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PROLOGUE

In the fall of 1970, I left Malaysia and arrived as a college freshman in New York City. I was immediately swept up in the antiwar movement. President Nixon had just begun his “secret” bombing of Cambodia. Joining crowds of angry students marching down Broadway, I participated in the takeover of the East Asian Institute building on the Columbia University campus. As I stood there confronting policemen in riot gear, I thought about what Southeast Asia meant to the United States. Were Southeast Asians simply an anonymous mass of people in black pajamas? Southeast Asia was a far-off place where America was conducting a savage war, supposedly against communism. American lives were being lost, and so were those of countless Vietnamese, Cambodians, Laotians, and others.

This rite of passage into American society was to shape my attitude about U.S. citizenship. As a foreign student, I was at a disadvantage, ineligible for most loans, fellowships, and jobs. My sister, a naturalized American, could have sponsored me for a green card, but the bombing of Cambodia, symptomatic of a wider disregard for my part of the world, made American citizenship a difficult moral issue for me.

[image: common]

More than a decade later, when I moved to the San Francisco Bay Area, I encountered refugees fresh from Indochina. As a new mother, I was grappling again with the meanings of citizenship. My son’s birth engendered a new struggle with the moral implications of becoming a naturalized citizen. Becoming American is bigger than merely acquiring a new legal status, or the right to vote in the United States. We are told that “Citizenship is one of the greatest privileges the United States confers upon alien-born residents,” but becoming “naturalized” entails an inexplicable loss in exchange for a kind of dubious freedom, and an even more complicated sense of self for someone already multicultural and transnational in practice. Out of curiosity about what becoming American might mean for others, I dropped in on citizenship classes in Oakland’s Chinatown. Old women, more gamely than the old men they outnumbered, struggled with English along with memorizing the various branches of the government, the names of past presidents and important officials in California, and absorbing a grandiose view of freedom and its limitless possibilities. The would-be citizens were preparing for what was probably the most important test in their lives, because acquiring American citizenship meant the right to send for sons, daughters, grandchildren, and siblings still in the home country. Sitting in the class, I wondered whether becoming citizens as a consequence of an American war might be a rather different experience for refugees from Southeast Asia.

In the past few decades, perhaps since the end of the Vietnam (or Indochina) War, the patriotic language used to analyze citizenship has given way to more specific concerns about the government of an ever-changing population. How can citizenship be explored when it is lived in an age not of heroic sacrifices, but of pragmatic considerations about productivity and profits? How have the inroads of American neoliberalism transformed this practical notion of citizenship? In Flexible Citizenship, I suggest that new affluent Asian immigrants—relocating their families and wealth to North America, while pursuing business interests in Asia—represent a new kind of disembedded citizenship.1 This is a parallel study of the “other Asians”—Southeast Asian war refugees—who flowed in at roughly the same time, and it will focus on the practices that embed these newcomers in specific contexts of subject-making. For disadvantaged newcomers, citizenship is not a matter of acquiring multiple passports or identifying business opportunities, real estate deals, or top universities in global cities, but rather a matter of figuring out the rules for coping, navigating, and surviving the streets and other public spaces of the American city. These immigrants are subjected, in a much more persistent way than are the privileged ones, to the variety of human technologies that conspire, not entirely successfully, to make them particular kinds of ethnic minorities, laboring subjects, and moral beings.

The research on which this study is based began as a series of forays into Southeast Asian communities in the mid 1980s. From spring 1988 until fall 1989, I conducted sustained research among Cambodian refugees in Oakland and San Francisco. At that time, there were approximately fifteen thousand Cambodians in the San Francisco Bay Area.2 Not having been trained as an anthropologist of Cambodia, and lacking prior connections to the community, I depended heavily on the help, goodwill, and skills of three Khmerspeaking assistants at different points of the research. I am most grateful to Katharya Um, then a graduate student in political science and now an associate professor of ethnic studies at the University of California at Berkeley. My other assistants were Maelady Kim, a health worker and translator at the Children’s Hospital in Oakland, and Vannari Om, an outreach worker. Ms. Kim and Ms. Om put me in contact with most of the research subjects, accompanying me on household visits and patiently translating the interviews. Ms. Um also assisted in some visits, but she mainly helped by transcribing tapes of interviews, rendering the Khmer into precise English. I am grateful for the help given by these three, for there would have been no study without their sympathetic interest, contacts, and excellent service as mediators.

The study population was divided into three parts: Cambodian families in two low-income housing projects in Oakland, a self-help group in a poor neighborhood in San Francisco, and other informants who had moved out of the inner city and were engaged in middle-class occupations. Altogether, I surveyed sixty households to ascertain family composition, education, household budget, and social networks. I gathered life histories of twenty women, from their lives in Cambodia to their experiences in California.

I relied on Cambodians in Oakland and San Francisco to tell me their stories of flight and adjusting to a new life in America. The majority of Cambodians I met in the Bay Area originally came from small towns and villages all over Cambodia and had fled to the Thai border in the northwest after the Vietnamese invasion in January 1979. Some came from Cambodian communities in South Vietnam, and a handful were survivors of the 1975 forced trek from Phnom Penh. After the Vietnamese invasion of 1979 dispersed the Khmer Rouge forces, many refugees eventually arrived in Khao-I-Dang (KID), the official United Nations holding center for Cambodians just inside the Thai border.3

Many of the Cambodians I interviewed had rural or small-town origins, and only a few had been educated beyond grade school. Some had been middle-class professionals such as teachers, soldiers, and monks, and a few were Sino-Cambodians from the urban merchant class. Professionals and ethnic Chinese were often singled out for execution by the Khmer Rouge, who had a rabid hatred of intellectuals and so-called capitalist traders. Because the survivors of these upheavals were predominantly female, most of my subjects were middle-aged or older women. I met and conversed with women mainly in their homes; approximately one-third of the families I got to know were headed by widows or divorcees.4

I also met and interviewed refugee workers, service providers, nurses, bureaucrats, priests, and others in the wider society with whom Cambodian refugees come into daily contact. During the same period, I also conducted research among affluent Chinese immigrants; some of my findings are discussed in the final chapter, which situates the Cambodian experiences within the larger context of new Asian immigrants in California.

The research was conducted intermittently, while juggling work and family obligations, and without actually leaving home for extended periods of time, as conventional fieldwork requires. Instead, the terrain of my fieldwork in the larger sense is also the space of my current home and country. In this kind of “commuter fieldwork,”5 I spent much time figuring out the logistics of research, and I came to focus mainly on informants who could be reached by commuter trains and by car trips that did not take more than three hours each way. I also made special trips to Merced and Sacramento to visit Southeast Asian refugees, including the Mien and the Hmong, who have settled in California’s Central Valley.

I relied more on interviews and less on participation than I would have liked, but I did visit people’s homes, service offices, and clinics; attended weddings; and went to church with Cambodian informants. Contemporary anthropology is characterized (I hope!) by respect for people’s privacy, and one would not expect to be intruding into people’s lives and observing them outside of carefully defined schedules. I spent weekends and the summer months pursuing remaining questions. I had marvelous access to Cambodian Americans, especially to women who, despite their past ordeals and hard present lives, were warm and gracious in welcoming my intrusions. Once they learned I was not part of any state agency, many (primarily middle-aged and older women) were eager to talk about their families, losses, and current difficulties in the United States. On many occasions I and my research assistants, sitting on floor mats, spent hours listening to tales of brutality, large and small, and crying along with the refugees. They wanted their stories told, in the words of a Cambodian woman, “so that Americans know how we suffer.” She meant not only their experiences during the war years, but also the difficulties encountered in the process of becoming American.

Beyond the mass-media images of sudden death syndrome, bride kidnaps, street gangs, and now soul loss, Southeast Asian refugees are among the most invisible groups in the North American consciousness.6 For some reason, these images—mainly associated with the Hmongs—have become the markers of Southeast Asian Americans (a term that is in itself problematic). Here, I consider how Cambodian refugees came to interpret, embrace, and critique in different contexts of everyday life what they perceived being an American kind of person to be all about. There is a widespread sense that the experiences with the Pol Pot regime, flight from Cambodia, and learning to live in America have put into abeyance Khmer-Buddhist values of compassion and reciprocity, as well as continuities with the past. As a Cambodian monk living in a Californian farming community expressed it, “Buddha appears to be in hiding” for many survivors and their children. The Pol Pot regime overturned the Buddhist world in Cambodia. In the United States, the exigencies of coping and getting through life have conspired to keep Buddha from reappearing fully in the lives of Cambodian Americans. At the center of it all is a shift of ethical regimes as these refugees are compelled to construct and contest a new sense of self in different domains of American life.

I study the idea of citizenship not only in the idiom of rights articulated in the legal context, but also in the context of the ways in which a set of common (in this case American) values concerning family, health, social welfare, gender relations, and work and entrepreneurialism are elaborated in everyday lives. These values are part of the biopoliticization of American life, wherein the individual is the bearer of sovereignty. I thus focus on everyday processes of being-made and self-making in various domains of administration, welfare, church, and working life. Taking citizenship as a social process of mediated production of values concerning freedom, autonomy, and security, I explore the interconnected everyday issues involved in shaping poor immigrants’ ideas about what being American might mean, and how newcomers may be also active participants within institutional constraints and possibilities. In official and public domains—refugee camps, the welfare state, the court system, community hospitals, local churches, and civic organizations—refugees become subjects of norms, rules, and systems, but they also modify practices and agendas while nimbly deflecting control and interjecting critique.

Obviously, there are many areas of these immigrants’ lives in which they do not deal with service agents or with key institutions of American society, and other kinds of self-formation occur outside of those institutional webs of power relations. My goal is not to give a rounded ethnographic portrayal of Cambodian refugees in the final decades of the twentieth century. Rather, I consider their encounters with the welfare state, the community hospital, the courthouse, the church, and the marketplace as everyday processes of making and self-making that have roots in the experiences of earlier generations of urban migrants, especially African Americans. To become “good enough” citizens, newcomers must negotiate among different forms of regulation, and be taught a new way of being cared for and of caring for themselves in their new world.

What key cultural values, codes, and rules are internalized and contested in the process of learning to belong? This process is influenced by polarizing concepts of whitening and blackening that are traceable to the process of differentiation that took place between European settlers and Native Americans, and has subsequently been deployed flexibly in later formations of ethnic-group models, including interactions with African Americans and Asian immigrants. Bipolarism also works to create distinctions within racial categories, so that stratifications have emerged within the diverse populations of Asian ancestry, separating those new Asian Americans who get to become white from those who do not.

Thus while this book is focused on the daily experiences of Cambodian refugees, it is also a rumination on the wider implications of American citizenship for the poor, and on the country’s shifting sense of who are deserving and undeserving citizen-subjects. Today, Asia is the leading source of immigrants to the United States, and new arrivals continue to face the legacy of orientalism that developed from American domination of Asia during the past hundred years. Especially at the petty-official level, as well as in public life, poor Asian newcomers in particular experience a continuity of policy and practice that promotes “ethnic cleansing,” in the sense of removing the features of immigrants’ supposedly primitive cultures that are socially determined to be undesirable. Institutional policies of assimilation, ethnic reformation, and erasure are variously taken up by social workers, nurses, the police, church workers, and teachers, who make available the opportunity to enact what count as American values—personal autonomy, self-centeredness, greed, and materialism—in a land of many possibilities. Although Cambodian refugees come from a historical and cultural trajectory that is radically different from those of other Americans, there are remarkable continuities and similarities with the experiences of stigmatization and regulation experienced by generations of poor African Americans and immigrants from Latin America as well as those from Asia.

At the same time, the interpretations and strategies of refugee-clients who experienced and acted on these policies reveal similarities among inner-city minorities in their forms of adaptation and critique. Cambodian refugees adopted some of the available materials and alternative views of family and life, but they also declined others. There is an interesting continuum of practices between children of earlier Asian immigrants, who broker relations and discipline the poor Asian newcomers, and the Cambodian refugees’ strategies of negotiation, evasion, and struggle. First, to what extent do the processes of citizenship-making succeed in changing or removing the supposedly undesirable characteristics of Cambodian cultural ways, and to what extent do they fail? What kinds of moral quandaries do these new immigrants feel, and how are their experiences different from those of state agents, or from those of the children of earlier generations of immigrants, who are themselves struggling with a similar set of practical and moral issues relating to ethnicity formation and livelihood? Second, in what ways do Cambodian cultural values modify or deflect the agendas of social programs? How do Southeast Asian refugees respond differently from the new Asian business immigrants to lessons in self-government and economic instrumentality? Such questions destabilize homogenizing notions about the Asian American community and even the so-called underclass. They suggest that globalization has given rise to a new kind of Asian homo economicus alongside the exploited Asian worker—the ethical poles of a citizenship topography produced by transnational assemblages of capitalism.
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In the fall of 1987, on a rainy afternoon, I was called to take my citizenship test in an office of the Immigration and Naturalization Services in San Francisco. My examiner happened to be Vietnamese American, perhaps a newly minted official, whose English was still rough and uncertain. When my name was called, I stepped up to his desk, but before I could prop my umbrella against the chair and remove my damp raincoat, he barked at me to stand straight and raise my right hand. He curbed his contempt when he read the line that indicated my profession, a professor. Then, with some chagrin, he led me through a perfunctory review of questions about the president, Congress, and the Bill of Rights. Perhaps, I thought to myself, I had been right to have deferred this process for seventeen years (and, ironically, had done so fundamentally as a protest against the Vietnam War). My husband is a fourth-generation Chinese American (California native), after all, but it was not until I became a mother that I decided, with some qualms, to commit myself to my children’s future. I could not decide whether the curt, military treatment was a routine part of the dominating process one must experience in order to be considered eligible, especially for the nonwhite foreigner. Nor could I disentangle this ritual humiliation from the official’s instant judgment about my social standing, my “race,” my gender, and my body. His job was after all about policing the national body and subordinating the deviant other who may attempt to gain entry. Two years later, pregnant and holding the hand of my three-year-old son, I attended a swearing-in ceremony at the Greek Theater on the Berkeley campus. The excited crowds, stirring speeches, blaring music, bursts of laughter, and balloons bobbing in the blue sky could not quite eclipse the memory of that day in the INS office. After that, I suppose, I couldn’t not write this book, as a testament to the existentialist paradox of citizenship.


