an independent English-language newspaper, The 

                                                           
2 See Cheunboran (2019) for the history and political transformation of the Cambodian People’s Party. 

http://blogs.worldbank.org/eastasiapacific/cambodia-is-now-a-lower-middle-income-economy-what-does-this-mean
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD?locations=KH
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2018/01/16/has-cambodias-economic-boom-imploded/
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-12/18/c_137682409.htm
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/investment-cambodia-nearly-doubles-2017
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2018/08/29/are-chinas-gifts-a-blessing-or-a-curse-for-cambodia/
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-19-882_en.htm?fbclid=IwAR0JzI9OnFt5F5k6yUcuQewvmBEFICkdkiczc5rZ2VtINFJm9-Ab0-IzVPE
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Cambodia Daily, was forced to close due to an unpaid tax bill of US$6.3 million (The 

Cambodia Daily, n.d.). Eight months later, the English-language Phnom Penh Post was sold 

by its Australian publisher to a Malaysian investor in May 2018 (AP News, 2018); its sale 

was believed to signal the end of independent media in the Kingdom in the lead up to the 

national election (Human Rights Watch, 2018). 

Kem Sokha, the leader of the Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP), was arrested on 

charges of treason in September 2017 (The Phnom Penh Post, 2017). After spending a year 

in a remote prison pending trial, he was released on bail in the aftermath of the elections in 

response to mounting international pressure; but then immediately placed under house 

arrest3 in his residence in Phnom Penh (Aljazeera, 2018). However, Prime Minister Hun 

Sen denied any linkage of his release to international pressure, but instead cited Kem 

Sohka’s poor health as the main reason (The Straits Times, 2018). Also in 2017, two months 

after Kem Sokha’s arrest, the Cambodian Supreme Court dissolved the CNRP, the country’s 

only major opposition party, on charges of carrying out a color revolution to topple the 

incumbent government (Ben, Mech, and Baliga, 2017; Niem, 2018a; see also BBC, 2017). 

Thus, in the national elections in July 2018, with the absence of the only viable opposition 

party, the ruling CPP of Prime Minister Hun Sen was virtually unchallenged, despite the 

participation of 19 other small parties, allowing it to win all 125 parliamentary seats (Millar, 

2018), a victory warned by many as Cambodia’s drift toward autocracy (Norén-Nilsson, 

2018; Thayer, 2017; Un, 2019). 

Following the elections, Cambodian politics took an interesting turn toward the end of 2018 

when Hun Sen and Sam Rainsy4, the two most prominent political figures in the Kingdom, 

agreed to a high-stakes wager initiated by the latter (Hutt, 2018). The wager conditions were 

that Prime Minister Hun Sen would step down from power if Kem Sokha, former president 

of the CNRP, were to be released from house arrest in Phnom Penh before March 3, 2019 

when he completed his 18 months in pre-trial detention, the maximum length of time a 

                                                           
3 The government denied the term “house arrest” and stated that Kem Sokha was released on bail under court 

supervision and conditions that restricted his movement to a four-block radius surrounding his home in 

Phnom Penh (Taing, 2018).   
4 Sam Rainsy has served as Cambodia’s finance minister from 1993 to 1994, founded Sam Rainsy Party, and 

co-founded and led the now-dissolved Cambodia National Rescue Party. He is now living in self-imposed 

exile in France and has repetitively declared his return to Cambodia to fight for real change and democracy. 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/sokha-arrested-treason-accused-colluding-us-topple-government
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/09/cambodia-opposition-figure-kem-sokha-house-arrest-180910052227527.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/09/cambodia-opposition-figure-kem-sokha-house-arrest-180910052227527.html
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/cambodia-pm-denies-international-pressure-behind-release-of-opposition-leader
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national-post-depth-politics/death-democracy-cnrp-dissolved-supreme-court-ruling
http://sea-globe.com/no-surprise-in-cambodian-election-landslide/
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2018/02/04/cambodia-drifts-towards-autocracy/
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suspect can be detained without trail; if not, then Sam Rainsy would return to Cambodia to 

face imprisonment as he is charged with multiple court cases, including those filed by Prime 

Minister Hun Sen (Hutt, 2018; see also Taing, 2019a). 

However, based on fast-changing political developments in the country, Sam Rainsy soon 

found himself losing his bet. It had been predicted that Sam Rainsy would not stick to the 

terms of the wager, even if he did not cancel his bet with the prime minister. The prediction 

was correct. In February, Sam Rainsy claimed that the wager was null and void because, as 

he argued, Hun Sen changed the terms of the bet by adding a royal pardon as a precondition 

for Kem Sokha’s release (Niem, 2019a). Analysts believed that Sam Rainsy dared Hun Sen 

to the bet just to show that the prime minister has ultimate control over the judiciary because 

if the latter wants to win (which he must), he will not release Kem Sokha. However, as Heng 

(2019a) has argued, Sam Rainsy’s ‘frequent changes of mind and his promise-breaking 

streak do harm his integrity and reputation as head of the now-dissolved leading opposition 

party and render him irresponsible for his speech and actions’. Apparently, his integrity is 

now further deteriorating because he has failed to fulfil his return-to-Cambodia promises 

many times.  

On another political note, as international pressure mounts (Wright and Willemyns, 2018), 

the Cambodian National Assembly in December 2018 amended the Law on Political Parties 

to create a pathway for the 118 CNRP politicians who were banned from politics by the 

Supreme Court to return to politics, either through individual requests for political 

rehabilitation at the request of the prime minister (Ben, 2018a). The Phnom Penh Post 

reported that more than half of the 40 CNRP officials it spoke to would resolutely not make 

a request to have their political rights returned (Niem, 2019b). Many of them demanded 

Kem Sokha’s treason charge be dropped and their political rights be restored as a group, not 

individually. So far nine CNRP politicians have requested and been granted political 

rehabilitation (Niem, 2019c). Therefore, it remains to be seen how this political 

development will play out. If more CNRP officials continue to request rehabilitation 

individually, it would result in a further division within the opposition, which may 

eventually lead to a split in the CNRP (Heng and Var, 2019a). 

https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Hun-Sen-s-Cambodia/Hun-Sen-pressured-to-reverse-ban-on-opposition-politicians
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national-politics/assembly-passes-amendment-political-party-law-article-45
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national-politics/what-now-banned-cnrp-after-law-change-signed
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2019/02/14/reversing-cambodias-democratic-drift/
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Following the brief background of the lead up to the Kingdom’s 2018 general election and 

its political and economic development, this article will present key challenges facing 

Cambodia and discuss the next steps Cambodia can engage in moving forward. The article 

focuses on three key challenges, namely the possibility of the withdrawal of the European 

Union’s EBA trade scheme, the country’s deteriorating relations with the United States, and 

the emerging issue of anti-Chinese sentiment caused by the growing pressure of the Chinese 

in the Kingdom, particularly in coastal Preah Sihanouk province. It will then discuss the 

next steps forward for Cambodia before it ends with a conclusion which sums up the key 

points discussed in the article.  

