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APPENDIX A.
Participating Organizations in the USA and France

CAmboDIAN orgANIsAtIoNs UsA1

1. American Cambodian Intelligence Center Long Beach, California
2. Applied Social Research Institute of Cambodia (ASRIC) Long Beach, California
3. Cambodia Town Inc. Long Beach, California
4. Cambodian American Chamber of Commerce Long Beach, California
5. Cambodian American Resource Agency (CARA) San José, California
6. Cambodian Arts Preservation Group Long Beach, California
7. Cambodian Association of America (CAA) Long Beach, California
8. Cambodian Association of Illinois/ Cambodian American 

Heritage Museum and Killing Fields Memorial
Chicago, Illinois

9. Cambodian Community History and Archive Project 
(CamCHAP)

Long Beach, California

10. Cambodian Coordinating Council Long Beach, California
11. Cambodian Memorial Day Organization Long Beach, California
12. Cambodian Veterans Association Long Beach, California
13. Chinese American Museum (CAMLA) Los Angeles, California
14. Community Police Center Long Beach, California
15. Khmer Girls in Action Long Beach, California
16. Khmer Parents Association Long Beach, California
17. Southeast Asia Resource Action Center (SEARA) Sacramento, California
18. United Cambodian Community Inc. (UCC) Long Beach, California

rEsoUrCE CENtErs UsA

1. California State University, Long Beach Dept. of Anthropology, Long Beach, California
2. George Washington Diaspora Research Program George Washington University, Washington D.C.
3. Mark Twain Neighbourhood Library Long Beach, California
4. Northern Illinois University Dept. of Anthropology, Dept. of Political Science and Center for 

Southeast Asian Studies, DeKalb, Illinois
5. University of California, Berkeley Dept. of South & Southeast Asian Studies and

Dept. of Asian American Studies, Berkeley, California
6. University of California, Los Angeles Center for Southeast Asian Studies,Los Angeles, California
7. Wilson School, primary education Long Beach, California

rElIgIoUs orgANIsAtIoNs UsA

1. Life House Church Long Beach, California
2. Wat Khemara Buddhikaram Long Beach, California
3. Wat Vipassanaram Long Beach, California

CAmboDIAN orgANIsAtIoNs FrANCE2

1. Accueil Cambodgien HQ Paris, France / Regional organization Rhône-Alpes
2. Association Culturelle Cambodgienne de Lyon (ACC) Lyon, France
3. Association de Médécins Cambodgiens de France (AMC-

ASSO)
HQ Paris, France / Regional organization Rhône-Alpes

4. Association des Etudiants Cambodgiens en France (ADECF) HQ Paris, France / Regional organization Rhône-Alpes
5. Association pour le Développement de l’enseignement 

(ADERC)
Villefontaine (Rhône), France

6. Association pour le Développement Médicale et l’Aide 
Humanitaire (ADMAHC)

Lyon, France

7. Association pour les Droits de L’Homme et le Développement 
au Cambodge (ADHOC)

Phnom Penh, Cambodia (registered as National NGO)

8. Centre Kram Ngoy (CKN) Montpellier, France & Phnom Penh, Cambodia

 1 ‘501(c) organization’ is an American tax-exempt, nonprofit corporation or association.
“The exempt purposes set forth in section 501(c)(3) are charitable, religious, educational, scientific, literary, testing for public safety, fostering national 
or international amateur sports competition, and preventing cruelty to children or animals. The term charitable is used in its generally accepted legal 
sense and includes relief of the poor, the distressed, or the underprivileged; advancement of religion; advancement of education or science; erecting or 
maintaining public buildings, monuments, or works; lessening the burdens of government; lessening neighborhood tensions; eliminating prejudice and 
discrimination; defending human and civil rights secured by law; and combatting community deterioration and juvenile delinquency”    
(website: www.irs.gov)