Introduction

Government and Citizenship

When I moved from Massachusetts to California in the early 1980s, at a time in which the American public saw Asian Americans as people largely of Chinese, Japanese, or Korean ancestry, I was struck by the range of peoples from the Asia Pacific who lived here. Geopolitical conflicts and economic globalization made the 1980s an especially turbulent era for global population flows, as rising tides of immigrants from Latin America and Asia flocked to urbanized countries. In the San Francisco Bay Area, people of color took on new dimensions of meaning and entangled possibilities. Taiwanese computer programmers and Indian engineers were becoming the norm in the computer companies that had already begun to change aspects of the global economy. But what struck me even more forcibly were the Mayan Indians, still wrapped in their colorful clothes, working in English gardens, and the sarong-clad and turban-wearing Laotians shopping at the neighborhood market. Amid the orchards and fields of California’s Central Valley, where Mexican farmworkers predominated, Southeast Asian refugees tended pockets of onions and herbs. Gujeratis from India had begun to control the motel business, Asian-operated restaurants were hiring Hispanic busboys, and electronics factories were becoming dependent on Bengali and Vietnamese workers.

As someone who came from Southeast Asia, I tend to consider the Vietnam War as the actual and symbolic starting point for the reshaping of America as a Pacific nation. The withdrawal of U.S. troops from mainland Southeast Asia was in a sense the beginning of the end of the cold war. Streams of war refugees from the region escaped over land and sea, many perishing along the way. Those who survived were ultimately sent, by way of border camps, to Australia, Western Europe, and the United States. Wars in Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and Central America sent more waves of refugees to the same destinations. The flow of Asian newcomers to the American West Coast and the Southwest was exceeded only by the influx of Central American refugees and migrant workers.1 Coincidentally, the electronics revolution in California intensified demands for Asian capital and expertise.

The eighties thus witnessed diverse streams of Asian immigrants—war refugees and business managers, technology workers and investors, mountain people and university graduates. Asian Americans now represent more than 11 percent of the population in California. The San Francisco Bay Area is home to more than a million Asian Americans.2 Newspapers have pointed to the increasing number of wealthy and skilled immigrants from Taiwan, China, India, and South Korea who constitute an upwardly mobile or upper-class fraction of Asian Americans. The media also cover those “other Asians”—Cambodians, Laotians, and Mien—not so much identified with their high-tech expertise as with their “high fertility rates.”3 This book focuses on those other Asians.

CITIZENSHIP VIA EXCLUSION, SUCCESSION, AND DIFFERENCE

For some time now, American citizenship has been a subject of intense debate. Scholars have moved inevitably beyond a narrow focus on citizenship as a set of legal rights—either you have it or you don’t—to a consideration of group membership that includes a variety of citizens and noncitizens. There are citizens (native and naturalized), and there are holders of green cards and legal refugees who will probably eventually apply for naturalization. Then there is a growing category of holders of temporary visas—skilled workers on H-1B visas, students, and contract migrant laborers. Finally, there are illegal residents, foreigners without papers who nevertheless live and work as part of U.S. society. Great waves of migrations from Latin America and Asia, the mobility of business travelers and students, and the ever-growing number of individuals with dual citizenship add up to a society of astonishing flux and diversity. The substance—the marrow, the soul, and the ethics—of American citizenship is in a prolonged crisis. As the model of adherence to a single cultural nationality wanes, a steady “desacralization” of state membership takes place.4 Concomitantly, there has been a shift in the focus of discussions about citizenship from concerns with political practice based on shared civic rights and responsibilities to an insistence on the protection of minority rights. Prominent liberal political theorists argue that liberalism needs to protect minorities as a matter of both justice and self-interest.5

But the current debate about multiculturalism cannot ignore the persistence of problematic, partial concepts of American citizenship that have been a source of struggle for earlier generations of American immigrants. Alexis de Tocqueville, whose point of view has influenced generations of thinkers, explored the contradiction between the grand visions and practices of democracy, on the one hand, and the threat posed by the “tyranny of the majority” to the rights and freedoms of minorities on the other.6 Max Weber worried about the effects of Puritanism and rationalized capitalism (which, he argued, found its highest expression in America) on the poor and on social altruism.7 Concerns about majority rule and discrimination against the poor are basic themes in this tradition, and there is also an array of studies on the effects of racial exclusion, class inequality, and gender discrimination on equal access to social status, jobs, political representation, and human dignity. Reginald Horsman argues that the formation of the concept of an Anglo-Saxon race was historically the central impetus to the nation’s emergence, and that national myths about American exceptionalism—progress, prosperity, and freedom—cannot be disentangled from exclusions and marginalizations based on race.8 In American Citizenship, Judith Shklar remarks, “The tension between an acknowledged ideology of equal political rights and a deep and common desire to exclude and reject large groups of human beings from citizenship has marked every stage of history of American democracy.”9 The extensive scholarship on exclusions based on race, class, and gender has defined and configured contemporary thinking about the deep inequalities at the heart of American democracy. Historians have studied how the racial logic that originated in the exclusion of Native Americans was used to marginalize generations of African Americans and came to shape their race and class positions on a grid of citizenship.10 Similarly, feminists have argued that poor women have long been excluded from social citizenship because of unequal treatment under the law, and even by the inadequate protection afforded by the modern welfare state.11

For minorities and immigrants, the meaning of achieving citizenship has long rested on a set of expectations that scholars refer to as ethnic succession. More a structure of beliefs than an empirical reality, ethnic succession is a set of expectations that in a just and moral world, ethnic minorities will attain entry to the mainstream of American society through gains achieved in successive generations. According to this concept, the legacy of having been exploited and the desire that future generations be able to build on their achievements, especially in defending the meaning of free labor, are what encouraged earlier workers to lay claim to communal or ethnic identification. Both African American and first and second generations of immigrants were forced to work in dangerous and poorly paid jobs in growing cities and industrial settings. Their periodic protests and eventual union organization changed the quality and conditions of work in these locales.12 Having made important contributions across generations, and thus being owed a moral debt by society, minorities and ethnic immigrants believed that they had earned the right to become full citizens.13 The model of ethnic succession holds that as the moral capital of suffering and contribution is built up from generation to generation, each minority or immigrant group should be absorbed into a higher social rank. As members of that group also improve materially in class terms, they should become equal citizens with mainstream whites.14 The idealism associated with ethnic succession thus celebrates the promise of American citizenship, while also critiquing the failure of society to meet that egalitarian democratic vision. Achieving citizenship is an unending process of struggle against undemocratic exclusions based on ethnicity and race, with the assumption that the social status of a particular minority group will improve over time with cumulative increases in experiences of adversity and material gains, and will in turn lift up the individuals belonging to that group.

The recent book Immigrant America by Alejandro Portes and Ruben G. Rumbaut is a prime example of applying this model, of exclusion gradually yielding to acceptance, to the rate of naturalization and political incorporation of various types of immigrant groups. According to Portes and Rumbaut, the moral project of citizenship is threatened by the very groups who once were immigrants: “The political debate about immigration in the United States has always been marked by vigorous calls for restriction. The most ardent advocates of this policy are often children of immigrants who wear their second-generation patriotism outwardly and aggressively. This position forgets that it was the labor and efforts of immigrants—often the parents and grandparents of today’s restrictionists—that made much of the prosperity of the nation possible.”15 The anti-immigrant ideological position seeks to deny ethnic succession to later waves of immigrants, foreign-born people who could otherwise claim to deserve citizenship for the same reason, the suffering of earlier generations. The periodic “nativist movements” against allowing certain categories of foreign-born individuals to qualify for ethnic-succession opportunities have motivated the formation of panethnic coalitions based on broader demographic characteristics of class, labor, and lifestyle orientation.16

In recent decades, then, the denial of the symbolics of suffering to certain groups has shifted minority struggles away from assimilation and toward an insistence on cultural difference, and the full inclusion of difference in our notion of American citizenship. For instance, in the late 1980s, the very visible politicized street theater of gay activism demanded public acceptance of difference in sexual orientation as a moral right. In an increasingly open and multicultural America constantly replenished by immigrants, the view of America as a single cultural nation—white Anglo-Saxon, (Judeo-)Christian, and heterosexual—could no longer be sustained. Inspired as well by African American civil rights struggles since the 1960s, gay proponents of what has been called “the politics of recognition” demanded public acknowledgment of cultural diversity. Building on the notion that contribution earns worthy citizenship, one early tactic was that of closeted gay individuals “coming out”; the intention was to expose to society examples of “worthy” persons who had suffered as a result of social discrimination, bias, and ignorance of their complex role in society. The gay rights movement also stressed the middle-class notions of self-realization and accomplishment as criteria for inclusion in the full benefits of citizenship. Charles Taylor’s seminal essay argues that equal rights are realized only when there is mutual respect for cultural difference, putting into practice the promise of liberalism for nurturing the modern, authentic self.17

A parallel battle for inclusion is being waged by low-skilled and poor newcomers whose cultural differences do not quite fit middle-class forms or norms. In California, activist Chicano scholar-advocates such as Renato Rosaldo define cultural citizenship as “the right to be different” (in terms of race, ethnicity, or native language) with respect to the norms of the dominant national community, without compromising one’s right to belong, in the sense of participating in the nation-state’s democratic processes. The enduring exclusions of the color line often deny full citizenship to Latinos and other peoples of color. From the point of view of subordinate communities, cultural citizenship offers the possibility of legitimizing demands made in the struggle to enfranchise themselves. These demands can range from legal, political, and economic issues to “matters of human dignity, well-being, and respect.”18 Rosaldo and others point to the political and economic constraints underpinning claims to cultural citizenship. For instance, laws controlling the “normal” timing and use of public spaces conform to middle-class norms but undermine the civil rights of immigrant workers who cannot avail themselves of the public spaces in the same way because of work-schedule constraints and noise-level concerns. There is a sense that dominant norms discriminate against the cultural difference of new immigrants, whose cultural expressions are at variance with those norms and with middle-class sensibilities. Indeed, middle-class Americans seek to maintain their comfort level by encoding white–black oppositions in behavioral and discursive strategies that draw lines against those perceived to be culturally deviant.19 These semi-conscious codes are exquisitely clear to newcomers and are part of the everyday experience of minorities and immigrants as they learn to negotiate rules of belonging that are taken for granted by the mainstream.

These lines of inquiry—exclusion on the basis of race, culture, and class; ethnic-succession beliefs that shape the minoritization process; and the valorization of cultural difference among minority groups—have dominated recent studies of American citizenship. Given that analytical categories of culture have been insufficiently problematized, claims about the cultural difference of minorities seem to suggest that “culture” has remained the same despite experiences of dislocation, generational fractures, and upward mobility over time in the American nation. Furthermore, calls by minority groups for a unilateral claim of cultural citizenship seem informed by the view that cultural difference is only a bottom-up construction, and somehow free of regulation from above. That naïveté can end up supporting dominant ideologies that rank individuals on the basis of culture, race, and ethnicity, thereby facilitating the cultural or ethno-racial inscription of individual achievements and failures. While the prevailing pluralist discourse accepts “difference” as an object of analysis, I argue that “culture” (or “race,” “ethnicity,” or “gender”) is not the automatic or even the most important analytical domain in which to understand how citizenship is constituted. Rather, what matters is to identify the various domains in which these preexisting racial, ethnic, gender, and cultural forms are problematized, and become absorbed and recast by social technologies of government that define the modern subject.

In this book, I examine the technologies of government—that is, the policies, programs, codes, and practices (unbounded by the concept of culture) that attempt to instill in citizen-subjects particular values (self-reliance, freedom, individualism, calculation, or flexibility) in a variety of domains. What is at stake is the definition of the modern anthropos or human being by rational forms and techniques that converge in an identifiable problem-space. My questions include: What are the effects of everyday techniques of government in various settings—Pol Pot’s labor camps, refugee sanctuaries, the American welfare state, community hospitals, and so on? What preformed racial and cultural categories are mobilized and deployed, and how are they encoded and recast in the service of producing normative values and behaviors among target populations? What are the counterstrategies and ethical reflections of citizen-subjects who evade, subvert, or criticize such rationalities (i.e., instrumental actions or reasonings) and practices of regulation? Finally, what are the effects of neoliberal borderless rationality in transforming the symbol and substance of American citizenship?

At a broad level, I have followed Cambodian refugees in their transitions through different modalities of government—the Buddhist absolutism of modern Cambodia, the policing state of the Khmer Rouge, the mediating world of refugee camps, and the advanced liberal democracy of the United States. Each context calls for a different modality of what it means to be human and of how life is valued and classified in relation to political calculations about labor, ethics, and the economy. I examine the practical problems of government in each domain in turn (welfare state, community hospital, court system, and so on), following Cambodian Americans as they make their way through the institutional contexts that teach them the values and technical competence expected in America. I investigate how human technologies regarding ethics, the body, race, religion, gender, and labor converge and function in constituting particular categories of citizen-subjects. I identify as well the everyday practices of subjects who are acted upon and who act on their own behalf in pursuing values and assets that may contradict the ones assigned to them by the prevailing norms. For the refugees in this study, the tension between the American stress on individualism, pragmatism, and materialism on the one hand, and the Khmer-Buddhist ethos of compassionate hierarchy, collectivism, and otherworldliness on the other, is a central dynamic in the ethical project of becoming citizens.