II. Key Challenges Facing Cambodia 

1. The Potential Withdrawal of the EBA Scheme  

As one of the Least Developed Countries (LDC), Cambodia was granted EBA trade 

preferences by the European Union (EU) in 2001. The EBA status provides the Kingdom 

with special privileges in the form of duty-free and quota-free access to the EU market, 

which facilitates increased exports and economic growth. In 2017, the country’s exports to 

the EU were valued at US$5.8 billion, making it Cambodia’s largest export market (Prak, 

2018). The garment industry that accounts for 40 percent of Cambodia’s US$22 billion GDP 

and employs about 800,000 Cambodian workers relies largely on tariff-free exports to 

Europe. This sector has been described as “a sector too big to fail” (Spiess, 2018a). 

Cambodia’s general election held in July 2018 was controversial and has had consequences 

for Cambodia’s EBA status. For example, in October 2018, two months after the election, 

the European Union announced that it began a formal procedure to strip Cambodia of its 

EBA trade privileges, a warning seen by Cambodia as an extreme injustice and a prejudice 

(MFAIC, 2018). Some analysts have dubbed the EU’s measures to withdraw Cambodia’s 

EBA status as ‘double standards’ (Khmer Times, 2018). Prime Minister Hun Sen has also 

threatened to retaliate against the opposition if the EU suspends Cambodia’s EBA privileges 

(Prak, 2019). Moreover, he was reported as saying that withdrawing the EBA preferences 

from Cambodia may become another mistake the West has committed in its treatment of 

this Southeast Asian nation (Ben, 2018b).    

http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/countries-and-regions/countries/cambodia/
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/sector-too-big-fail
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/malmstrom/blog/myanmar-and-cambodia_en
https://www.mfaic.gov.kh/site/detail/22016
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/50540340/cambodia-versus-the-eus-double-standards/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-politics/cambodian-pm-warns-of-dead-opposition-if-eu-withdraws-preferences-idUSKCN1P8090
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-politics/cambodian-pm-warns-of-dead-opposition-if-eu-withdraws-preferences-idUSKCN1P8090
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The EU’s wish to withdraw its trade preferences was a response to the perceived 

deterioration of political and human rights situations in Cambodia, as well as the instigation 

by Sam Rainsy and his self-exiled politicians to further their own ends, at least as seen by 

the Cambodian government (see Mech, 2019; MFAIC, 2019). Thus it has been dissatisfied 

with the dissolution of CNRP and the crackdown on dissent, particularly on an independent 

press and civil society, and has called the Cambodian government to salvage the situation. 

If there are no clear and evident improvements on the ground, the suspension of the trade 

scheme Cambodian currently enjoys will be the end result (Malmstrom, 2018).  

On 11 February 2019, the EU announced that it had begun the 18 months-long process of 

withdrawing Cambodia’s special access to its markets and called for ‘real action’ from the 

Cambodian government to address human rights and democracy issues in the country 

(European Commission, 2019a). While uncertainty regarding the suspension of Cambodia’s 

EBA status lingers, the EU in the first month of 2019 decided to impose safeguard measures 

on imports of Indica rice from Cambodia (see European Commission, 2019b). This tariff 

imposition, albeit unrelated to the EBA trade scheme, reflects the EU’s firm intention to 

exert its influence on Cambodia and to reverse the country’s democratic drift, a move 

criticized by the Cambodian government (The Straits Times, 2019).   

The EU sanctions, however, may result in Cambodia’s tighter embrace of China which has 

been a strong supporter of Hun Sen’s government (Lim, 2018). Over the last several years, 

China has emerged to become Cambodia’s largest economic and military benefactor and 

the Kingdom’s closest ally and largest foreign direct investor. In 2017, trade volume 

between the two countries reached US$5.8 billion (European Commission, 2018; Radio 

Free Asia, 2019). China has generously provided Cambodia with aid and soft loans which 

totalled US$4.2 billion by 2017 (So, 2017). Both countries have engaged in a reciprocal 

relationship which depends on mutual benefits and interests. China has supported Cambodia 

both politically and economically, while Cambodia has, in return, reciprocated through its 

strong and seemingly loyal support of China at regional and international levels. 

Amid pressure and sanctions from Western governments, Cambodia has continuously 

received financial assistance from its closest ally. China has recently pledged almost 

US$600 million in aid to Cambodia over a three-year period from 2019 to 2021 (Radio Free 

https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/cambodia-pm-blasts-interference-as-eu-trade-deal-threatens
https://ippreview.com/index.php/Blog/single/id/814.html
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Asia, 2019). China will also import 400,000 tonnes of rice from Cambodia in 2019 and both 

countries will double their bilateral trade to reach US$10 billion by 2023 (Radio Free Asia, 

2019). Thus, although there are at least two main options the Cambodian government can 

take regarding the EBA issue (Heng, 2018), given the Chinese support and the lengthy EBA 

withdrawal process (Niem, 2018b), it remains to be seen which course of action this small 

country will pursue. 

2. Cambodia’s deteriorating relationship with the US 

The relationship between Cambodia and the United States (US) has always been 

characterized by a love-hate relationship. From supporting the Khmer Republic in the 1970s 

to bombing Cambodia during the Vietnam War, also known as the Second Indochina War 

(1965-1975), the US has demonstrated to its smaller counterpart that the American 

government does have geopolitical interests in Cambodia. The US foreign policy toward 

Cambodia, as history tells, has been motivated by geopolitics. America was concerned of 

Cambodia’s shift toward communism, influenced by then North Vietnam in the 1970s. In 

other words, it was a belief in the domino theory that pushed the US into the Vietnam War 

in order to prevent the spread of communism in Indochina and in Southeast Asia at large 

(Guan, 2013). 

 Fast forward to 1993 when Cambodia held its first national elections supervised by the 

United Nations, , the country began to open up to the world, enabling the US to begin to 

provide foreign assistance to help strengthen democratic institutions, promote the rule of 

law, support economic growth, and improve bilateral trade and investment (Lum, 2019). 

Thanks to America’s pivot to Asia during the Obama administration (2009-2017), the 

relationship between Cambodia and the US seemed to have strengthened (Lum, 2019). 

