Title: “Concrete Resonances: The Building of Cambodia and Political Regimes from the Colonial Period to the Present-Day” 

Conveners: Stéphanie Benzaquen-Gautier (IIAS/International Institute for Asian Studies, Leiden, SD.BenzaquenGautier@gmail.com), Anne-Laure Porée (EHESS/Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, Paris, alporee@gmail.com)

Format: Double panel 

Techo International Airport, Morodok Techo National Stadium, Funan Techo Canal (still under construction), and dozens of schools and hospitals across the country named after former Prime Minister Hun Sen’s honorific title … Cambodia is now living in the ‘Techo era’. The term denotes how the current leadership designs the country’s development after decades of violence and instability. More exactly, it indicates the specific sectors with which it wants to associate its name. However impressive, the Techo era’s building frenzy is not new. In the late 1950s and 1960s, under Prince Norodom Sihanouk, the country had already experienced a wave of urbanisation and modernisation. The Sangkum period, as the post-independence years (1955-1970) are often called, reshaped Cambodia’s urban and rural landscape through housing, factories, universities, sport and cultural institutions, hospitals, roads, and so forth. It produced a recognisable style which combined Khmer influences with international modernism, the ‘new Khmer architecture’. 

The Sangkum era and the current period are much discussed but less attention has been paid to the other regimes. Yet, all have sought to leave a lasting mark on Cambodia through a range of education, health, transport, and culture infrastructures. How did these different regimes assert their political identity and respond to one another through ‘built forms’? What did the successive governments choose to create, transform, commemorate, preserve, ignore, or destroy? How did citizens use, appropriate, or contest these choices? How did ‘built forms’ impact on people’s life? Today, over 65 percent of Cambodia’s population is under 30. Does this demographic configuration change anything at all? Do we see the emergence of new practices or approaches like ‘placemaking’ and ‘sustainable and inclusive ways of life’? If so, what role does social media play in this process?  To address these questions, we suggest the theme of ‘concrete resonances’, to be understood as both ‘materialities’ and ‘reverberations’. By focusing on the continuities and ruptures of ‘built forms’ and their effects, we will try to clarify the formation of Cambodian political culture(s) and the extent to which colonial, decolonial, and possibly ‘neo-colonial’ processes shape it. 

In recent years, research on Cambodia has become increasingly interdisciplinary. In line with these developments, we propose to tackle the question of the relations between political power and ‘building’ through a wide array of perspectives. The double panel will be the opportunity to bring into conversation fields as diverse as history, anthropology, political science, geography, urban studies, media studies, material and visual culture, and environmental studies. Since our long-term objective is an edited volume, it will also provide the framework for workshopping the book proposal with potential contributors. Topics of interest include but are not limited to infrastructures, monuments, public space, urbanisation, and heritage. The double panel is open to academics from different fields, artists, and practitioners (e.g., architects, urban planners). The presentations can be (1) case studies, (2) discourse or narrative analysis, (3) discussion of theories, methodologies, sources, and archival practices, and (4) projects (architecture, art, urban planning). We encourage Cambodia and Southeast Asia-based participants to apply.
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