American notions of the ideal citizen are linked to the concept of the bourgeois individual—an observation made by Max Weber20—and these notions are embedded in a variety of official programs and unofficial practices that participate in governing subjects. Michel Foucault’s work on the social technologies of governmentality—which he defines as “the conduct of conduct”—provides an analytical basis for examining the everyday techniques of being-made and of self-making in a variety of regulatory environments.21 He argues that advanced liberal societies tend to depend on regulation rather than discipline; they rely on human-science policy and techniques to “govern through freedom,” thereby inducing citizen-subjects to become self-motivated, self-reliant, and entrepreneurial.22 For Cambodian immigrants, as it was for earlier generations of American urban migrants, the transition from a religion-inflected ethos of hierarchy and dependency to an ethics of individualistic striving and wealth making is a profoundly unsettling experience, and one they are ambivalent about. A study of the human technologies of citizen-making thus reveals the religious and ethical underpinnings of political calculations about bodies and humanity, and shows how the processes of freedom often depend on means of subjection. My intention is to bring into focus the ambiguities and the ambivalence about losses and gains that suffuse the practices whereby individuals both produce and shape their lives as particular kinds of American citizens.

FROM CHAIN OF BEING TO THE GOVERNMENT OF LIFE

Concepts of political identity from the earliest times have almost all been based on religious continuums of greater or less moral privilege or worthiness. In feudal Europe, the great chain of being linked the lowliest serf, through his lord, to the king, who embodied the supreme Christian power.23 In the Middle Ages, the institutions of the state were closely identified with religious values and structures. In premodern China, a Confucian ethics-regulated society was presided over by a Son of Heaven (the emperor) who might lose the mandate of heaven if the multitude of his subjects, perceiving that he had lost his virtue, instigated rebellion.24 In premodern mainland Southeast Asia, the Theravada-Buddhist law of karma defined the social tiers of king, aristocrats, the monastic order (sangha), and peasants. The spiritual hierarchy was based on different rates of embodiment of religious merit; the king by definition had accumulated the most meritorious acts in previous lives.25 Thus, in many parts of the premodern world, religious beliefs and practices determined political schemes of enchained beings.

The modern period signaled a reworking of such religiously based notions of political subjection, as the rise of the secular state incorporated many of the key legal and political features of Christian ethics. A new concept of individualism based on natural law came to stress the interiorization of this-worldly freedom by self-sufficient and individual men of reason.26 In a model of popular sovereignty, every member of civil society was held to be an equal partner, sharing the same universal rights in the political state.27 Of course, such rights were illusory for many because the practical application of liberty was to hold private property, thus excluding those who did not own commodities (including, for some, ownership of themselves). Marx observed that the modern state gave rise to “an independent and egoistic individual” in isolated pursuit of economic self-interest.28 The property-owning bourgeois individual (burgher) became conflated with the “civil society” (burgerliche Gesellschaft) model of a citizen capable of rational-consensual agreement.29 Marx claims that the threshold of humanity is set at property ownership. Because of this conflation of property ownership and rational subjectivity, the bourgeois individual became the modern ethical figure of citizenship—ethical in the sense of enacting the accepted social norms of meaningful conduct in a civil society.30

The liberal, free-market subject as the model of citizenship thus presupposes a form of economic action that, Weber famously argues, is underwritten by Protestant religious ethics.31 The link between the ideal or model citizen and the bourgeois individual / homo economicus bolsters the connection between the bourgeois individual and Protestant ethics, a now-unconscious association that is made operational by governmentality and its various agencies. I argue, therefore, that the American idea of the free subject (the individual of liberalism) is in fact the product of governmentality and its hidden religious and cultural presuppositions. This study focuses on the tension between this individualistic ethics as it is exercised through modern biopolitical techniques (discussed further below), on the one hand, and the cultural and religious ethics (Buddhism, American feminism, and so on) of the new immigrants being examined, on the other.

Michel Foucault identifies “bio-power” as the central concern of the modern liberal state in the fostering of life, growth, and care of the population. The biopolitical rationality makes strategic use of bodies of knowledge that invest bodies and populations with properties that make them amenable to various technologies of control.32 This power over life is exercised with the purpose of producing subjects who are healthy and productive, goals that redound to the security and strength of the state. But the state itself has no essence: “the state is nothing more than the mobile effect of a multiple regime of governmentality.”33 Studying the government of a population thus entails a study of the diverse techniques arising from multiple sources that act on the body, the mind, and the will, dedicated to making individuals, families, and collectivities “governable.”34 A repertoire of techniques of power, informed by the human sciences, comes to constitute “the social,” defining categories of sexual deviants, criminals, and troublesome workers, in opposition to what is thereby considered “normal” society. Such social norms define which category of subjects is more or less valued as citizens of the nation.

In Foucault’s terms, this exercise of government, “a rationalization that obeys—and this is its specificity—the internal rule of maximum economy,” is called liberalism. The United States is the most liberal society in this regard, because its government starts not from the reason of the state itself, but from the existence of society, and its self-limiting measure of “governing too much.”35 And in this country, biopolitical calculations intertwine deeply with neoliberal considerations to extend the logic of the market. Economistic methods and calculations infiltrate areas of social life not primarily economic, regulating behavior to maximize activities that are profitable and marginalize those that are not. Especially since the 1970s, the norms of good citizenship in advanced liberal democracies have shifted from an emphasis on duties and obligations to the nation to a stress on becoming autonomous, responsible choice-making subjects who can serve the nation best by becoming “entrepreneurs of the self.”36 Extensive inroads by market-driven logic have shaped family and welfare policy, refugee and immigration politics, public law, penal law, health politics, and church practice. The most worthy citizen is a flexible homo economicus. In our age of globalization, the figure of entrepreneurial prowess is increasingly multiracial, multicultural, and transnational.37 As immigration has expanded the diversity of subjects who can be assigned to American ethno-racial categories, the rationality of such racial classification increasingly intersects with the logic of the mobile homo economicus.

Sovereign power in this country is diffused through a network of welfare offices, vocational training schools, hospitals, and the workplace, where bureaucrats and their minions mobilize a variety of knowledge that can be used to shape the conduct of subjects, in order to maximize certain capabilities and minimize certain risks. Professionals and bureaucrats endeavor in a multiplicity of ways to instill appropriate norms of self-reliance and autonomy that will “empower” individuals, thus making the unsuccessful into good citizen-subjects. Every day, celebrations of market freedom and progress, with their underlying assumptions about the relative moral worthiness of different categories of subjects, influence and shape social practices and the possibilities of citizenship. These social technologies can be conceptualized as a mode not of ruling through oppression, but of “governing through the freedom and aspirations of subjects rather than in spite of them.”38

There is no uniformity in the effects of these multiple regimes of control that would enable one to say that a single totalizing form of citizenship is thereby produced. It is perhaps much more useful to talk about the “concrete assemblages”39 produced by converging rationalities that function in connection with other assemblages, and about what effects such divergent mixes have on the citizenship forms in different social milieus. Biopolitics, racial schemes, democratic values, feminist principles, and ethics intersect in the specific assemblages of refugee camp, welfare program, nonprofit organization, courthouse, marketplace, and church. These assemblages integrate people and functions through modes of surveillance, regulation, punishment, and reward. For poor people and at-risk newcomers, these administrative, economic, and social realms are where bureaucrats and service workers guide and act upon their conduct, seeking to avert so-called personal failures and to achieve desirable qualities in their subjects such as health, employability, wealth, and social integration. As I argue later, such problematizing modes of government, geared simultaneously toward the normalizing and the empowering of citizens, are regularly critiqued, deflected, manipulated, and transformed by newcomers as they learn to become self-governing subjects in ways not fully intended by the programs.40 Sovereignty in America is sustained by negotiating the diverse micropolitics of being governed and learning the techniques of self-government in various social milieus traversed by multiple flows of rationality.

WORTHY CITIZENS: RACIAL BIPOLARISM AND GENDER DIFFERENTIATION

The interpenetration of the disparate forms that come to shape conduct results in social integration being realized through the differentiation of citizen-subjects. Besides neoliberal biopolitical considerations, two other major classificatory logics—racial bipolarism and engendering discourses—interpenetrate to shape unequal and differentiated types of belonging for minority populations. Judith Shklar has stated that “[f]rom the first the most radical claims for freedom and political equality were played out in counterpoint to chattel slavery, the consequences of which still haunt us. The equality of political rights, which is the first mark of American citizenship, was proclaimed in the accepted presence of its absolute denial. Its second mark, the overt rejection of hereditary privileges, was no easier to achieve in practice, and for the same reason. Slavery is an inherited condition.”41 Racial logic has always lain like a serpent in the sacred ideal of American citizenship.

Indeed, from its inception, the American nation was imagined as an implicitly racial and class formation, one governed by an Anglo-Saxon hegemony that projected white race and class interests as universal for the entire nation.42 The concept of the American nation as a specific, racially homogeneous identity has been and continues to be the measure by which all potential citizens are situated as either integral or marginal to the nation. In their theory of racial formation in the United States, Michael Omi and Howard Winant insist that race is a key “organizing principle” of social action, both at the “macro level” of economics, politics, and ideological practices and at the “micro level” of individual action.43 Historically, the intertwining of race and economic performance has shaped the ways in which different immigrant groups have attained status and dignity, within a national ideology that projects worthy citizens as inherently white.

The tendency to frame ideas about immigrants in terms of a bipolar racial order has persisted, and newcomers are located along the continuum from black to white. It is obvious that these racial categories are fundamentally about degrees of undeserving or deserving citizenship. Such relative positioning in the national moral order is not state policy, but rather part of the political unconscious that variously informs official action and public perception. As Brackette Williams has pointed out, there is a black–white continuum of status and dignity, and the relative positioning of a (sub)ethnic group determines its perceived moral claim to certain areas of privilege and advantage, as well as conditioning fear of threats to these prerogatives from subordinated races.44 These processes of relative positioning, group status competition, and group status envy result in cultures becoming race-based traditions.

Racial bipolarism has historically been part of a classificatory system for differentiating among successive waves of immigrants, who were assigned different stations along the path toward whiteness. Historical studies show that by the late nineteenth century, citizens originating from England, the Netherlands, and to a lesser extent Scotland and Italy had forged financial and kinship networks within and beyond the United States. The consolidation of this white American elite with transnational connections has been celebrated in novels by Henry James and Edith Wharton, among others. At the same time, there was a structure of expectations (in the idealized construct of ethnic succession) for how things ought to work out in a just and moral world of citizenship acquisition for less-fortunate immigrants such as Poles, Italians, Germans, and Slavs, referred to by the derogatory term PIGS (as opposed to WASPs, the originary-raced components). The succession model was about constructing a racial identity that transcended the component nationalities of the immigrants to become, ideally, generic white.

One legacy of white–black relations under slavery and Emancipation aimed at legitimizing the social order as a natural order was the use of “the Negro” as a “contrast conception” or “counter-race.”45 The free working man came to embody republican citizenship, and any immigrant who failed to gain independent livelihood was in danger of sinking to the status of wage slave, the antithesis of the independent citizen. In the nineteenth century, this logic of racial classification situated poor Irish immigrants on the East Coast and “Negroized” Chinese immigrants on the West Coast close to the black end of the continuum, because their working conditions were similar to those of unfree black labor.46 Later non-Christian European immigrants such as Jews did not until the mid-twentieth century ascend to white status through the euphemized process of ethnic succession.47 More recently, certain segments of African American, Spanish-speaking, and Asian immigrants have become whitened.

The racializing processes that define worthy and unworthy citizens have infused the government of poverty, especially the classification and regulation of new immigrants and migrants to the cities. The ideology of the work ethic, historically developed in contradistinction to slavery, denied full social citizenship to those who did not independently attain material citizenship, namely, the unemployed and the welfare-dependent. Of course, the effects of implicit racial and cultural ranking do not exhaust all of the conditions that go into processes of subjectification—or processes by which citizens are made and induced to be self-making. Neoliberal ideas about human capital have somewhat complicated the links between concepts of race and deserving citizenship.

The interweaving of ideologies of racial difference with liberal conceptions of citizenship entered a new phase after World War II, when debates about who belonged came to be framed in business-economic terms of balancing the provision of security against the productivity of citizens. Economistic calculation, statistics, and categorization based on time expenditure and self-discipline gave rise to the assessment of citizens as human capital, weighing those who could pull themselves up by the bootstraps against those who were economically dependent.48 The grounding of postwar citizenship in a human-capital model put pressure on minority groups to perform economically and contributed to the stigmatization of those who make claims on the welfare state. Ideological discourses contrasting the contributions to the nation of different races often conflated race and class, as for example in the polarizing contrast between the “underclass” and the “model minority,” two key categories for thinking about minoritization in postwar America.49 The framing of racial difference in terms of differential economic contribution and performance constructed long-term residents and newcomers as the contrasting embodiments of what Williams calls “ethnicized citizenship.”50

Increasingly, citizenship is defined as the civic duty of the individual to reduce his or her burden on society, and instead to build up his or her own human capital—in other words, to “be an entrepreneur of her/himself.”51 Indeed, by the 1960s, liberal economics came to evaluate nonwhite groups explicitly according to their claims on, or independence of, the state. Minorities who scale the pinnacles of society often have to justify themselves in such entrepreneurial terms. An apt example was the 1991 nomination of Clarence Thomas to the Supreme Court of the United States, a move widely viewed as a token appointment of an African American to the powerful white-dominated institution. In his confirmation hearings, Judge Thomas painted himself as a deserving citizen who struggled out of a hardscrabble past by pulling himself “up by [his] bootstraps.” The can-do attitude is an inscription of ideal masculine citizenship; its legitimating power was perhaps sufficient to overcome the ugly stain of sexual harassment that plagued the judge’s confirmation hearings. To those who see a fundamental dynamic of exclusion along racial lines, the Thomas case is an aberrant one, the exception that proves the rule that has stacked the odds against the excluded racial minority.