Perhaps as Cambodia is a member of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 

Washington’s interest in this developing country in general has not waned. The US 

government has continued to support demining activities, offer military assistance and 

training, and provide funding for the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia 

(ECCC), also known as the Khmer Rouge Tribunal (Lum, 2019).  

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/aid-01222019164457.html
http://ippreview.com/index.php/Blog/single/id/826.html
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/eu-officials-ending-eba-18-month-procedure
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/eu-officials-ending-eba-18-month-procedure
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Cambodia-US relations, however, appear to have deteriorated in recent years, due in large 

part to the Cambodian government’s recent crackdown on dissent and its growing embrace 

of China (Lum, 2019). Cambodia has accused the US of an alleged conspiracy to overthrow 

the Cambodian government by its support5  of the opposition party, the now-dissolved 

CNRP; an accusation rejected by the then US Ambassador to Cambodia William Heidt 

(VOA News, 2017a).  

Early in 2017, the US demanded that Cambodia repay a 50-year-old war dept of US$500 

million, a demand that prompted outcry from ordinary Cambodians and leaders alike 

(Chheang, 2017a; Murdoch, 2017). According to the US, the debt which started out as a 

loan of US$274 million during the Lon Nol regime in the 1970s was used for food supplies; 

However, such a claim was denied by Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen who called the 

debt ‘dirty money’ because it was mainly used by the Khmer Republic government to 

purchase weapons (Aljazeera, 2017). The debt, according to Hun Sen, was ‘blood-stained’, 

referring to the US bombing of Cambodia during the Vietnam War.   

Following the dissolution of the opposition CNRP and Cambodia’s perceived democratic 

backsliding, the country’s ties with the US reached a new low (Heng, 2019b; Karbaum, 

2017). The US has imposed asset freezes on the commander of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s 

bodyguard unit and imposed visa sanctions against Cambodian officials believed to have 

been involved in undermining democracy in the Kingdom (Chheang, 2018; Kijewski, 2017; 

Mahtani, 2018). Four US lawmakers have also introduced a bill, called Cambodia Trade 

Act of 2019, which would require the US government to re-examine Cambodia’s 

participation in the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) that grants the Kingdom duty-

free exports to the US. If approved by the US president, the bill would lead to Cambodia’s 

trade privileges status being withdrawn, suspended, or limited (Eckert, 2019; Men, 2019). 

Under the GSP program, Cambodia can export almost US$200 million worth of duty-free 

goods to the US annually. 

                                                           
5 Prime Minister Hun Sen has publicly accused the US of conspiring with the CNRP to overthrow the 

Cambodian government, citing a 2013 video in which Kem Sokha said he had received financial support 

from the US government to build a pro-democracy movement in Cambodia (The Straits Times, 2017; VOA 

News, 2017b). 

https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2017/03/cambodia-rejects-paying-dirty-debt-170321070547291.html
https://www.smh.com.au/world/fury-in-cambodia-as-us-asks-to-be-paid-back-hundreds-of-millions-in-war-debts-20170311-guvxyp.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/03/anger-cambodia-50-year-debt-repaid-170313052712914.html
https://thediplomat.com/2019/02/is-cambodias-foreign-policy-heading-in-the-right-direction/
https://thediplomat.com/2017/12/cambodia-breaks-with-the-west/
https://thediplomat.com/2018/01/why-cambodia-sanctions-will-fail/
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national-politics/us-issue-visa-sanctions-against-cambodian-officials-undermining-democracy
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2018/06/13/as-cambodian-democracy-weakens-u-s-sanctions-a-high-ranking-cambodian-official/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.bc3fefd345eb
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2018/06/13/as-cambodian-democracy-weakens-u-s-sanctions-a-high-ranking-cambodian-official/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.bc3fefd345eb
https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/trade-review-02272019161334.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/us-congressmen-introduce-cambodia-trade-sanctions-bill/4806172.html
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On another front, the US, between 2002 and 2017, deported roughly 600 US permanent 

residents6 of Cambodian descent to Cambodia due to felony convictions (Lum, 2019). 

Under Trump’s ‘America First’ policy, the number of deportations of Cambodians has 

increased. In 2018, the US Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency deported a total 

of 110 Cambodian immigrants to Cambodia, a significant increase if compared to 74 

Cambodian deportees in 2016 and 29 in 2017 (US Immigration and Customs Enforcement, 

2017; Yam, 2018). Across the United States, there is an estimate of nearly 2,000 Cambodian 

immigrants who are subject to deportation because of their convictions (Ling and Austin, 

2015; Yam, 2018). 

As a small state, Cambodia has limited resources and capabilities to fully engage its foreign 

policy dynamics (Chheang, 2019a). There is limited space for the country to manoeuvre; as 

a result, this Southeast Asian nation is seen to lean toward China, its largest economic and 

military benefactor (Heng, 2019b; Taing, 2019b). In the face of Western sanctions and its 

deteriorating relations with the US, Cambodia will more likely look to China for assistance 

and will be willing to further embrace this Asian giant. However, Cambodia’s close embrace 

of China at the expense of good relations with the US does have important implications, 

which warrants a brief discussion in the following section.    

3. The Emergence of Anti-Chinese Sentiment 

The close relation between Cambodia and China does come at a price. The Kingdom now 

faces a new social challenge: rising anti-Chinese sentiment among Cambodians against 

Chinese nationals (Hul, 2018b; Po and Heng, 2019; Wright, 2018). This anti-Chinese 

sentiment emerges as a result of an increase in Chinese political influence and presence in 

the Kingdom, particularly in Sihanoukville, Cambodia’s coastal province which has been 

drastically transformed over the last few years by the massive inflow of Chinese investment 

and people (Fifield, 2018). Reports about how Chinese money is changing Sihanoukville 

are not uncommon (Ellis-Petersen, 2018; see also Po and Heng, 2019), and there are also 

                                                           
6 It is worth noting that many of these deportees came to the US as refugee children or were born in Thai 

refugee camps and spent virtually the whole of their lives in the US. Cambodia is therefore an alien country 

to them (Driscoll, 2019; Dunst, 2019). 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/ice-deported-cambodian-immigrants_us_5c12d610e4b0f60cfa2785cd
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9781317476450/chapters/10.4324/9781315706306-11
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/50573164/cambodias-foreign-policy-challenges-and-prospects/
https://thediplomat.com/2019/02/is-cambodias-foreign-policy-heading-in-the-right-direction/
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/50579745/leng-thearith-says-foreign-policy-is-on-the-right-track/
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/hun-sen-seeks-to-ease-rising-anti-Chinese-sentiment-in-Cambodia/4629261.html
https://thediplomat.com/2018/11/anti-chinese-sentiment-on-the-rise-in-cambodia/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/this-cambodian-city-is-turning-into-a-chinese-enclave-and-not-everyone-is-happy/2018/03/28/6c8963b0-2d8e-11e8-911f-ca7f68bff0fc_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.94c871b9c351
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/jul/31/no-cambodia-left-chinese-money-changing-sihanoukville
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concerns that Chinese investors in Sihanoukville are turning this once-sleepy beach town 

into a casino destination, dubbed ‘Macau 2’ (Bangkok Post, 2017; Fullerton, 2018).  