 2  Association ‘loi de 1901’- “L’association est la convention par laquelle deux ou plusieurs personnes mettent en commun, d’une façon permanente, leurs 
connaissances ou leur activité dans un but autre que de partager des bénéfices. Elle est regie, quant à sa validité, par les principes généraux du droit 
applicable aux contracts et obligations” (website: associations.gouv.fr)
(The association is an agreement by which two or more people share, on a permanent basis, their knowledge or activity for a purpose other than to share the 
profits. It is governed, as to its validity, by the general principles of law applicable to contracts and obligations)  



9. Collectif des Organisations de Solidarité Internationale 
Issues des Migrations (COSIM)

HQ Paris, France / Regional organization Rhône-Alpes

10. Electriciens sans Frontières (ESF) HQ Paris, France / Regional organization Rhône-Alpes
11. Enfants d’Asie HQ Paris, France /Regional organization Rhône-Alpes
12. Espace Khmer Paris, France
13. Front Uni National pour un Cambodge Indépendant, 

Neutre, Pacifique, et Coopératif (FUNCINPEC)
Phnom Penh, Cambodia
HQ Paris, France / Regional organization Rhône-Alpes

14. La Force Européenne pour le Transfert de Technologie 
Medical et Humanitaire (LAFETT-MH)

Lyon, France

rEsoUrCE CENtErs FrANCE

1. Ambassade Royale du Cambodge Paris, France
2. Association Française pour la Recherche sur l’Asie du Sud-

Est (AFRASE)
c/o EFEO, Paris, France

3. Centre Asie du Sud-Est Université Rennes, France
4. Ecole de la Paix Grenoble, France
5. Ecole Khmere de Bron Bron (Rhône), France
6. Forum Refugiés /Centre de Documentation Lyon, France&regional organisations
7. INALCO- Institut National des Langues et civilizations 

orientales
Section Cambodgienne, Université Dauphine

Paris, France

8. Université Lyon 2, Institut d’Etudes Politique Lyon, France
9. Université Lyon, Faculté de Médecine Lyon, France

rElIgIoUs orgANIsAtIoNs FrANCE

1. Association Bouddhiste St. Genis Laval St. Genis Laval (Rhône), France
2. Fondation Bouddhique Khmère Baigneux, France
3. Wat Bouddharainsey Pusignan (Rhône), France
4. Wat Boudikaram, St. Genis Laval St. Genis Laval (Rhône), France

NoN-govErNmENtAl & DoNor orgANIsAtIoNs  CAmboDIA

1. ABC International Projects –Radio National de Kampuchea Phnom Penh, Cambodia
2. Agriculture Development International Phnom Penh, Cambodia
3. American Friends Service Committee Phnom Penh, Cambodia
4. Cambodian Center for Human Rights Phnom Penh, Cambodia
5. Center for Social Development Phnom Penh, Cambodia
6. Centre Kram Ngoy Phnom Penh, Cambodia
7. Enrich Phnom Penh, Cambodia
8. Extraordinary Chambers in the Court of Cambodia (ECCC) Phnom Penh, Cambodia
9. Friends International Phnom Penh, Cambodia

10. Groupe de Récherches et d’Echanges Technologiques 
(GRET)

Phnom Penh, Cambodia

11. Khmer Rouge Tribunal Fellowship Phnom Penh, Cambodia
12. Phnom Penh Accueil Phnom Penh, Cambodia
13. Reconciliation Resource Network Phnom Penh, Cambodia
14. Seametrey Children’s Village Phnom Penh, Cambodia
15. SILAKA Phnom Penh, Cambodia
16. Sustainable Schools international Kompong Speu, Cambodia
17. UCC Development Foundation Kampot, Cambodia
18. Village Focus Phnom Penh, Cambodia
19. Women for Prosperity Phnom Penh, Cambodia