The assigning of racializing labels—model minority, refugee, underclass, welfare mother—is part of the racial classificatory process that, modulated by human capital calculations, continues to engender ethnicized subjectivity. Stereotypical ethno-racial figures—of effete or aberrant forms of masculinity, for example—were first fashioned for Native Americans, then passed on to African Americans during slavery. After Emancipation, a strategic patterning that linked race and gender was the basis for building otherness, welfare identity, and structures of oppression.52 Most particularly, strategies of control that relied on educational transformations were intended to cleanse a minoritized culture of its “primitive” features. As part of this strategy, African American males, when they were not suspected of being rapists or lynched, were beseeched to toss off the shackles of structural boyhood that had been inculcated by means of majority reference and behavioral expectation.53 These negative racialized gender elements were extended and refined, so that today, stereotypical images of blackness are associated with deviant masculinity, lack of the work ethic, and welfare dependency. While much scholarship on gender and the body has focused on patriarchy (and desire), or has sought to embed the meaning of gender subjectivity within the body, my approach considers the way technologies of control intersect with racializing schemes that serve to blacken and stigmatize minority bodies associated with welfare. Biopolitical decisions about welfare clients, low-skilled workers, good parents, and ethnic models are influenced by historically branded black images of weakness, indolence, and primitivity. As part of the political unconscious, such thinking influences the conduct of social experts and social workers who seek to regulate the behavior of minoritized populations considered less civilized than society at large. The surveillance of poor women designated at-risk—surveillance of their inner bodies, their sexual conduct, their performance as mothers—is inseparable from engendering reforms more in keeping with neoliberal, even feminist sensibilities.

Women’s bodies become the site, and the female gender the form, in a biopolitics of citizenship. For instance, administrative practices directed at Cambodian refugees were often animated by the goal of cleansing the perceived elements of “Asian patriarchy” or primitivity. Social workers considered refugee women and children to be less tarnished by this racializing stigma, and thus more desirable citizen-subjects. While refugee men were marginalized, refugee women became at once more dependent on systems of female clientship and subject to lessons in personal autonomy. The biopolitics of welfarism, combined with feminist defense of the poor Asian woman, created whitening processes such as marrying a white man that allowed the war refugee to achieve the status of a “postcrisis” subject and a good enough citizen. It seems that social interventions and regulations are producing for minority populations a feminine sociality that has elements of a contractualist connection with the wider society, while ethnic male sociality remains intracommunity and disempowered.

Ethno-racial stereotypes operate as branding mechanisms directed at citizen-subjects considered to be at risk, who are measured according to the economic calculus. The bipolar racializing scheme is a social regulatory scheme that situates such at-risk subjects along the continuum of more or less likely to succeed. They become racialized not simply because of their perceived skin color, and ethnicized not simply because of claims of a particular ancestral culture, but because they have been assessed as belonging to a category and inscribed with a radical indeterminacy in the game of becoming self-motivated, self-propelling, and freedom-loving American citizens. At the same time, a wider cultural discourse, by primitivizing some minority groups, categorizes these subjects as different from other Asian American groups, such as ethnic Chinese, whose assumed Confucian values are depicted in dominant bourgeois discourse as the most recent incarnation of neoliberal enterprise values. Cultural discourses converge with the rationality of the market, conflating the moral value of liberal egoism with one’s command over capital. The neoliberal discourse that increasingly defines citizenship in economic terms, by insisting that citizenship is the civic duty of individuals to reduce their burden on society and to build up their human capital,54 becomes a vital supplement to the classic liberal rights-based definition of citizenship. As we shall see, racial classificatory logic has placed poor Asian immigrants such as Cambodian refugees at the black pole: they are identified with inner-city African Americans and set off clearly not only from whites, but also from other Asian groups such as Vietnamese and Chinese Americans. Indeed, there is a continuum of ideas about human capital, cultural primitivism, and compassionate domination, and of practices based on these ideas, that are directed at newer Asian immigrants, both rich and poor, who are subjected to parallel processes of minoritization in this era of expanding transpacific frontiers of capitalism.

TECHNIQUES FOR SUBJECT-MAKING AND SELF-MAKING

The history of the “care” and the “techniques” of the self would thus be a way of doing the history of subjectivity; no longer, however, through the divisions between the mad and the nonmad, the sick and nonsick, delinquents and nondelinquents . . . ; but, rather, through the putting in place, and transformations in our culture, of “relations with oneself,” with their technical armature and their knowledge effects. And in this way one could take up the question of governmentality from a different angle: the government of the self by oneself in its articulation with relations with others (such as one finds in pedagogy, behavior counseling, spiritual direction, the prescription of models for living, and so on).

MICHEL FOUCAULT, Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth

Everyday citizenship in America is viewed in this study in terms of the effects of multiple rationalities (biopolitical, class, ethno-racial, gender) that directly and indirectly prescribe techniques for living for independent subjects who learn to govern themselves. Instead of considering citizenship solely in terms of the state’s power to give or deny citizenship, I look at social policies and practices beyond the state that in myriad mundane ways suggest, define, and direct adherence to democratic, racial, and market norms of belonging.55 I examine citizenship not in terms of legal status or according to a possessive criterion (legal citizens versus noncitizens), but rather in terms of what Foucault calls an “analytics of power” that plays a role in shaping people’s attitudes, behavior, and aspirations in regard to belonging to a modern liberal society.56 This diffusion model of power locates its dynamism in the pervasive, mutable system of relations and interactions among individuals, focusing on the effects an actor has on the action of others in realizing a successful goal. Such a notion of power problematizes the connection between the rationality and the action, the command and the effect; and, in this study, the connection between aspirations to democratic citizenship and the internalization of these norms as self-government.

“Governmentality” thus involves two entangled processes of subjectification:57 one is “subjected to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to one’s own identity by a conscience of self-knowledge”;58 but because no relationship of power is all-encompassing, “[e]very power relation implies at least in potentia, a strategy of struggle.”59 A strategy of power elicits a counterstrategy, so that interactions among power relations produce processes of ongoing adjustment, negotiation, and conflict.

Such an analytics of power allows me to make intelligible the power relations involved in the shaping of subjects as refugees and as citizens at two levels. First, a concern with the historically contingent relation between knowledge and power allows me to trace the genealogy of those categories in American refugee policy, racial and orientalist rankings, poverty law, and the welfare state that continue to shape contemporary ideas about ethnicity that are central to the transformation of Cambodian refugees into American citizens. Second, examining micropractices of control suggests how the specific technologies of governmentality—grids of knowledge/power, mechanisms of surveillance, hierarchical categories—are involved in the everyday molding of modern subjects into citizens.60 How do such dividing practices operate—in refugee camps, welfare offices, community hospitals—and how do their effects determine who is to be punished or rewarded, marginalized or supported, disliked or loved by immigration officers, social workers, and members of civil society? But in order to trace the shifting genealogy of morals in the overlapping spaces of refugee and citizen, we need to study not only the social technologies that inform its framing and deployment, but also the interpretations and strategies of the refugees and citizen-subjects that define the contours of citizenship.

It is in the space of encounter and enmeshment—in the practices directed at newcomers, and the mutual daily interactions that ensue—that the meaning and exercise of citizenship happen. By focusing on successive encounters between Cambodian refugees and particular authorities, I hope to make intelligible the multiple processes and forms that are the concrete reality of becoming American. Poor refugees and immigrants are subjected to a series of determining codifications and administrative rulings that govern how they should be assessed and treated, and how they should think of themselves and their actions. These processes of being subjected, by objectifying modes of knowledge/power, and of self-making, in struggling against imposed knowledges and practices, are central to my understanding of citizenship as a sociocultural process of “subject-ification.” The effects of technologies of governing—as relayed through social programs and experts seeking to shape one’s subjectivity—can be rejected, modified, or transformed by individuals who somehow do not entirely come to imagine, to act, or to be enabled in quite the ways envisioned in the plans and projects of authorities. Thus while governing technologies are involved in the making of citizens by subjecting them to given rationalities, norms, and practices, individuals also play a part in their own subjectification or self-making.61 Ambivalence is an unavoidable product of the process.

The individual local authorities and mediators in such micropolitics are professionals—doctors, teachers, social workers, church workers, probation officers—who translate the problematics of government into everyday operations. Nikolas Rose calls these “experts of subjectivity”—or professionals “who transfigure existentialist questions . . . and the meaning of suffering into technical problems about the most effective ways of managing malfunction and improving ‘quality of life.’ ”62 Their job, in other words, is to teach clients to be subjective beings who develop new ways of thinking about the self, acting upon the self, and making choices that help them to strive for personal fulfillment in this life. Paul Rabinow has identified such professionals as “middling modernizers,” the experts who deploy knowledge/power in service of the mundane chores of producing and instilling the ubiquitous and invisible norms and forms of modern society.63 Bruno Latour identifies a relay of power dynamics when a successful command “results from the actions of a chain of agents each of whom ‘translates’ it in accordance with his/her own projects.”64 Service agents are in a position in which they not only broker relations but also translate dominant discourses into micro-practices that allocate, classify, categorize, and formalize categories of the human—refugee, patient, welfare recipient, raced subject, feminist, middle-class parent, American teenager, or flexible worker—and then try to mold their subjects into exemplars of the desirable categories. Far from being the product of any overarching program, citizenship is the cumulative effect of a multiplicity of bureaucratic figures who are concerned with the practicalities of democracy, daily figuring out ways to produce subjects who can be induced, nudged, and empowered to become self-sufficient and goal-oriented citizens.

Because of their multiple, diffused, and open-ended nature, normalizing practices never have a totalitarian effect, as some readings of Foucault’s work might suggest. Indeed, Foucault has argued that regulatory programs “never work out as planned,” not only because different strategies may be opposed, but because subjects interpret and act in ways that undo systems of classification (cultural, ethnic, moral), refuse different kinds of objectives (involving needs, desires, behavior), and thwart rules of surveillance and punishment.65 There is a continual give-and-take in the power relations between the agent and the subject in a panoply of institutional contexts. The gaze of the expert or the state agent is never as comprehensive anywhere, including clinics and prisons.66 The individual is never totally objectified or rationalized by state agencies and civic associations, nor can the individual totally escape the power effects of their regulatory schemes. But Foucault too rarely tells us how subjects resist the schemes of control, or how their tactics and outcomes are culturally creative, and frequently surprising. By exploring the day-to-day experiences of Cambodian refugees in the context of Foucault’s power–resistance axis, I demonstrate how liberal governance in its everyday form entails a certain violent subjection in the process of becoming free, so to speak.

THE CAMBODIAN TRANSITION

During the European colonialization of countries such as Cambodia, modern values of citizenship such as notions of liberty, equality, and fraternity were neglected. Instead, the rationalization of colonialism focused on assembling selected cultural artifacts in museums to produce an iconography of a national culture under European tutelage.67 This manufacturing of an imagined moral community of the modern nation gave new life to religion-based concepts of political subjection in postcolonial countries. In colonial Cambodia, for example, the French installed Prince Norodom Sihanouk as king, thus placing him in a line of continuity with past rulers. The French glorification of the Angkor Wat legacy also bolstered Sihanouk’s position as an absolutist ruler of his Buddhist subjects.68 And the transformation from a religion-based notion of political subjection to one based on laws, from a community- and religion-oriented ethos to individualistic values, remains partial in many parts of the formerly colonized world.

In 1975, the war-traumatized Cambodian state was turned upside down again when the Khmer Rouge forces led by Pol Pot (also called Saloth Sar) engaged in a willful experiment to create an instant agrarian utopia. In Pol Pot time, the moral subject was no longer the Buddhist king or monk, or even the Western-educated professional, but the “revolutionary” figure, someone who through sheer physical exertion and primitive tools could conquer the jungle and build a self-sustaining peasant paradise. The kinds of citizen-subjects most valorized in advanced liberal countries—the educated, professionals, artists, religious leaders, capitalists—were hunted down and killed by village functionaries and teenage soldiers who availed themselves of the absolute power vested in the mysterious Angkar (“the Organization”—the Khmer Rouge). In this misguided, Marxist-inspired attempt at state formation, urbanites, skilled workers, teachers, and artists were considered enemies of the state, while peasants in their home villages were considered the true citizens. Life reduced to raw labor power was the basis for strengthening the state.

In their transition from Pol Pot’s utopian communism to the advanced liberalism of the United States, Cambodian refugees moved from a regime of power over death to a regime of power over life, from a state that governed by eliminating knowledge to one that promotes the self-knowing subject, from a system based on absolute control to one that governs through freedom, from a society that enforced initiative for collective survival to one that celebrates individualistic self-cultivation. My point is not so much to set up a stark contrast in political sovereignty, but rather to stress the radical disjunction between different styles of reasoning in these two modalities for the governing of population. Cambodian refugees in the United States encountered what were to them novel kinds of social regulation, and pressures to perform as knowing subjects who are “free” to refuse or accept rules, “free” to govern themselves.69
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Part I begins in the nightmare world of the Pol Pot time (1975–1979). There are many political accounts of the war, but my focus is on the memories of some Cambodian war survivors living in Oakland, California. My intention is to grasp their experiences of different ways of being human—in rural Cambodia, the violent agrarian utopia of the Khmer Rouge, and the world of refugee camps. In chapter 1, refugees remember a Buddhist-Khmer culture based on political and ritual subordination tempered by the Khmer-Buddhist emphasis on compassion, kindness, and mutuality. The Pol Pot regime radically desacralized society and overturned all aspects of social life, including family and gender relations. Chapter 2 follows war survivors to border camps, where they encountered Western modes for defining, saving, and governing refugees. Encounters with aid agencies and immigration authorities shaped understandings about the superiority of Americans as first-class citizens and about the importance of patronage systems in gaining access to resources.