Sentiments against the Chinese have been fueled by various reasons, one of which is the 

unethical behavior of some Chinese newcomers who are on many occasions found to have 

committed sexual harassment, violence, drug trafficking, and online scams (see Heng and 

Var, 2019c; Wright, 2018). There are also issues of rapidly rising land and property prices 

which have made family homes become unaffordable for many Cambodians and caused 

more cases of land grabbing and displacement (Hul, 2018c). Further, there are perceived 

existential threats to Cambodia’s social, cultural, and environmental wellbeing as a result 

of an ongoing massive influx of Chinese workers and investors, many of whom tend to do 

things that lead to the loss of Cambodian-ness, at least in the port city of Sihanoukville (Sim, 

2019; see also Puy, 2019).       

In addition to the concern over the rising anti-Chinese sentiment, there is a legitimate fear 

that Cambodia may fall into a Chinese debt trap and China’s sphere of influence (Heng and 

Var, 2019d; Heng and Po, 2017a; see also Var and Po, 2017). There are also concerns over 

the social and environmental consequences resulting from the relative lack of transparency 

and accountability of China’s projects (Hensengerth, 2014). As argued by Chheang (2017b), 

China investment projects has both socio-economic and political effects on Cambodia. In 

terms of the socio-economic effects, “while job opportunities and incomes have been 

created, some Chinese projects in hydropower dams and land concessions have adverse 

impacts on the livelihood of the local population and on the environment” (p. 26).  

For the political effects, the massive inflow of Chinese investment is seen to have helped 

the Cambodian government earn legitimacy among Cambodians through apparent 

infrastructure development, employment opportunities, and strong economic performance 

(Chheang, 2017b; Cock, 2010). The Cambodian government has in turn appeared to lean 

toward China and act in the best interests of the Chinese government as long as Cambodia’s 

national interests are not at stake (Heng, 2019b; The Economist, 2017). 

Cambodia’s close embrace of China was evident in 2012 when, as chair of ASEAN, 

Cambodia blocked the joint communiqué at the end of the Association’s annual summit 

because of disagreements over wording of a clause on the South China Sea issue, resulting 

https://www.bangkokpost.com/news/special-reports/1374184/cambodias-sihanoukville-morphs-into-macau-2
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/08/11/cambodian-unease-chinese-casinos-turn-seaside-paradise-macau/
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2017/03/18/cambodia-sri-lanka-and-the-china-debt-trap/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15575330.2017.1304432
https://think-asia.org/handle/11540/7691
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-southeast-asian-studies/article/external-actors-and-the-relative-autonomy-of-the-ruling-elite-in-postuntac-cambodia/8FD2847C865494A45C4E72E348D3DE55
https://www.economist.com/asia/2017/01/21/why-cambodia-has-cosied-up-to-china
https://www.economist.com/asia/2017/01/21/why-cambodia-has-cosied-up-to-china
https://www.iseas.edu.sg/images/pdf/ISEAS_Perspective_2017_59.pdf
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in ASEAN’s failure to issue a joint statement for the first time in its 45-year history (Chong, 

2017). Cambodia did the same thing in 2016 – blocking an ASEAN joint statement on this 

contentious issue in Vientiane, Laos (Baliga and Vong, 2016). Given the nature of their 

relations (Ciorciari, 2014; Long, 2009), Cambodia and China will continue to support each 

other at both regional and international levels. However, the nature of their reciprocal 

relationship depends almost completely on mutual benefits and interests. As Heng (2019b) 

argued, the relationship between Cambodia and China “will become weaker and eventually 

break” should mutual benefits become “minimal or non-existent”.  

Having discussed the three main challenges facing contemporary Cambodia, the next 

section of this article is devoted to a discussion of measures which should be taken to 

address these issues. 

III. Next Steps Forward for Cambodia 

Addressing all these social and political issues, along with responding to the EU’s intention 

to suspend Cambodia’s EBA status, is not an easy task, but there are options and steps which 

can be taken to ease international pressure and address pressing social issues. 

First, with respect to the EU’s threat to withdraw the trade preferences from the Kingdom, 

Prime Minister Hun Sen and his government should make good use of the channels of 

dialogue that the EU has left open instead of threatening to take further actions against 

former members of the already-dissolved opposition party if the EU removes duty-free 

access to its markets. A viable option for the Cambodian government is to settle the 

differences with the EU through negotiation and discussion, not confrontation (Heng, 2018; 

Heng and Var, 2019b). To this end, it seems that the best way forward is to reverse the 

perceived deterioration of the human and labour rights situation and political developments 

in the country, key reasons that triggered the EU to launch the EBA withdrawal process (see 

Malmstrom, 2018). 

Second, as for Cambodia’s relations with the US, it is important for the incumbent 

Cambodian government to stop promulgating and repeating the fact that the US unfairly and 

cruelly bombed Cambodia during the Vietnam War, which contributed to the rise of the 

Khmer Rouge. Such reiteration, although it is a historical fact that cannot and should not be 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/cambodia-again-blocks-asean-statement-south-china-sea
http://www.cicp.org.kh/sub/Publications/4/25
http://ippreview.com/index.php/Blog/single/id/826.html
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/malmstrom/blog/myanmar-and-cambodia_en
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denied, perhaps only works to develop and instill negative feelings toward the US and its 

people among Cambodians. In other words, such narratives of ‘US bombing of Cambodia’ 

and ‘US contribution to the rise of the Pol Pot regime’ are in fact harmful to the Cambodia-

US relations. It may, as Heng and Var (2019c) argue, lead to anti-American sentiment in 

Cambodian society and exacerbate the current poor relations between the US and Cambodia. 

Moreover, the Cambodian government may begin to take into account concerns raised by 

the US and its allies regarding the Kingdom’s democratic backsliding. Although Cambodia 

tends to have disregarded calls by the West to strengthen democracy and halt human rights 

violations in the country, it is advisable that the government takes those concerns into 

consideration. As a small state, Cambodia lacks the capacity or capability to stand against 

powerful nations like the US. It is best that Cambodia should employs a flexible, 

omnidirectional foreign policy that would enable itself to play off different partners against 

each other and to also maintain good relations with the Western bloc so that the country’s 

economic outlook would remain robust and it may be free of Western sanctions and pressure. 