govErNmENtAl orgANIsAtIoNs

1. Front Uni National pour un Cambodge Indépendant, 
Neutre, Pacifique, et Coopératif (FUNCINPEC)

Phnom Penh, Cambodia

2. Hun Sen Library Phnom Penh, Cambodia
3. Ministry of Education Phnom Penh, Cambodia
4. Ministry of Environment Phnom Penh, Cambodia
5. Ministry of Rural Development Phnom Penh, Cambodia
6. Ministry of Women’s Affairs Phnom Penh, Cambodia
7. Royal Academy of Cambodia (RAC), Institute of Humanities 

and Social Science
Phnom Penh, Cambodia

8. Royal University of Phnom Penh, Faculté de Droit et 
Sciences Economique

Phnom Penh, Cambodia



9. Royal University of Phnom Penh, Faculty of Social Sciences Phnom Penh, Cambodia
10. Senate of Cambodia Phnom Penh, Cambodia

rEsoUrCE CENtErs CAmboDIA

1. Ambassade de France Phnom Penh, Cambodia
2. Asian Development Bank Phnom Penh, Cambodia
3. Bophana Audiovisual Resource Center Phnom Penh, Cambodia
4. Cambodia Development Policy Research Institute (CDRI) Phnom Penh, Cambodia
5. Center for Khmer Studies (CKS) Siem Reap and Phnom Penh, Cambodia
6. Chiang Mai University, Regional Center for Social Sciences 

and Sustainable Development
Chiang Mai, Thailand 

7. Cooperation Committee for Cambodia (CCC) Phnom Penh, Cambodia
8. Documentary Chambers of Cambodia (DC-Cam) Phnom Penh, Cambodia
9. Embassy of the United States Phnom Penh, Cambodia

10. Happy Hour Social Sciences Phnom Penh Phnom Penh, Cambodia
11. Lee Kong Chian Library Singapore, Singapore
12. Pannassastrata University Phnom Penh, Cambodia
13. United Nations High Commission on Refugees (UNHCR) Phnom Penh, Cambodia
14. Women’s Media Centre of Cambodia Phnom Penh, Cambodia
15. Worldbank Phnom Penh, Cambodia

rElIgIoUs orgANIzAtIoNs CAmboDIA

1. Association of Buddhists for the Environment Phnom Penh, Cambodia
2. Buddhist Institute Library Phnom Penh, Cambodia & Baigneux, France
3. Dhammadutta Associaton Phnom Penh, Cambodia
4. Wat Langka Phnom Penh, Cambodia



APPENDIX b.
General Comparison of Informants

France PP1 UsA PP2
Cambodian population country wide (2000) 63.300 149.047
Total number of interviews 20 31 40 26

Cambodian respondents (%) 75% 65% 78% 65%
Of which returnees (%) * 55% * 76%
of which male (%) 80% 45% 52% 62%

time of arrival host country
  Before KR takeover ( pre april 1975)* 27% 73% 16% 54%
  During KR takeover (post april 1975-1979)* 20% 9% 13% 0%
  Before Paris Peace Accords (1980-1991) 33% 18% 71% 46%
  After Paris Peace Accords 13% 0% 3% 0%

  * research population

Age at time of arrival host country 
  0-10 years old 27% 36% 19% 8%
  11-20 years old 20% 9% 39% 31%
  21-30 years old 33% 36% 32% 38%
  31-40 years old 20% 18% 16% 23%

mean time of stay host country (years) 36 20 29 19
mean Age (2010) 51 54 46 54

level of Education
  Academic 60% 100% 45% 71%
  Secondary 20% 0% 45% 18%
  Primary 20% 0% 10% 12%