Part II explores the everyday strategies and techniques of citizen-making by following Cambodian refugees through various institutions in Northern California. A plethora of social services—refugee agencies; the community hospital; the welfare office and related agencies; law enforcement, the court system, and the prison—constituted the newcomers as particular kinds of clients who in turn devised microstrategies for gaining access to resources. Within these assemblages of power, many refugee experiences were analogous to those of African American urban migrants, including imposed labels of stigmatization—underclass, welfare mother, shiftless men—that shaped the process of ethno-racialization. Chapter 3 describes the political scene that met Cambodian refugees when they arrived in the long-imagined Land of the Free. It sketches the broader picture of American refugee policies, as well as changes in the ethical figure of refugees that occurred in the era of Reaganomics. Heated debates regarding race, poverty, employment, and the underclass influenced the treatment of Southeast Asian refugees as racialized, disciplinable subjects bound for low-wage, flexible labor markets.

Chapter 4 deals with refugee medicine as a disciplinary scheme for producing not only good patients, but also good citizens. Refugee patients were skillful at both subverting and compelling the medical gaze, and at interpreting the medical categories in the light of their own religious beliefs about health, the body, and care of the family. Medical practitioners, like the refugee patients, were themselves caught up in the same webs of power, which involved complex negotiations, contestations, and subterfuge.

Chapter 5 moves the scene to the welfare office, where an assemblage of policies and strategies shaped the relations between local authorities and refugee-clients. Welfare agents were often motivated by what one may call a form of ethnic cleansing, or the ridding of supposed primitiveness in cultural others in order to transform them into productive workers, in a process of pseudohomogenization. It is widely assumed that welfare assistance and payments will allow impoverished citizens to survive, but the implicit goal is to allow them to devise strategies that will convince them that their class position is temporary, and that debased social rank can be undone by material goods and achievements. In this setting, Khmer-Buddhist notions of family dependency and unity clashed with what Cambodians came to understand as American values, and engendered ambivalence about techniques in caring for the self.

Chapter 6 pursues the effects of the racial and gender fracturing further, by focusing on what I call refugee love, an attitude and set of practices that can be traced to plantation owners’ paternalism toward slaves, the compassionate domination modeled by Christianity, and the “benevolent assimilation” of Pacific conquest. These practices, often found in feminism-inspired social workers, were aimed at saving refugee women and their children from Asian patriarchy. But the strategies were partially undermined by the motivations of the Cambodians themselves, by what they perceived and adopted as part of their understanding of what counts as American values. While refugee women did indeed try to free themselves from some aspects of a domestic patriarchy, they adopted some of what was proffered and rejected the rest.

Chapter 7 considers some social interventions into the family, particularly attempts to remake parent–child relations. Social workers sought to reform and remove the “primitive” aspects of Cambodian practices and substitute a model of negotiative interactions between parents and children. Lawyers, psychiatrists, and the police tried to impress upon parents the right of teenagers to personal freedom. These experts sought to undermine the moral authority of Cambodian parents while claiming that they were assisting refugees in adapting to an American ideal of middle-class parenting.

Part III moves beyond state-linked institutions to consider emerging notions of individual identity—the authentic self, the risk-taking subject—in two areas of the public sphere, the church and the marketplace. Chapter 8 deals with the loss of Buddhism and the search for a spiritual compass in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints. Among the young Cambodian converts, Mormonism provided the means to create some kind of combined religion and to serve eschatological needs. It was also a path to higher education, and to assimilation into white middle-class society. American churches came to provide moral discipline and community in exchange for an ambivalent salvation in which the inward search for the self was inseparable from racial subordination.

Chapter 9 discusses the risk-taking ventures of Cambodians who shaped their own sense of belonging by starting businesses at the bottom, both family-run and gang-operated. Street gangs were a form of self-enterprise; like Cambodian-operated doughnut shops, they were the vehicles for mobilizing resources and shaping a sense of the enterprising self who could be effective in America. While these kinds of small-scale entrepreneurial activities have rich precedents in earlier immigrant communities, they are now overshadowed by the efforts of new Asian immigrants who deploy capital and extensive connections.

Part IV situates the subject-making of poor immigrants within the dramatic high-tech revolution in California. Wealthy and skilled Asian immigrants are welcome for their capacity to undertake high levels of risk-taking in the Silicon Valley and beyond. The stark contrast between the positioning of Southeast Asian refugees and that of the new Asian professionals is a dramatic illustration of how globalizing forces are producing new forms of American citizenship. The employment of unprotected migrant workers combined with managerial strategies that exploit the ambiguity of borders etch new latitudes of citizenship that reach beyond the United States. The conclusion asks: What are the structural continuities or discontinuities in the meaning and substance of American citizenship?


PART I

In Pol Pot Time

In less than half a century, Cambodian men and women were asked to alter and exert themselves to fit the interests of their leaders or the ephemeral concerns of other states. . . . Over the years, as ordinary Cambodians were forced to cope with these demands, with traumatic economic and social changes, and with intensifying, often random violence, they were also expected to raise their families, produce crops for sale and export, become wiser with age, and provide cannon fodder for one regime after another. They were seen as servants (in Khmer, neaq bonmrao, “those who are commanded”) of those in power.

DAVID P. CHANDLER, The Tragedy of Cambodian History


Chapter 1

Land of No More Hope

When the Vietnamese invaded, she was alone, wandering around looking for her family. It wasn’t until in the camps that she met up with them. Her father and an older sibling had died. Only her mother and a sister were left. But then, once they had found each other, they didn’t get along, so she went and stayed with a Vietnamese man in another part of the camp. She’s what we call “a person with no pillar of support,” a person with no direction, like a lotus leaf just drifting aimlessly, floating like a weed, in the middle of the river. Wherever she ended up, she just stayed there, and if she did not end up anywhere, she just floated on.

In Khmer Buddhism, the pillar or column of support (preah kamlaong) refers to the parents, who should be revered as near-deities.1 The speaker above—I’ll call him Yann2—is a Cambodian teacher who met this woman who had lost everything in a Thai refugee camp; he married her and they later moved to Oakland with their two daughters. They lived in a housing complex that held a lively community of Cambodian refugees. The one-bedroom apartment was dark, the curtains drawn against the California sunshine and the kids playing in the yard outside. When I visited, his wife, an invalid, was lying on a cot, intermittently moaning in her nightmares. She required around-the-clock care. Yann was kept very busy, but his daughters, barely out of their childhood, helped with the household chores and the care of their mother.

In Yann’s story, his wife came to stand for all women who were swept up in the vortex of war “in Pol Pot time,” a term Cambodians used to refer to the years of Khmer Rouge revolution (1975–1979).3 Cambodians speak of Pol Pot time as a period of social reversals: the rural ruled the urban, the uneducated ruled the educated, and (sometimes) children ruled their parents. Often separated from their fathers, brothers, and husbands, women were at the mercy of warfare, starvation, and constant fear, while struggling to protect children and aged relatives. Some had been through so many traumas that they were set adrift like lotus leaves floating in the stream. Many more survived with their bodies and minds undamaged but scarred and found unexpected resilience, rooted in their desire to live and to protect their children. Families were fragmented by war, mass relocation, labor camps, torture, death, and exile. Conventional Khmer-Buddhist notions of family obligation, gender roles, and personal propriety were scattered to the winds as displaced urban dwellers struggled to survive in the harsh labor camps of Democratic Kampuchea (DK), and later found refuge in the world of Thai border camps.

During those times, Cambodians experienced multiple displacements, encounters with authorities who wielded absolute power over their lives and death, and the kind of terror and hardship that transformed their identity as men and women, their sense of who they were as human beings. These refugees were to experience even more transformations in their lives in the United States.

When I began my research in the mid 1980s, there were approximately fifteen thousand Cambodian refugees living in the San Francisco Bay Area, and the majority were crowded into rundown sections of Oakland and San Francisco. Families were packed into shabby public-housing apartment buildings, radically different from the verdant village homes many were forced to abandon years before. In one Oakland complex, people avoided the long, dark hallways reeking of urine after dark; in the evenings, people swore, they heard gunshots. The jangling and clanging caused by people going in and out of the iron apartment doors contributed to the prisonlike atmosphere that pervaded the entire complex. Loud sounds tended to set the older refugees shaking, as they flashed back to some war trauma. The old, infirm, and shell-shocked seldom ventured beyond their doors for fear of becoming disoriented or of being mugged. Their fears were not entirely imaginary: just before my research began, a small child playing in the courtyard had been accidentally run over by a truck, and street predators quickly identified these newcomers as easy marks. In many households, surviving family members and their friends had managed to patch together a family of sorts, clinging to one another and counting on welfare checks to help them navigate the storm-tossed world of inner-city America.

REFUGEE STUDIES AND THE CONCEPT OF THE HUMAN

In recent years, there has been a flood of reporting about refugees from wars, natural disasters, and economic crises—the upheavals they endured, the statistics, the humanitarian efforts, the threats to the nation-state and to peace, and the personal stories. We’ve been told that tens of millions of the world’s population are now classifiable as refugees. There has also been a proliferation of other kinds of materials about refugees from around the world—exhibitions, brochures of relief organizations, movies, and the like—detailing wrenching stories of terror and anguish suffered in war. These stories are used by organizations to seek funds for their programs addressing poverty, starvation, and human-rights violations. And the academic community has linked refugee issues to the nation-state, considering how the displacements of large populations have affected the ways nation-states imagine themselves as discrete geopolitical entities and how modern statecraft regulates refugees in order to exclude them from territorial citizenship.4 An ethnographic analysis of the actual experiences of refugees will show, however, that not all refugees are defined as being outside the norms of the (intended) host countries; the question becomes how, in each political situation, refugees are differentially categorized and assessed as being more or less assimilable into national norms of moral belonging and citizenship.

Giorgio Agamben notes that “by breaking the continuity between man and citizen, nativity and nationality,” refugees “put the originary fiction of modern sovereignty in crisis” because the refugee is truly the “man of no rights” who exposes “the fiction of the citizen.”5 For instance, in the 1930s, the Westphalian concept of national sovereignty based on the birth–nation link was severely challenged by laws that denationalized masses of marked citizens under the Third Reich.6 Such laws privileging a certain race (German blood and culture) over other citizens introduced “the principle according to which citizenship was something of which one had to prove oneself worthy and which could therefore always be called into question.”7 And “the rights of man” were repeatedly violated as the sheer humanity of refugees was often not sufficient in itself for them to receive political asylum abroad. Even when accepted by a host country, refugees of ethno-racial and cultural backgrounds different from those of the dominant majority were subjected to questions about their worthiness as new citizens. Despite the lip service paid to the principles of human rights, modern political sovereignty is based on the power to exclude or kill what Agamben calls “bare life,” in order to constitute the foundation of the nation-state and define the status of citizenship in biopolitical terms. This ambiguity in the concept of citizenship cannot be revealed by a study of formal laws or by relying on a notion of citizenship as something that is simply possessed (like a passport), but rather through an ethnographic investigation of the political reasonings and practices that assess groups differently and assign them different fates.

Scholarly interest in refugees, especially those from Southeast Asia, has focused on gathering firsthand accounts as a way to detect the varying conditions and progress of the conflicts they are fleeing, and to write a complex history of the present.8 Research conducted among Southeast Asian immigrants in the United States has been used as a way to give voice to refugees and to express the needs of the community in exile.9 There is also a growing body of eloquent memoirs told by Cambodian survivors themselves.10 Anthropological writings on refugees tend to examine how the refugee experience disrupts traditional cultural practices, and how traditions are continued and transformed abroad.11

My intention in this study is different: to explore not so much how “culture” develops when transplanted to a new setting, but rather how the modern anthropos is reconceptualized in various political situations. I do so by tracing the specific logics that shape different notions of being human in successive contexts of the refugee–citizen continuum. I trace the movement of Cambodian refugees from the modern Cambodian state to the violent state of the Khmer Rouge, then the world of refugee camps, and finally settlement in the United States. Along the way, I consider how administrative rationality and everyday practice informed by that logic shape different notions of what it means to be human in these successive contexts. My analysis is based on the refugees’ own perspectives on their ordeals—especially their views on how families, community, and the relations between women and men were irrevocably changed by the war, the flight to safety, and life in refugee camps, and how these experiences affected their adjustments to life in the United States.

A HISTORICAL RUPTURE

The oldest refugees remember French rule (1863–1953), which by making Cambodia a protectorate kept it free of invasions and land grabs by Vietnam and Thailand.12 Even so, by the beginning of the twentieth century, Cambodia was yoked with Vietnam and Laos in “French Indochina.” French-educated Vietnamese—civil servants, entrepreneurs, and urban professionals—came to live in Phnom Penh, along with ethnic Chinese traders from Vietnam and China. Vietnamese fisherfolk spread along the waterways, particularly around the Tonle Sap. The French viewed the Vietnamese as a stronger “race” than the Cambodians, and thereby intensified the age-old enmity between the two groups. After Cambodia gained independence in 1953, Prince Norodom Sihanouk continued to be wary of the pro-American regimes in Thailand and Vietnam, and he sought China’s protection in order to maintain Cambodia’s autonomy in the widening Indochina conflict. In 1970, the United States began secret aerial bombardments of Vietcong sanctuaries in the Cambodian countryside. Prince Sihanouk was soon overthrown by U.S.-backed General Lon Nol. By the time Congress stopped the bombing campaign in 1973, more than half a million tons of bombs had fallen.13

According to David Chandler, the merciless air attacks had two important political results: demonstrating the claim of the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK) that the United States was the principal enemy, and inspiring thousands to join an anti-American crusade.