No doubt it is easier said than done; however, with political willingness, commitment, and 

novel policy initiatives, the Cambodia-US relations may reach a new milestone when the 

two countries can begin to see each other through the lenses of trust, compromise, and 

understanding.  

Third, to address the issue of anti-Chinese nationalism while it is still in its initial stages, 

the Cambodian government may engage its Chinese counterpart, particularly the latter’s 

embassy in Cambodia, to seek ways to tackle the perceived rising anti-Chinese sentiment. 

Cooperation between the two governments is crucial as both have collaborated on many 

fronts, be it economic, political or social. As a host country, Cambodia should also prioritize 

law enforcement and make an effort to curb and reduce the number of incidents that have 

been found to involve overseas Chinese in Cambodia. As has been observed, the emergence 

of anti-Chinese sentiment was made possible by the frequent traffic accidents, violence, and 

abuses committed by the Chinese workers and businesspeople in the Kingdom (Heng and 

Var, 2019c; Hul, 2018b; Wright, 2018). Thus, this emerging xenophobia against the Chinese 

would be effectively addressed when the Cambodian authorities can reduce the increasing 

number of such incidents.   

https://ippreview.com/index.php/Blog/single/id/914.html
https://ippreview.com/index.php/Blog/single/id/914.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/hun-sen-seeks-to-ease-rising-anti-Chinese-sentiment-in-Cambodia/4629261.html
https://thediplomat.com/2018/11/anti-chinese-sentiment-on-the-rise-in-cambodia/
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Relevant to the discussion of the possible anti-American sentiment and the emerging 

negative feeling toward the Chinese migrants in the Kingdom, a message for Cambodian 

politicians is in order. Cambodian political elites, Hun Sen and Sam Rainsy in particular, 

should seek ways to put an end to the political game they have been playing for over 20 

years. A dichotomy where Hun Sen and Sam Rainsy cannot co-exist should be put to a stop. 

As a case in point, their conflicting arguments over the meaning of January 7, 1979 could 

not have made Cambodia more divided (Future Forum, 2017; Heng, 2019c). It is time for 

them to find common ground, learn to co-exist, and work together to bring the country 

forward, not to be ‘stuck‘ in their own flawed interpretations of ‘January 7’ (Handley, 2017), 

one of Cambodia’s historic days that has been exploited by both the ruling and opposition 

parties for political gain (Wright, 2019).   

As has been argued by Ngoun (2017), Cambodia’s society is changing so fast, while its 

parties, especially the ruling elites, are changing so slowly. Hun Sen’s narratives of war and 

peace and Sam Rainsy’s accusation of the CPP ruling elites as former Khmer Rouge 

commanders have been the same old story for years in Cambodian politics. Their political 

rhetoric may no longer appeal to the younger generation of Cambodians who have no first-

hand experience of the Khmer Rouge, know little or nothing about the genocidal regime, 

and are more interested in technology, modern lifestyles, and something new (Mydans, 

2009). Dwelling on the narratives of past events and achievements now seems to be short-

sighted and is less likely to win support from Cambodian youth who make up about 70 

percent of Cambodia’s population. 

Thus, not only is it important for Cambodian politicians to be forward-looking and move 

beyond the January 7 narratives to bring about harmony, unity, and cooperation among 

Cambodians (see Future Forum, 2017; Heng, 2019c), it is also crucial for them to refocus 

their attention on addressing burning social issues in the country. It is not uncommon to see 

reports and commentaries regarding the significant level of corruption, nepotism, impunity, 

forced evictions, and lack of skilled workforce in Cambodia (see, for example, Human 

Rights Watch, 2018; Madhur, 2014; National Employment Agency, 2016). It was the CPP’s 

failure to tackle these critical issues that had led to increased popularity of the CNRP in the 

general and local elections in 2013 and 2017, respectively (McCargo, 2017). In this regards, 

concrete actions and plans to address these issues should be top priorities for the Cambodian 

https://thediplomat.com/2019/01/january-7-in-cambodia-one-date-two-narratives/
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/parties-stuck-january-7
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/01/khmer-rouge-topple-dominates-cambodian-politics-40-years-190106235355551.html
https://www.newmandala.org/cambodias-society-changing-fast-parties-slowly/
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/08/world/asia/08cambo.html
https://www.futureforum.asia/publications/
https://www.futureforum.asia/publications/
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2018/country-chapters/cambodia
http://www.nea.gov.kh/images/survay/Report_Cambodia_2015.pdf
https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/Local-poll-leaves-Hun-Sen-looking-vulnerable-in-2018-election


Kimkong Heng 

134 

 

government and major political parties, especially the CPP which has been in power since 

the collapse of the Khmer Rouge. 

Furthermore, deep reforms as the government has promulgated after the 2013 national 

election (see Khmer Times, 2014) are perhaps the most important step in the process of 

salvaging the situation and regaining popularity for the Hun Sen’s CPP, if the party wishes 

to dominate Cambodian politics for years to come, without much trouble. Although some 

reforms are under way and tend to be well-received by the general public (see Black, 2017; 

Tolbert, 2018), the extent of their effectiveness remains to be seen and more deep reforms 

targeted at improving key sectors such as health, the judiciary, agriculture, and immigration 

are essentially needed.  

Last but not least, engaging youth who are the future of the country is another next step the 

government can take to work toward achieving prosperity, sustainability, and 

competitiveness for Cambodia. This is a long-term visionary plan on which Cambodian 

politicians should start focusing. As Heng and Po (2017b) argue with regard to Cambodia-

Vietnam relations, Cambodia youth have pivotal roles to play to improve and strengthen 

Cambodia’s relations with neighbouring countries, Thailand and Vietnam in particular (see 

also Heng, 2017). Involving youth in decision making at local and community levels is 

perhaps a good approach to begin the process of solving some of the problems facing 

present-day Cambodia.   

IV. Conclusion 

Cambodia, having achieved the status of the lower-middle income country in 2016, aspires 

to become an upper-middle income economy by 2030 and a high-income country by 2050. 

However, considering the country’s current situation and its economic trajectory, it has been 

argued that it may not be able to achieve its ambitious economic goals (Spiess, 2018b; see 

also Xinhua, 2018). Thus, tackling social, political, and environmental issues, maintaining 

economic growth, engaging youth, and moving beyond their opposing arguments over 

history are what Cambodian political elites should put at the top of their political agendum. 

Cambodia and Cambodians’ journey through 2019 and beyond will be pleasant only when 

every effort is made to address these important issues. 

https://thediplomat.com/2014/06/the-cambodian-peoples-party-a-deficit-of-leadership/
https://www.khmertimeskh.com/news/1047/cambodia-is-committed-to-deep-reform/
http://sea-globe.com/hang-chuon-naron/
http://sea-globe.com/hang-chuon-naron/
https://www.newmandala.org/cambodian-youth-shaping-relations-vietnam/
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As it now stands, it seems that political willingness and commitment are required if the 

above-mentioned pressing issues are to be successfully addressed. The EU’s EBA threat, 

the perceived deteriorating relations with the US, and the emergence of anti-Chinese 

sentiment all seem to be caused by or otherwise related to the Cambodian government’s 

political moves on the domestic front. As discussed above, the EU and the US demand 

Cambodia to reverse its democratic drift. Although the Cambodian government regards such 

demands as an act of interference in Cambodia’s internal affairs, the Kingdom may have to 

also reassess its political development. Self-assessment is important because it may help the 

country’s leaders and political elites to see possible flaws in their thinking or political 

manoeuvring. The Cambodian government has so far amended the Law on Political Parties 

to allow the banned CNRP officials to return to politics and engaged in various institutional 

reforms, one of which is the removal of the Cambodia Import-Export Inspection and Fraud 

Repression Directorate General to facilitate trade (see Chheang, 2019b); however, the 

effectiveness of these measures and reforms remains to be seen. Notwithstanding this, it is 

certainly necessary for Cambodia to maintain good relations with the US and EU, its major 

trading partners, so that it can achieve its economic ambitions to become a middle-income 

and high-income country by 2030 and 2050, respectively.   

As regards the perceived growing anti-Chinese sentiment, law enforcement is key to address 

the issue. Cambodians are generally believed to be friendly people. The vast majority of 

them are Buddhist, and they tend to respect people of different nationalities and religious 

affiliations. As long as the Chinese nationals currently living in Cambodia are not found to 

have involved in many cases of violence, crimes, accidents, and gang activities, xenophobia 

toward the Chinese among Cambodians will disappear or at least will not grow. Because of 

the good relations between Cambodia and China, as mentioned above, the Cambodian 

government should continue to seek collaboration from Beijing to address this emerging but 

vital issue. Both countries simply cannot afford to let this anti-Chinese sentiment negatively 

affect their amicable relationship. They should work together to solve the problem while it 

is still small and manageable. 

No doubt, a lot has to be done in order for Cambodia to address the above-mentioned 

challenges. Having achieved complete peace for the past twenty years, the country has seen 

significant improvements in terms of economy, poverty reduction, social infrastructure, and 
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democratic development. Concerns raised by the Cambodian people, the West, and other 

key development partners regarding Cambodia’s recent political developments, however, 

should be taken into account and addressed to alleviate internal pressure and external 

pressure from the US and its allies. Ignoring demands and calls from the West is not a viable 

approach; it only forces Cambodia to further embrace China. As a small country, Cambodia 

has to engage all friends, particularly its close neighbours, and adopt omnidirectional 

foreign policy. It is not wise for Cambodia to alienate itself from one country or bloc while 

leaning on another. The Kingdom should maintain good relations with all powers, both in 

the West and the East. 
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Europe’s Democracies are in Trouble: 

To Understand Why, Look to the Past1 

 

 

Henry Farrell 

The Washington Post 

 

Sheri Berman is the author of a new book, Democracy and Dictatorship in Europe: From 

the Ancien Régime to the Present Day,2 that examines how democracy has emerged in 

Europe over the past couple of centuries. Her evidence and arguments are relevant to the 

difficulties that many European democracies find themselves in today. 

H.F. — In this book you argue for a return to a “political development” approach to 

the study of democracy. What does that mean and why do you think it is important? 

S.B. — At its most basic, a political development approach is based on the assumption that 

we need to understand the past to understand the present and future of democracy. 

First and most obviously because we cannot understand the challenges new democracies 

face as well as the difficulty of overcoming them without knowledge of their pasts. As Karl 

Marx put it, “The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of 

the living.” Getting rid of these traditions — the legacies of each country’s old regime — 

is, as the book’s analysis of Europe makes clear, an extremely long and difficult process. 

And any new democracy’s ability to deal with these legacies also depends on their pasts. 

                                                           
1 Reprinted from the Washington Post (https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/06/07/europes-

democracies-are-trouble-understand-why-look-past/) with the permission of Professor Sheri Berman,  
2 S. Berman (2019) Democracy and Dictatorship in Europe –  From the Ancien Régime to the Present Day. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 560 pp. ISBN: 9780199373192 

https://global.oup.com/academic/product/democracy-and-dictatorship-in-europe-

9780199373192?cc=kh&lang=en& 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/06/07/europes-democracies-are-trouble-understand-why-look-past/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/06/07/europes-democracies-are-trouble-understand-why-look-past/
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/democracy-and-dictatorship-in-europe-9780199373192?cc=kh&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/democracy-and-dictatorship-in-europe-9780199373192?cc=kh&lang=en&
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For example, “Democracy and Dictatorship” focuses on the import of the degree and nature 

of state and nation-building that has occurred at the time of transition and on whether 

transitional countries have previous democratic experience to build on. 

A second and related contribution of a political development perspective is to provide more 

realistic criteria by which to judge new democracies. Without knowledge of the past, we 

cannot know what aspects of contemporary cases are distinctive to these cases or the 

particular time we are living in, rather than fairly common characteristics of political 

development. 

For example, there is a tendency on the part of contemporary commentators to set high 

expectations for new democracies — to view post-transition violence, corruption and 

incompetence as signs that countries are not “ready” for democracy; the implicit assumption 

here is that “normal” democratic transitions lead smoothly to stable liberal democracy. 

But the analysis in “Democracy and Dictatorship” of Europe’s political development makes 

clear that such problems often reflect the difficulty of eliminating the social and economic 

as well as political legacies of dictatorship. In addition, countries that stumble along the way 

to democracy are the norm rather than the exception: Liberal democracy usually emerges 

only at the end of long, often violent, struggle, with many false starts and detours from the 

high road. 

H.F. — This is another theme of “Democracy and Dictatorship”: the difficulty of 

constructing well-functioning liberal democracies. 