The bombing destroyed a good deal of the fabric of pre-war Cambodian society and provided the CPK with the psychological ingredients of a violent, vengeful, and unrelenting social revolution. This was to be waged, in their words, by people with “empty hands.” The party encouraged class warfare between the “base people,” who had been bombed, and the “new people,” who had taken refuge from the bombing, and thus had taken sides, in CPK thinking, with the United States.14

The number of traumatized and displaced peasants who joined the Khmer Rouge, the armed forces of the CPK headed by Pol Pot, rose.15 Approximately two million refugees swarmed into Phnom Penh, which was kept afloat by U.S. aid. In April 1975, the Khmer Rouge entered the city and instituted a utopian program for total change. Phnom Penh was emptied of all its inhabitants; they became the “new people” in a vast system of brutal labor camps controlled by the Revolutionary Organization (Angkar Padevat, usually called simply the Angkar). In their attempts to build socialism swiftly, the CPK ended what they called feudal institutions, such as the monarchy, Buddhism, family life, private property, the right of people to move freely, and anything else they deemed an impediment to revolution. By the time of the Vietnamese invasion in 1979, Democratic Kampuchea had lost about one and a half million lives to warfare, starvation, disease, and mass executions.16 While the leaders of the revolution did not intend to cause losses of such magnitude, they “were confused but unrepentant.”17 For the refugees who finally settled in Oakland, the destruction of old Cambodia began an unraveling and reordering of family life, and of cultural and personal identity, that has not yet ended.

BEFORE POL POT TIME

In their dreams, many refugees return to Cambodia, to a time before the Khmer Rouge. While many are plagued by nightmares of death, destruction, and flight, they also dream of home villages, orchards full of fruit-bearing trees, flourishing rice paddies (see figure 1), and large families. To their way of thinking, this was a time when they were real Cambodians, before the wars of the 1970s, before they became known as Cambodian refugees, before their families and culture were torn asunder and they had to become different kinds of people. They saw their lives as moving through a series of stages: before Pol Pot time, Pol Pot time, America, the future.

Subjecthood and Subjectivity in Pre-1975 Cambodia

Modern Cambodian society after the early twentieth century was based on two intertwined forms of political subjecthood, one shaped by this-worldly patron–client networks, the other by the Buddhist concept of an order of beings in a transcendent infinitude. As the supreme patron, the Buddhist king derived his power from two realms of action: the politics of patronage and protection on the one hand, and the accumulation of charismatic authority on the other.18 On the worldly level, kingly power was based on accumulating entourages, followers, and chiefs who at the local level deployed peasants, slaves, and mercenaries for corvée, trade, war, and other activities that generated wealth and power.19 One might envision the state as a great consumerist institution in which rulers and officials “consumed” (lived off) the regions and departments under their control.20 Society was held together by “a flexible set of dyadic relationships extending downward from the king” in patronage networks that linked the Buddhist monastic order (sangha), and the bureaucracy of the capital and major settlements (kompong) to smaller villages and minority peoples living at the edges of the kingdom.21 At each level, patrons offered protection in return for loyalty, and personal relationships, not law, governed the sense of personhood. The majority of Cambodians lived in a rural setting, and village society was informally organized, the family and the sangha being the only functional institutions. In order to attain security and other benefits, people without power sought patrons, whether among more powerful kinsmen, local monks, bandit leaders, officials, or itinerant holy men.22 Political subjecthood was defined by positioning within multitiered networks of patron–client relations (along axes of urban–rural, Khmer–non-Khmer, elite–peasant, male–female) that constituted the primary relationships of the moral economy.23
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Figure 1. An idealized image of Cambodia before Pol Pot time on currency outlawed in 1975.

At the same time, the majority of Cambodians were Buddhist, and their deference to a despotic monarch was based on the Buddhist concept of a chain of beings whose moral status was bound to a wheel of rebirth and accumulation of merit in previous lives. The king, having earned his exalted position from merit accumulated in his previous lives, was the upholder of the righteous order informed by the dharma (Buddhist teachings). He extended paternalistic protection to the people in return for the obedience of a loyal following. In the modern period, Prince Sihanouk saw himself as part of the tradition of rulers who were the little people’s chief protector and chief source of happiness. David Chandler claims, perhaps with little exaggeration, that “Sihanouk saw Cambodia as a personal possession, a family, or a theatrical troupe. Many of his subjects, particularly older people, agreed to play supporting roles and endowed him with supernatural powers. So did the courtesans who surrounded him.”24 Sihanouk, who was supported by the French authorities, was able to leverage his religious authority to maintain an absolute form of sovereignty through the 1960s.
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Figure 2. Angkor Wat depicted on an old banknote no longer in circulation.

Under French rule (1863–1953), Cambodia became a protectorate in which kingly authority came to rely more and more on charismatic appeal to the people, especially those marginalized and exploited. In order to justify their tutelary rule in the protectorate, the French amassed historical texts, artifacts, and images to construct the idea of Cambodge, which glorified the Angkor Wat kingdom (ninth to the fifteenth centuries) as the golden age of a civilization that had been in decline ever since. Besides constituting Angkor Wat as the national monument (figure 2), the French introduced the modern notion of the nation based on birth, race, and culture.

They also promulgated the idea of a national religion, linking birth and religious affiliation to construct a national identity based on religion (sasenaajiet). A cognate notion, sasenaa-kmae, added a racial dimension to the concept of a Khmer religion.25 Gradually, by 1959, this concept of a national Khmer race came to exclude Vietnamese and Chinese residents, who were required to assimilate to Khmer customs, morals, and traditions in order to be eligible for citizenship.26 By manufacturing Cambodian concepts of national culture and race, and by regulating temple schools and the training of the sangha, the French colonizers hoped to control forces for nationalism.

Life in the countryside had only tenuous connections to the capital, but by the middle of the twentieth century, most rural subjects, while ignorant of the finer details of the modern nation, had internalized the idea of Angkor Wat as the national icon, the seat of the Khmer soul. Their understanding of citizenship was shaped by the normalized hierarchy of Khmer and Khmer-Loeu (aboriginal groups) at one end, and of Chinese and Vietnamese residents at the other. Because Cambodia was the weakest country in war-torn mainland Southeast Asia, politicians such as American-supported Lon Nol (who held power from 1970 to 1975) maintained their position by playing on the people’s persistent fear of racial genocide (by the Vietnamese) and by labeling all communists as tmils (nonbelievers), and thus non-Khmers.27

In everyday life, ordinary people continued during these years to be under the direct power of village chiefs, the sangha, and, increasingly, the Khmer Rouge. Chandler notes that “In the years 1945–79, some four-fifths of the population were farmers and their families, people who took their low status for granted and thought social change unlikely or impossible. Toward superiors they were deferential. They constructed arrangements with those they perceived as being above them, resented exploitation, and hoped for the best.”28 But because the links between different levels of the political system were tenuous, there was much local autonomy, and villagers were in effect clients of local officials. Weak local institutions and overdependence on patrons or saviors shaped a notion of citizenship based on client subjectivity.29

Such vertical relations of patron–clientelism and personal deference were balanced somewhat in the villages by bilateral kinship ties and a Khmer-Buddhist ethos of compassion that shaped male and female roles in kinship and community affairs. Anthropologists believe that societies with bilateral kinship systems tend to attenuate male domination while providing a source of informal power to women. Based on her research in a village outside Phnom Penh about 1960, May Ebihara claims that women formed networks for carrying out ordinary activities, and that parents did not demonstrate a strong bias favoring sons over daughters.30 Nancy Smith-Hefner links both horizontal and vertical sets of relationships when she argues that the “practical” Buddhism of ordinary Cambodians integrated values of reciprocity and honor into a hierarchical system of old over young, men over women, the sangha over the laymen, and the king over the little people.31 Possibly also, the independence of dispersed peasant holdings, limits on communal activity, and the active role of women in the fields and in trade might have given them a degree of household authority that was not seen among women in urban families, who tended not to work for income.32

Refugees Remember

Cambodian refugees in Oakland had conflicting memories about gender arrangements and personal power before Pol Pot time, their recollections colored by their struggles to make new families and experiment with new freedoms in California. Their narratives moved between happy memories of family before the war and reassessments and critiques of those memories in light of current day-to-day efforts to get by in California. Their stories of life before the killing fields were an interesting mix: they commented critically on the Cambodian family ethos and marital relations, but also betrayed nostalgia for male authority, and for the kind of family stability and predictability people associate with the old days. Although male and female informants seemed to agree on the family norms, practices, and morality that existed in Cambodia before 1975, men expressed a more uncompromising view of male authority than women, who remembered a more balanced distribution of gender power in everyday life. The intervening years of struggle to survive as individuals and as families under the Angkar, during the flight, in the refugee camps, and in the United States have all influenced the construction of a contrastingly defined “traditional” Cambodian culture. These stories about the remembered past in turn color their stories about Cambodian adjustment to American society and their struggles with new concepts of gender, the family, and the individual.33

In their stories about the time before Pol Pot, male authority appears to have been rather more entrenched than the existence of bilateral kinship ties might imply. Peter Thuy, a former monk who became a social worker and handled many cases of family conflict in the refugee community, wistfully recalled in hindsight that in old Cambodia, “a man enjoyed submissive and unchallenged obedience from his wife.” Perhaps unconsciously influenced by a sense that living in America had weakened Asian male authority, refugee men claimed that male power was unchallenged in prewar Cambodia. An elderly man who worked as a krou khmer (ritual specialist) asserted,

When we were in our country, it was as if we were in hell. We did whatever we wished. Even if it was a disagreement over a single word, we would beat each other up. Men would beat up their wives if a meal was not tasty. . . . As you know, these are people from the countryside, used to “trudging and wading through the mud.” The men, we had authority over women. Whatever we said, the wives had to obey. Whatever the husband ordered, the wife must obey. The laws set the husband higher than the wife.

The krou, who had formal training in Theravada Buddhism, added that Buddhist precepts do not give men the authority to control or beat their wives, but that Cambodians, like ordinary Thais and Laotians (with whom they share the religion), did not properly adhere to Buddhist doctrines.

While the ideal woman was submissive and obedient, rural Cambodian women shared with their counterparts elsewhere in Southeast Asia a reputation for running their households, engaging in trade, and pushing their husbands around. While the actual extent of domestic abuse in prewar Cambodia is unknown, anthropologist Judy Ledgerwood thinks that it was not common: “May [Ebihara] and I lived in a village for a year and never once heard of a man striking his wife (though she once saw a man chased through the village by a woman with a frying pan).”34 Furthermore, women’s preference for matrilocal residence—or living close to the home village of their own family—meant that they could always call on their natal family for support and protection.35 Because of the strength of women’s sisterly networks, the potential for interventions in domestic disputes deterred male abuse at home.36 Thus, Cambodian men’s memories of overwhelming male power at home must be taken with a grain of salt.

In Oakland, Peter confided that the Cambodian husband’s need to maintain authority over his wife placed limits on confidences, and thus on conjugal intimacy. For instance, women would not repeat criticisms they made about their husbands behind their backs, and “most men did not tell their wives their problems.”37 Men made many big decisions without consultation, he said. I suspect that as a social worker, Peter had learned about middle-class American norms emphasizing companionable marriages and emotional intimacy, and he might actually have been expressing dissatisfaction about his own marriage. He explained that these Cambodian “restrictions on words and actions” between husband and wife spilled over into sexual relations, and complained that Cambodian norms allowed wives to have sex only in the missionary position. When I mentioned the erotic figures of heavenly angels (apsara) sculpted on the walls of Angkor Wat as possible signs of a more lively tradition in Cambodian culture, he shook his head sadly. “There was only one position allowed” women in sex, he insisted; but men had the right to seek sexual variety outside marriage.

He continued that before Pol Pot time, men could have secondary wives, but their first wives had the option of prohibiting it. In many cases, he knew, men who were traveling without their urban families disguised their married status and, if they were posted in the countryside, took another wife. Peasant girls were often tricked this way because of their strong desire to marry rich men or men who drew a regular salary, such as teachers and soldiers. Another Cambodian informant estimated that about three out of ten rich men had secondary wives. These women did not have the same rights as the first wife, who controlled her husband’s income and whose children inherited his property. The taking of second wives increased during the years of war, when men were posted to the provinces.

Furthermore, Peter remembered that “a man might have different wives or mistresses, whereas if his wife had a lover, he could go to court and get permission to kill both of them.” This statement was erroneous, carelessly uttered in the heat of a subterranean sex war within the refugee community. He probably meant that a man who caught his wife in bed with another man could kill them both in rage and not be charged. When I checked this point with an older woman, she noted that “During the Sihanouk period [1953–1970], we had laws. If you beat your spouse or your children, the police would be called and you’d be arrested.” She admitted, however, that this was very rarely done.

Memories like these suggest that Cambodian society, at least for the ordinary folk, both rural and urban, placed a higher value on men than on women. Statements of this kind were always made in the context of Cambodian refugees’ awareness that women and men are considered equal in America—a message drummed into them by social workers. The older woman continued,

Cambodian women were taught to obey their husbands. Before marriage, the mothers would teach daughters what we call a code of conduct for women: how to take care of the husband, not to go out anywhere, that we should have dinner ready by the time he gets home from work.

In our country, men put more value on themselves, so it was up to the women to do all the household chores. All the men did when they got home was bathe, eat dinner, and go to bed. Some husbands, after they got home, they went out for fun while we stayed at home with the children. If a man wanted two or three wives, he could.

As for Cambodian women, after one or two kids, they could not go out and get a job. So they had to depend on their husbands. So, if we used harsh words with them, they had the right to strike us. In Cambodia, men were more valued than women.

At the same time, women were in practice supposed to run the household. Married women were considered virtuous for managing the household budget and environment in such a way as to make the home “peaceful, pleasant, and enjoyable.” The wife and mother’s virtue was bound up with activities that brought safety, order, and prosperity to her family.38 This set of ideals was expressed by Mrs. Chann, a middle-aged woman who had been a prosperous trader in the Battambang area. She remembered a rather companionable division of labor in farming families, where men did have some responsibilities:

Plowing and raking were a man’s job. The husband also transplanted the rice seedlings. He would get up at dawn to go to the fields while his wife stayed home and cooked. She would leave to join him only after the food was done. If she had parents to care for the baby, she would go to the fields and transplant rice seedlings. Once she got there, her husband would tie up the cow and eat his lunch. Then he would go and help her. That’s if he was a good husband. . . . Sometimes the wife was very strong and she plowed and raked instead of her husband. But men did have greater leeway to enjoy themselves outside the domestic circle.

Mrs. Chann’s recollections seem to jibe with anthropologists’ findings that men and women were partners in that they shared farmwork and had complementary responsibilities, as in other Southeast Asian agrarian societies. Married women were actively involved in many networks of activities relating to labor exchange and local trade, and they participated actively in public affairs. Mobility restrictions, however, were imposed on unmarried women, who were not supposed to go out alone after dark for fear of losing their virtue.

A conversation with a Mr. Heng confirmed much of what the others had told me:

In our country, the man had rights. A man could travel far, could stay out at night. If a woman stayed out late, she would be criticized and chastised. A man could go out anytime, and if he came home late and was scolded by his wife, he could always say he was making money for her. . . . But if a woman came home late, she would be accused of having a lover; she had no rights.

In fact, male mobility was linked to the masculine ability to earn a livelihood, as well as to virility and prowess. Male public life was focused on building patron–client relations that gave them access to different sources of economic, social, and political power. Men represented their families in public life and mediated for their wives and children. Nevertheless, women’s power at home was substantial.

Mrs. Chann provided some details. She noted that in the villages and small towns, widows or divorced women were pretty independent in running their own households and raising their children. Although women were expected to be faithful to one man for their entire life, divorce was not unknown. A woman’s reputation suffered only if she was suspected of adultery or in some other way was the direct cause of the breakup. Upon divorce, conjugal property was divided equally. The husband was entitled to take only the eldest of the children with him, and if he was not interested in doing so, the wife had custody of all the children. Some divorcees returned to their natal families; others raised their children on their own by taking in sewing. In other cases, they might leave their children with relatives or pay a neighbor to look after them.

The authority structure between husband and wife was reinforced by the parents’ overwhelming power over children. Informants mentioned that in most households, whether rural or urban, children worked alongside parents of the same sex, helping with household chores or work in the fields and orchards. Families with more than ten children were not uncommon. In most cases, older children took care of younger ones. Children were expected to be respectful and grateful to their parents; they could not “look their parents in the eye, not even after marriage.” Parents could also discipline their children as they saw fit. Peter stated baldly that “the father had the right to punish his children, including hanging them up by their hands. The mother had no right to intervene.”

Mrs. Chann gave a more benign picture of parent–child relations. She claimed that Cambodian mothers did not believe in beating children, who were equally treasured regardless of sex. At puberty boys joined the temple for a short time (one to three years); there they learned to recite Buddhist prayers and studied Buddhist scripture. Most important, they learned to distinguish between right and wrong and to express gratitude and responsibility toward their parents. As temporary monks, they could amass merits (by doing good deeds): eighteen for their mother and twenty-one for their father. Mrs. Chann was puzzled that after “having suffered through the pain of pregnancy and childbirth” she deserved less gratitude than her husband.39 Her educated husband, who spoke French and Thai fluently, said that it was because the father made new life possible in the mother: “You need a husband in order to have a child!” Despite her own doubts and her status as a powerful businesswoman, Mrs. Chann accepted the gender hierarchy that held that “the father is the pillar of the household.”

But Mrs. Chann soon modified her position, noting that although Cambodian men were frequently “treated like lords in their homes,” social status often undercut masculine privilege in a marriage. She was the daughter of a Sino-Cambodian rice miller who owned huge tracts of rice fields. Her mother was a Cambodian woman from a prosperous farming family near Battambang. Cambodian women engaged in petty trade, but large-scale commerce tended to be dominated by Sino-Cambodian families like Mrs. Chann’s. Thus they were very well off, but even so they did not belong to the Battambang elite, which was controlled by entrenched families of noble blood. She remarked that in rich families like hers, the parents of the bride could demand a large dowry in gold and silks and that the full wedding expenses be paid by the groom’s family, especially if his family had a slightly lower status.

Sometimes the groom’s family might be poor, but if he had an education and one could tell that his character was good, he could be brought into the family and trained in the arts of the higher-status person. And the bride’s family would not ask so much dowry. But if the man had asked for the daughter’s hand in marriage, he had to pay for everything.

Mrs. Chann was speaking from personal experience, for she was married to a university student in just the manner described. Female power, whether among the peasants or the middle class, was based on the control of household money, some of which was obtained through trade. “Whatever he made, he put in my hand. Among us Cambodians, that’s the practice in nine cases out of ten. I have had control of the money since the day I was married.”

Mothers played an important role in preparing girls for marriage. In the past, about age seventeen, when “the girl’s flesh had blossomed forth,” she “entered the shade” and was kept out of sight of men (including her father). During this confinement—which lasted from three months to a year—the girl learned embroidery and weaving. She wore long-sleeved blouses and refrained from eating meat so that her complexion would be beautiful. When she finally left the shade, “it was like a wedding festival,” and food was offered to monks. Her suitors were carefully scrutinized for their family background and level of education, and for whether they had been ordained to monkhood. The chosen groom would perform “groom service,” coming around to serve the in-laws by carrying water and chopping wood. The practice of entering the shade was confined to girls in well-off families; it instilled in them the retiring and circumspect role they were supposed to play in marriage. By the 1970s, however, such rituals surrounding puberty and marriage had begun to fade under the pressures of urbanization and exposure to Western culture. Nevertheless, careful surveillance of girls continued.40

Although the Sino-Cambodians were strict with their daughters, they favored giving girls some education and initiating them into the family business. Mrs. Chann and all her nine siblings went to school. After her marriage, she and her husband opened a dry-goods store that soon grew into a two-building affair. She handled the daily accounts and discussed only the big transactions with her husband. They rented out their inherited orchards and rice paddies to poor peasants. Mrs. Chann was also the family creditor: she amassed houses and distributed them among her seven children when they grew up. Opportunities like these to participate in the family business increased women’s economic power and gave them some public stature as traders and creditors.

To summarize, then, in the memories of Cambodian refugees, the elite urban or provincial family was characterized by male control over women and children, a power that included the right to administer physical punishment. Wives were expected to be obedient and deferential to their husbands, and women’s power derived mainly from running the household and handling the kitchen budget, as well as occasionally from petty trade. Women in farming families worked in the fields, but by and large the male and female spheres were separate, with women and girls playing important roles at home and in local economic activities. While boys had fewer social constraints than girls, they were also subject to the physical control of their fathers. Male power in the public domain was expressed by representing their families to authorities, by travel, and by seeking outside sexual liaisons (and sometimes multiple wives in different locations). These arrangements were given a legitimizing cast by folk Buddhist beliefs that women had less merit than men. Rural men were subordinated to more powerful men in the patronage networks that ordered the wider Cambodian society.

In Phnom Penh, especially among the middle class (which was dominated by Chinese and Vietnamese) in the 1970s, girls were gradually gaining more freedom to participate in the public sphere. Some women were enrolled in French schools and studying to be doctors and professionals. Through education they gained prestige and employment and could expect more respect from their husbands. But the majority of urban women were housewives or worked in family businesses under the supervision of their male relatives. Within the tiny group of intellectuals, women such as the wives of Pol Pot and his brother-in-arms Heng Samrin received university education in Paris. Thus although gender inequality was not part of Buddhist scriptural teachings, gender relations were deeply inscribed by the tenets of practical Buddhism and political absolutism.

The everyday effects of gender hierarchy in the city and in the countryside were modulated by Khmer-Buddhist values of kindness and compassion. Belief in karma and reincarnation underlay the most basic understandings of moral subjectivity, regardless of gender, age, or station in life. Karma (kam) is the notion that actions in one’s previous lives and the resulting accumulation of merit (bon) determine one’s current life situation. One can modify one’s fate by accumulating merits through performing good deeds, avoiding vices, praying, offering food and money to monks, and by becoming a monk. By doing good deeds, one can transfer merits to another person, especially a relative; the ethics of practical Buddhism was thus inseparable from the principles of mutuality within the family and sociality in the wider community.41

At the same time, Khmer-Buddhist concepts of the ethical subject stress gender differences. Women are viewed as more attached to material things and earthly affairs—as represented by childbirth, cooking, and trading—and thus are potentially less morally worthy, or spiritually subordinated to men as a category. Women enjoyed domestic power as wives and mothers, and they gained moral worth from caring for their families and from embodying the highest ideals of gentleness and compassion. Although married women exercised autonomy in day-to-day affairs, young unmarried women were strictly controlled, for their moral subjectivity was considered more susceptible to corrupt influence. Theravada Buddhism defined the virtuous young woman as someone sexually repressed, vigilantly monitored, and not putting herself in situations in which her virtue might be challenged.42 Anthropologist Judy Ledgerwood has written extensively about the traditional idea of the perfectly virtuous woman, srey kruap leak, who was based on the divine qualities of serenity, gracefulness, and sweetness in action and speech.43 In the chain of moral beings, men were positioned to be relays of power—from the king to officials to monks to male heads of household. At every level, men acted as moral preceptors and agents of control, especially of young women and children at the bottom.

By 1970, challenges to Buddhism had begun, as Lon Nol, in trying to locate political sovereignty more absolutely in the state, attacked the “thousands of years of absolutism, arbitrariness, and tyranny.”44 The Khmer Rouge, led by the Communist Party of Kampuchea, went further. In 1975, they sought to desacralize the nation altogether and to found a truly modern state that would kill off religion.

POL POT TIME

After their capture of Phnom Penh in April 1975, the Khmer Rouge dramatically marked the beginning of a new political order based on a novel relationship between state and population. Phnom Penh was emptied immediately, and people were driven at gunpoint into the countryside devastated by U.S. bombing, where they were forced to labor to produce food in peasant collectives. Equally traumatic to many Cambodians were the massive desecration and destruction of Buddhist temples, the forced defrocking of virtually the entire sangha, and the killing of thousands of monks and members of the Buddhist royal family. Peter Thuy was then a young monk working with U.S. armed forces along the Kampuchea border area.45 He recalls that before setting up a new village for the displaced urbanites, the Khmer Rouge gathered up people with religious knowledge and forced them to destroy Buddha images in front of the public. Then the monks were killed. Khmer Rouge soldiers—who as communists had been branded nonbelievers—boasted that murder was no sin, and that they would not be punished for their deeds. He explained, “So the people realized that they had better listen to the Angkar. Or you listen to Buddha [and face the consequences]. Now there is no Buddha in Cambodia, the temple was destroyed, and by one [Pol Pot] who had been born from Buddhism.”

This destruction of the figure of the sacred, who could be killed with impunity and without punishment, also sounded the death knell for the traditional religion-based culture and was the act that constituted a new political sovereignty. Agamben has argued that the essence of the modern state was in the state of exception, under which the Homo sacre “may be killed and yet not sacrificed,” the bare life that is at once excluded and yet captured within the political order.46 As refugees in their own country, ordinary Cambodians realized that under the Khmer Rouge, a new kind of moral being and a new political subject were being forged from the fire of massive desacralization.

To many, Pol Pot time represented a total rupture of the belief in Khmerness as a continuing cycle of Buddhist karma and the accumulation of merit.47 The Pol Pot time was a period of wildness and great reversal in which the Buddhist world itself was destroyed. In his account of life under the Khmer Rouge, Pin Yathay remembered a prophecy:

Puth was a nineteenth-century sage who prophesied that the country would undergo a total reversal of traditional values, that the houses and the streets would be emptied, that the infidels—thmils—would hold absolute power and persecute the priests. But people would be saved if they planted the kapok tree—kor, in Cambodian. Kor means “mute.” The usual interpretation of this enigmatic message was that only the deaf-mutes would be saved during this period of calamity. Remain deaf and mute. Therein, I now realized, lay the means of survival. Pretend to be deaf and dumb! Say nothing, hear nothing, understand nothing!48

The vast majority of Cambodians had not yet heard of Pol Pot, but they suddenly found themselves controlled by ferocious and well-armed peasant soldiers clad in black uniforms, the members of the shadowy regime called Angkar. Time was reordered, and 1975 became, in the words of outside observers, Year Zero—a start from scratch to be achieved by abolishing currency, evacuating cities, eliminating the elite, and wiping out religion.

The Policing State and Its Population

The Pol Pot regime sought to mobilize raw labor power to build a self-sustaining agrarian utopia (harking back to the glorious past of Cambodge), a state that could protect itself from foreign domination (Vietnamese and American) and turn its back on the knowledge, institutions, and infrastructures of modern society. Foucault has differentiated between two kinds of modern state: the liberal state based on government of the population, and the policing state based on a governmental technology that harnesses the population in service of strengthening the state.49 The Angkar sought to be a policing state, but the Khmer Rouge never reached a level of organization or efficiency, bungled on a massive scale, killed off enemies of the state at a high rate (more than four hundred thousand), and lost more than a million and a half people to primitive working and living conditions.