S.B. — “Democracy and Dictatorship” makes clear that there are no examples in European 

history of quick, painless transitions to democracy. The European struggle for democracy 

began in 1789 with the French Revolution. During the next 150 years many transitions to 

democracy occurred in France and other European countries. Most failed — many 

spectacularly and violently as in Italy, Germany and Spain during the interwar period. Even 

those few countries that had relatively peaceful paths to liberal democracy — Britain being 

the prime example — took an extremely long time to get there: from the 1688 Glorious 

Revolution until manhood suffrage in 1918. 
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Given contemporary debates, it is also worth stressing that, in the past, most transitions to 

democracy, particularly initial ones, that didn’t quickly fail led to electoral or illiberal rather 

than consolidated liberal democracy. It was only after 1945 that liberal democracy became 

the norm in Western Europe, only in the late 20th century in Southern Europe, and, not 

surprisingly, given its history and the story of democratic development laid out in 

“Democracy and Dictatorship,” liberal democracy remains elusive in Eastern Europe today. 

H.F. — Why is it difficult to construct well-functioning liberal democracy? 

S.B. — Another theme of “Democracy and Dictatorship” is that liberal democracy is so rare 

and difficult because it requires not only transforming political institutions, but also 

overcoming the anti-democratic and illiberal economic and social legacies of the old order. 

And this often requires violence, even war, to achieve. 

This was true, for example, of the modern era’s first political revolution — the French — 

which did away with the political and legal infrastructure of the ancien régime in France. 

“Democracy and Dictatorship” then analyzes how the First World War permanently 

eliminated the old order’s political infrastructure — monarchical dictatorships and 

continental empires — from the rest of Europe, but it took fascism, national socialism and 

the Second World War to eradicate most of its remaining social and economic legacies. 

This was particularly clear and particularly consequential in Germany. The Nazi regime 

finally pushed aside conservative Junker elites and established civilian control over the 

military. The regime also broke down the rigid status hierarchies that had long defined 

German society. The war’s aftermath then forced ethnic Germans from their traditional 

homelands in Eastern and Central Europe, eliminating a long-standing cause of conflict 

from the region, and making borders and peoples coincide across it more than they ever had 

before. Germany and Austria, in particular, became the home of essentially all of Europe’s 

Germans after 1945, finally fulfilling the goal proclaimed by German nationalists in 1848. 

“Democracy and Dictatorship” makes clear that it was only after dictatorships and war 

eliminated the social and economic remnants of the old regime that the stage was set for the 

construction of the new domestic, regional and international orders that were finally able to 
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provide the foundation upon which stable liberal democracy could be built in Western 

Europe during the postwar period. 

H.F. — How many of Europe’s contemporary political problems can be illuminated 

by the political development perspective adopted in “Democracy and Dictatorship”? 

S.B. — Almost all of them! To take but a few: The book analyzes how contemporary 

regional challenges in Spain are rooted in the weak state and nation-building process the 

country experienced during the early modern period. “Democracy and Dictatorship” also 

analyzes how deeply rooted the corruption, weak parties and so on that currently plague 

Italian democracy are in the country’s past, particularly its early state and nation-building 

experiences. And the democratic backsliding that has occurred in Eastern Europe over the 

past decades can’t be understood without knowing the region’s history. East European 

countries are relatively young — emerging only with the collapse of Europe’s continental 

empires following the First World War. They were then quickly reabsorbed into the Nazi 

and then Soviet empires. For these and other reasons, these countries have relatively weak 

states, fragile national cohesion, and had almost no experience with liberalism or democracy 

before 1989. 
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The year 2018 marks the 15th anniversary of the establishment of ASEAN-China Strategic 

Partnership. It is expected that both ASEAN and China will continue to work together to take 

ASEAN-China strategic partnership to a new level as well as to build an ASEAN-China 

community of shared future. 

2030 Vision for ASEAN-China Strategic Partnership: Perspectives from Think-Tanks2  brings 

together a collection of conference papers and the summary report of the Network of ASEAN-

China Think-Tanks (NACT) Special Working Group Meeting held in Beijing, China, in January 

2018. The theme of the meeting was “2030 Vision for ASEAN-China Strategic Partnership”, from 

which the title of the book is derived. The book aims to assess the past 15 years of ASEAN–China 

strategic partnerships and to compile and review the reports on the 2030 vision submitted by the 

NACT members of the ten ASEAN countries and China. Cambodia’s perspectives on the 2030 

vision for ASEAN-China strategic partnership were contributed by the Cambodian Institute for 

Cooperation and Peace (CICP), Cambodia’s coordinating institution for NACT.  

The volume begins with an eleven-page summary of the NACT Special Working Group Meeting 

on the 2030 Vision for ASEAN-China Strategic Partnership, held in Beijing in January 2018. This 

summary, written by the editor, acts as an introductory chapter of the book and briefly looks at 
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2 Guo, Y., ed. (2018) 2030 Vision for ASEAN-China strategic partnership: Perspectives from think-tanks. Singapore: 

World Scientific. Pp xvii + 148. ISBN: 978-981-3271-59-3 (ebook) 
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four key themes of the ASEAN-China Strategic Partnership: (a) achievements, (b) opportunities 

and challenges, (c) objectives and principles, and (d) areas of cooperation. Following this, there 

are eleven chapters, all of which deal with the same topic: 2030 vision for ASEAN-China strategic 

partnership. Arranged in alphabetical order of participating countries, starting from Brunei and 

ending with Vietnam, each chapter presents perspectives from the various ASEAN countries and 

China on their 2030 vision for the ASEAN-China strategic partnership. Each chapter averages ten 

pages, with the longest contribution from Thailand at seventeen pages. In what follows, a brief 

summary of each chapter is presented, followed by an analysis of the merits and shortcomings of 

the book.  

Brunei’s perspective on the 2030 vision for ASEAN-China strategic partnership begins with an 

assessment of the 15-year partnership to date, highlighting positive developments despite the 

uncertainties regarding issues on the South China Sea. It then proposes goals for 2030, looking at 

ASEAN-China cooperation in the realms of political and security, economic, connectivity, and 

people-to-people cooperation. The chapter ends with a short list of guiding principles to deepen 

the partnership between ASEAN and China. The chapter suggests ASEAN and China observe 

certain guiding principles, including the United Nations Charter, the Treaty of Amity and 

Cooperation in Southeast Asia, the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, and other universally 

recognized principles of international law. 