Pin Yathay, who was trained as an engineer, gives an on-the-ground view of Khmer Rouge rule. The Angkar transmitted power through a chain of provincial and district leaders, who commanded village chiefs. “In general nothing was written down. The application of the orders, therefore, depended on the interpretation placed on them by each leader, depending on his level of education and on his ability to remember the orders.”50 Yathay’s general impression, however, was that there was no established rule. “In the absence of published law, discipline varied at the whim of each village chief.”51 Indeed, many scholars and refugees reported that conditions of brutality varied across districts and provinces. Much of the random violence happened at the local level, as village leaders and individual soldiers delegated to themselves the absolute power of the Angkar.52

The goal of Democratic Kampuchea was to strengthen the state by means of cooperative self-sufficiency, using a dual policy of increasing rice production and increasing the population. To the first end, the Khmer Rouge turned the entire country into a series of labor camps and peasant cooperatives. Family members, including teenagers, were dispersed among production teams and cooperatives and placed in single-sex work groups. The old and the very young were also put to work, and even nursing mothers had to leave their babies in order to participate in rice cultivation. People had to work ten to twelve hours a day, with primitive tools, while subsisting on a thin rice gruel.53

This relentless labor had a disastrous effect, with many people dying, mainly through the Khmer Rouge’s brutality, ineptitude, and neglect. Chandler reports that the northwest, where Battambang is located, was particularly heavily affected by Angkar bungling. Even as rations decreased, there was pressure to produce food surpluses. Thousands of the “new people” were mobilized to clear the jungle. “No Western-style medicines were available, and thousands soon died from malaria, overwork, and malnutrition.”54 For survivors who later escaped to Western countries, slavery and starvation left an indelible imprint.

Yann referred to Democratic Kampuchea as “the land of no more hope.” He was a keen observer, a teacher from Svay Rieng near the Vietnamese border, who was displaced by border fights and the U.S. bombing. Like many others, he fled to Phnom Penh, where he lowered himself by becoming a cyclo driver. As the Khmer Rouge came closer to the capital, he fled to Battambang in the northwest, near the Thai border:

I hid myself among the people from the area. The Khmer Rouge forced us to work. We had to carry stuff, clear the land for farms, plant fruit trees and grow potatoes. They kept taking us off one job and giving us another. They took us out of the orchards and put us to transplanting rice seedlings. They then took us out of rice transplanting and made us build canals, all according to their command. We just let them use us, we just stayed silent. We just asked to be alive. . . . We never had enough to eat. We had to carry soil, but they gave us only gruel. But what could we do? We just had to bear it. We were living under their control. Just bear it, or die by opposing them.

Although early anti-Angkar propaganda claimed that the organization’s goal was the “destruction of the family,” Michael Vickery argues that evidence shows that Democratic Kampuchea was actually concerned about increasing the population. The dispersal of family members to different work teams was perhaps part of a move to form peasant cooperatives, but the real goal seemed to be to break up kinship networks. In fact, demographic policy seemed to be “to encourage the formation and maintenance of nuclear family units of husband, wife, and children” for reproduction purposes.55 Village chiefs approved marriages within the same class, and they encouraged sexual relations and having babies. People were forced into marriage for the purpose of producing more babies. Vickery claims that “DK policy was immeasurably stricter than the pre-revolutionary norms [on premarital sex and marriage] it mirrored, and it served to modify, not destroy, the family through transferring parental authority over adults to the state and breaking down the family into nuclear units.”56

Mrs. Sophat, who was separated from her husband in the march out of Phnom Penh, told me that after she arrived at a labor camp near Battambang, “the Pol Potists” forced her to remarry. Some urban migrants speculated that the Khmer Rouge instituted forced marriage because they were trying to get people to put down roots and raise children, so as to stabilize the new society more quickly. The scarcity of food and widespread illness did not seem to inspire doubts about the wisdom of increasing the population. There were seven couples in Mrs. Sophat’s work gang who had not known each other before they were compelled to marry (many later separated):

They summoned us to get married. I was in the fields; we were transplanting rice. The Pol Potists called a meeting, but they never said anything about marriage. They did not want us to know. When I got there I was given a pair of pants and a red scarf. I was happy because I hadn’t had anything to wear. Then we were told to go to the kitchen. There they said, . . . “They’ve arranged for you to take a husband.” My heart sank, but I didn’t dare argue for fear of being killed. Such things were not allowed.

Along with other involuntary couples, they were married under raised bayonets. Her second husband was like herself, a new person—someone who had been forcibly relocated to the area. He had been a soldier under Lon Nol but had hidden his identity. His family was a rarity: all of its members survived because each made an escape and they all changed their identities. Together, Mr. and Mrs. Sophat fled in an attempt to avoid starvation, but were finally caught and put into a reeducation camp. They were punished by being made to do heavy work, like digging by hand: “That was worse than being in prison. The men had leg shackles, but not the women; they knew we couldn’t escape far.” She was in the reeducation camp for three months before her brother obtained her release. The Khmer Rouge had planned to kill him, but changed their minds when he proved useful repairing trucks and other machines. He made up a story that her husband was missing and that she should be allowed to go look for him. Later reunited, she and her second husband finally made it to the border, with her mother and two children from her first marriage.

Reclassifications: Revolutionaries and Enemies

Little has been known about how the Khmer Rouge sought to build a new social order based on a biopolitical differentiation between useful and revolutionary citizens on the one hand, and useless intellectuals and bourgeois traitors of the revolution on the other. An abstract hierarchy of classifications and rationalities categorized people as country folk or urban exiles, proletarians or educated bourgeois, loyal Cambodians or pro-Western imperialist followers and traitors, adults or children, each with a different value in the social order. While the communist utopia sought to abolish classes, it developed a polarized scheme of people who were assessed to be useful or not useful to the state—citizens or enemies. Peasants in their home areas (bases) were called old people or base citizens (bracheahuan mouladthan).57 As the true agrarian subjects, they had the right political status and enjoyed better access to all kinds of resources. Displaced urban dwellers were called the new people in the countryside, people who were relatively worthless in building the agrarian utopia. They were collectively considered enemies of the state (kbot cheat) and were harshly treated.58 These differences were enforced with savage and random authority, and being labeled meant the difference between eking out a livelihood and deep exploitation, between the right to live and being executed. As Ledgerwood and others have observed, most refugees consider the Pol Pot years as a time in which the social order was upended. “The most obvious reversal was between ‘old’ or ‘base’ people, people who had lived in the previously liberated areas of the countryside, and ‘new’ people who were evacuated from the cities. . . . ‘Old’ people were given positions of political, social, and economic superiority over highly educated, formerly wealthy, and powerful urbanites.”59 Thousands of suspect people were tortured and killed in prison camps.60 People revealed to have been educated professionals, ethnic Chinese, or soldiers under the Lon Nol government were randomly killed. The Khmer Rouge, by contrast, constituted a kind of revolutionary aristocracy.

Mrs. Sophat said of her first husband, from whom she had been separated in the exodus from Phnom Penh,

I lost contact with my husband forever. Later, I only received news he had died. . . . Even if he had made it safely out to the countryside, my husband would not have survived Pol Pot because he looked the type, looked like a person of some consequence. They would not have let him live. By his look and demeanor, if they had found him, they would have killed him. They wouldn’t have kept him alive. His entire family died; not even a niece or nephew survived. They killed all of them. We didn’t dare keep any of his pictures or addresses or anything. Otherwise, the Khmer Rouge would have killed my entire family. I buried his passport at Toul Andet. I didn’t dare keep it for fear that it would have cost my life and those of his children.

Another refugee in Oakland—Mrs. Lim, a Sino-Cambodian—was a member of the commercial class; her family had been in Phnom Penh for three generations. She did not grow up speaking Chinese and had very little schooling as a child. Her family was driven to the countryside, where they were forced to take up farming and given very little to eat in Svay Rieng province:

They took away my younger siblings. That is why I almost went mad. Except for me, my siblings are gone. They killed them off: an older sister, a younger sister, and a younger brother. My older sister with her ten children. My father was murdered too. My mother was almost taken away. For every minor infraction, they’ll take you away. If you’re light-skinned, they’ll say you’re Vietnamese. You’ll be killed. We could not even let them see us cry. That is why we almost lost our minds.

They killed light-skinned people. Professors, all the professionals, they didn’t spare anybody. My brother was a teacher; they took him away. We thought they wouldn’t kill teachers. . . . Even a little baby who hasn’t done anything to anybody, they were also taken to be killed. If they didn’t throw them on a bayonet, then they would smash them against the tree trunk until they died and dropped to the pit below. My nieces and nephews who were only about three months old were also taken to be killed.

Refugee Tony Ngin reported that Sino-Cambodians living in the provinces fared a little better because they could be embedded in peasant society. He noted that the major difference in suffering was between people expelled from Phnom Penh and those who originated from Battambang. Tony’s father was a Cantonese businessman who owned grocery stores in Battambang. Like all local residents, they were sent out to the surrounding countryside to work as farmers. Battambang families like his were better able to survive than migrants from Phnom Penh because they could hold on to their belongings and had access to all kinds of local resources: “Most of the migrants from Phnom Penh perished.” Later, Tony’s father and a brother also succumbed to starvation. Tony, then in his early twenties, agreed that the Khmer Rouge singled out professionals, teachers, and other employees of the former Lon Nol government, but didn’t persecute people simply because they were ethnic Chinese, like his family. After the Vietnamese invasion, Tony and the rest of his family walked overnight to the Thai border, and the Khmer Rouge allowed them to pass in exchange for a few U.S. dollars.

Mrs. Tech was the daughter of farmers who lived near Kompong Rouge. She was married to a soldier under the Lon Nol government:

The night the Khmer Rouge took my husband from my arms is still fresh in my mind. Back then we did not tell them anything about being in the civil service and all, just that he was a farmer. I don’t know how they knew. They took everyone in our group. There were three persons in the house who worked in the military, including my husband. They came and called all of them away to be beaten to death, but one survived. He was only unconscious and was later able to sneak away. At night, he came back to get his wife. I was unconscious like the dead, so exhausted from work and fear.

After the Vietnamese invasion, Mrs. Tech met up with the survivor, who told her that her husband had been killed that night. By then, she had escaped with her four remaining children to Battambang.

In the labor camps, surviving new people were subjected to daily political education to eliminate their bourgeois attitude and individualist leanings. The goal was to shape the perfect revolutionary who would serve Angkar with total submission. “The Khmer Rouge attitude to those with qualifications was uncompromising: ‘To leave them alive contributes nothing. By exterminating them, nothing is lost to the Revolution.’ Educated people were simply threats to be eliminated.”61

Angkar policies also inverted conventional age and sex hierarchies. Angkar’s ragged bands of teenage soldiers not only wielded power in the labor camps, but they also sought out enemies of the regime, tortured and killed suspects, arranged forced marriages, and, according to survivors, generally created a daily theater of terror and arbitrary brutality. Children were taught to inform on their parents, and were used in other ways as potential threats to their parents’ authority. Ledgerwood mentions that Khmer refugees whom she interviewed said that some women betrayed their husbands by revealing their past or by making false accusations.62 None of the refugees in Oakland whom I interviewed complained about being explicitly betrayed by children or wives.

Khmer Rouge policies for overturning conventional societal relationships had an extensive impact on gender relations. Some women were forced into marriage and many were raped, and thus were continually exposed to conditions in which they could not protect their virtue. Female informants told of themselves and other women losing male protectors and being forced to struggle on their own to save their surviving children. Their stories suggest that female survivors tried, under the most daunting circumstances, to live up to Khmer-Buddhist ideals of womanhood. Mrs. Tech’s story is one of possibly countless examples of a woman’s valiant attempt to hold her family together in those war years. In 1979, as the Vietnamese invasion of Democratic Kampuchea brought chaos, an opening was created for many Cambodians to escape to the Thai border:

I was a single mother with four sick children. I carried all my sick children by turn, running from one place to another to find a place free from the Khmer Rouge, when the Vietnamese occupied my country. I needed to find money to support the children. My hands were full. I took my two older sons who were very sick to the Battambang hospital, where they were admitted. I did not have any money; I had to leave them there.

I escaped to the Thai border, where I set up a little business to make some money. When I arrived, all my energies were almost gone, and the two children who were with me were very sick too. I brought them to the hospital at the border. We were admitted and then sent to Khao-I-Dang hospital by ambulance. We stayed at the hospital for several months. When I felt better, I wanted to go back to Battambang to pick up my two boys. But I didn’t know how to do this. I was already in Thailand and had the two younger ones with me. I did not know what to do. I felt terrible that I could not go back and pick up my children to be reunited with us in Thailand. It had been extremely difficult to escape. I have felt sorry and sick ever since.

In many cases, the loss of a father, husband, or other male protector stripped women and children of any degree of safety, and women had to resort to all kinds of devices—burying evidence of family status, faking their class or ethnicity, submitting to forced marriages, seeking male companions, engaging in smuggling and barter—to escape arbitrary violence and survive deprivation. Unrelenting hunger drove almost everyone to steal food for their children. Some sold bits of jewelry concealed in their sarongs to buy food and medicine that was often ineffective. Many died from lack of medical care, an experience that has made Cambodian refugees extremely concerned about access to medicine. Children were often forcibly separated from their parents, and those temporarily abandoned generally became permanently lost or orphaned.63 Khmer Buddhist values had to be discarded as profound distrust guided every effort to remain alive.

For its victims, the Pol Pot years shattered any sense of security and trust in social relations, even within the family. The high degree of insecurity, incidence of betrayal, and other reversals attenuated cultural norms. In the midst of life-and-death choices and the extremity of daily survival, people depended on subterfuge, disguise, lying, and silence. Individuals tried to disappear into the local old people among whom they were settled, passively followed orders, and dumbed down their behavior. They became adept at dissimulation and dual consciousness in order to escape unwelcome attention or detection.64 The very tactics and transgressions required to survive and to hold families together kept women from guarding their virtue. Women who had sexual contacts outside marriage or who had been raped suffered additional moral devaluation; widows and unmarried women were stigmatized as lacking all moral value.65 Those who survived and reached refugee camps felt that just as there were no more virtuous women, there seemed to be no more Buddhism as well.

The words of poet U Sam Oeur invoke the Buddhist motherland buried by war:

No places to hide, no skies under which to rest;

and the moaning of children,

and the cries of mothers

out of blazing fire across the land,

And your bodies, brothers, shielding us

from the bullets, and your blood

splashing over our Mother, induce my soul

to ever worship jasmine and lotus blossoms.66
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