The next chapter, on Cambodia’s perspective, begins with an examination of the context and 

significant features of ASEAN-China relations. ASEAN and China have established their 

engaging relationship since the 24th ASEAN Ministerial Meeting in 1991 in Kuala Lumpur. China 

became ASEAN’s full dialogue partner in 1996 and strategic partner in 2003. The chapter then 

looks at the scope of the strategic partnership and suggests ways to take ASEAN-China relations 

to a new height. It makes recommendations on political and security cooperation, economic 

cooperation, social and cultural cooperation before offering suggestions for creating synergy 

among the 2030 ASEAN-China strategic partnership, the 2025 ASEAN community vision, and 

the UN 2030 agenda for sustainable development. Key to the ASEAN-China partnership is the 

need to resolve the ongoing tensions in the South China Sea, foster ASEAN-China dialogue, 

consolidate people-to-people exchanges, uphold the principles of good governance, and promote 

environmental protection.  
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The third chapter, contributed by China, starts with a review and evaluation of the China-ASEAN 

partnership, bringing to the fore positive aspects of the China-ASEAN relations. It then offers a 

list of five objectives and four principles of ASEAN-China strategic partnership. The objectives 

and principles are aimed at enhancing political mutual trust, promoting the alignment of various 

ASEAN and Chinese initiatives (e.g. the ASEAN Community Vision 2025 and China’s Belt and 

Road Initiative), deepening ASEAN-China cooperation, enhancing ASEAN centrality, improving 

strategic communication and coordination, and delivering tangible development benefits to the 

people. The chapter also discusses areas of cooperation (e.g., political, security, economic, social, 

and cultural) the two sides can focus on. 

Indonesia’s perspective offers an assessment of the ASEAN-China strategic partnership by 

identifying problems related to economic, trade, political, security, social, and cultural aspects. 

Policy recommendations are then given, in particular, ASEAN-China relations should “remain 

based on principles and norms adopted and held by ASEAN such as respect for the independence, 

sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity, and national identity of all ASEAN Member States” (p. 

61). 

In Chapter 5, Lao PDR’s NACT looks at past progress before discussing challenges facing 

ASEAN-China relations. The main challenge identified is border and maritime issues and the 

proposed solutions include: (a) to enhance mutual trust and cooperation, (b) to synergize the Belt 

and Road Initiative with the master plan on ASEAN connectivity, (c) to learn from each other to 

build trust and dispel suspicion, and (d) to engage various stakeholders in the process of developing 

the 2030 Vision. 

The chapter on Malaysia’s perspective examines that country’s relations with China in terms of 

geopolitics, economics, and people-to-people cooperation. It also looks into areas for future 

cooperation between Malaysia and China as well as between ASEAN and China. Specific growth 

areas of cooperation include technology and innovation, green growth and sustainable 

development, tourism, and education and cultural exchanges. 

Next is Myanmar’s perspective on the 2030 vision for ASEAN-China strategic partnership. This 

chapter, like many of the others, begins with an assessment of the partnership, focusing on key 

achievements over the past 15 years. It then lists eight-point guiding principles to further develop 

“a strong, comprehensive and mutually beneficial relationship” (p. 91) between ASEAN and 
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China. Some of the principles include adhering to the UN Charter, engaging in bilateral and 

multilateral relations, promoting regional peace and security, and cementing strategic and political 

trust. The chapter concludes with a ten-page list of recommendations to deepen and widen future 

cooperation between the two sides. 

Chapter 8 presents the Philippines’ perspective. It first examines the achievements of ASEAN-

China dialogue relations over 26 years and proposes new visions and principles for ASEAN and 

China to deepen their partnership. Crucial to the new vision of the strategic partnership is the need 

to get both formal institutions (e.g., constitutions, laws, and treaties) and informal institutions (e.g., 

norms, customs, and traditions) right. Three areas of ASEAN-China cooperation are discussed; 

they include political-security cooperation, economic relations, and education and people-to-

people cooperation.  

The perspective from Singapore is discussed in chapter 9. This starts with an overview of ASEAN-

China relations since 1991 when China became a dialogue partner of ASEAN. It then presents five 

key guiding principles for both sides to work toward strengthening their relationship. One of the 

principles is to uphold ASEAN’s centrality and unity. The chapter ends with a discussion of areas 

of possible cooperation, focusing on economic, political and security, and socio-cultural aspects.  

Chapter 10 deals with Thailand’s perspective. It starts off with a discussion of opportunities and 

challenges facing ASEAN-China relations. The rest of the chapter is devoted to guiding principles 

for building mutual confidence and trust between ASEAN and China. ASEAN, the chapter argues, 

“should focus on the common interest or regional interest which exists among states” (p. 128). 

Both sides should set aside all the disputes and seek to focus on economic development, combating 

terrorism, improving infrastructure and connectivity, enhancing cyber security cooperation, and 

promoting monetary and financial cooperation. 

The last chapter offers Vietnam’s perspective on the central theme of the book. It begins by 

detailing the outstanding achievements of the ASEAN-China strategic partnership in the realms of 

politics, defense, security, economy, trade, culture, and social cooperation. The chapter then lays 

out a grand vision for closer ASEAN-China strategic relations by briefly discussing three realistic 

goals: increasing strategic trust, striking an economic balance, and increasing connectivity to 

bridge the development gap. To achieve these goals and bring their relations to greater heights, 

ASEAN and China need to: (a) adhere to the UN Charter principles; (b) uphold the five principles 
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of peaceful coexistence; (c) stick to the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation; (d) respect principles 

for mutually beneficial relations; and (e) support international and regional integration and 

ASEAN’s centrality. 

2030 Vision for ASEAN-China Strategic Partnership is an informative and thought-provoking 

book which on the whole is a must-read for readers who have interest in ASEAN-China relations, 

particularly the strategic partnership between the two sides. Written in a report-like format with an 

extensive use of numbering and bullet points, the book is an easy read with eleven short chapters 

that clearly present perspectives from the ten ASEAN countries and China. Each chapter seems to 

reflect the vision of individual countries, although the main theme is the same: that is, the 2030 

vision for ASEAN-China strategic partnership.  

The book has a good introductory chapter that summarizes all the necessary information readers 

need to know about the achievements, opportunities, and challenges facing the ASEAN-China 

relations. The editor and contributors have effectively highlighted the objectives and principles 

that ASEAN and China should work toward achieving and adhering to. Specific recommendations 

for areas of possible cooperation are adequately discussed. These recommendations are 

particularly helpful for high-level policy makers whose work involves promoting ASEAN-China 

cooperation in the areas of politics, security, economy, society, culture, and people-to-people 

exchanges.  

If there was one thing to improve about the book, it would be to add a conclusion chapter, a 

cumulative list of references or bibliography, and a subject index to make the book complete in 

itself in all respects. More in-text citations should have been used so that readers could explore 

any area of particular interest in more depth. Overall, despite these shortcomings, the book is a 

recommended read for anyone interested in exploring the strategic partnership between ASEAN 

and China. 

 