APPENDIX C.
Characteristics Key Informants

1. At DEPArtUrE CAmboDIA 2. IN CoUNtry

sEXE borN AgE
mArItAl  
stAtUs ChIlDrEN

 
EDUCAtIoN Work ArrIvAl AgE yEArs Work

FrANCE

A. M 1932 21/40 S/M 0/2 2ary/3iary Student/Minister 1953/1974 21/41 7 &19 Student

B. F 1955 18 S 0 2dary Student 1973 18 4 Student

C. F 1966 10 S 0 1ary Schoolgirl 1978 12 14 Student

D. M 1945 27 M 2 2ary/3iary Teacher/Civil servant 1972 27 22 Student

E. M 1952 21 S 0 2ary Monk 1973 21 12 Monk

UsA 

A. F 1943 37 M 1 2ary Homemaker 1980 37 11 Activist

B. F 1950 29 M 3 2ary Homemaker 1980 29 13 Director

C. M 1977 5 S 0 none none 1989 12 15 Government

D. M 1940 24 S 0 2ary Student 1972 32 19 Social work

E. F 1959 16 S 0 2ary Student 1975 16 16 Social work

F. M 1943 20 S 0 2ary Student 1963 20 24 Social work

3. At rEtUrN to CAmboDIA

sEXE borN yEAr AgE
E
DUCAtIoN

mArItAl  
stAtUs ChIlDrEN Work

vIsIts  
host CoUNtry

FrANCE 

A. M 1932 1960/1992 28/60 3iary M 2 adopted NGO Every 3 months

B. F 1955 1996 41 3iary M 3 Teacher/NGO Every year

C. F 1966 1992 26 3iary S none Politician Every year

D. M 1945 1994 49 3iary M none Government Seldom

E. M 1952 1990 38 3iary S none Monk Every 3 months

UsA 

A. F 1943 1991 48 3iary D 1 (left in US) Activist/NGO Seldom

B. F 1950 1993 43 3iary M 3 (left in US) Activist/NGO Every year

C. M 1977 2004 27 3iary S none Activist/NGO Every year

D. M 1940 1991 51 3iary D/M 3 (left in US) Politician/NGO Every summer

E. F 1959 1991 32 3iary D/M 2 (left in US) Politician/NGO Every summer

F. M 1943 1987 44 3iary D/M 3 (left in US) Politician/Senate Every 6 months



APPENDIX D.
Illustrative Case Studies

To illustrate the chapters and conclusions in this disserta-
tion, this appendix presents some of the case studies that 
have been published on the Khmerican website (www.
khmerican.org). These short studies have alternatedly been 
centred on Cambodian American and Cambodian French 
experiences of return rather than their institutional entre-
preneurial activities and represent only a fraction of the 
data collected. However, they do provide the reader with an 
idea on the narrativizations of the research population and 
represent the diversity of stories and lives under scrutiny 
in this research.

 1.  mr. Pol: From bAttAmbANg to thAIlAND,  
to CAlIForNIA AND bACk

“Returning to Cambodia was really hard. I had to explain to 
my family here that I did not come back for the money. That 
I had come to find some kind of satisfaction. I was looking 
for fulfillment in doing something I care about. But this is 
where it had to happen…”

Escaping Cambodia

“Basically the Khmer Rouge needed the people to be a buf-
fer from the Vietnamese army. We were taken as a human 
shield. My family left the trail and escaped all this. I was 
two years old, and I don’t have memories. That could be 
good, but I really want to understand what’s been going on 
back then.”

Mr. Pol (born in 1977) was only eight years old when his 
mother and five brothers left Cambodia and sought cover 
in a refugee camp on the Thai border. Most of his youth 
he spent there. Arriving in the US in early adolescence, he 
continued his education in a small city in California.

After the Peace Accords of 1991, Cambodian American re-
turnees looking for a way to work for Cambodia found that 
a contract for or partnership with UNTAC was attractive. 
Thus many of them became ‘brokers’ between the United 
Nations and Cambodian society. To really contribute to 
Cambodia’s transformation, however, as  
Mr. Pol explains, it is more effective to work for an indepen-
dent non-government or donor related organization.

return to Cambodia

At 28, Mr. Pol returned to Cambodia and became an ac-
tivist, fighting for the reform of the Cambodian human 
rights standards. As of 2011, he is known as a leader in 
Cambodian civil society; still, he is relatively young to hold 
a prominent position in the non-governmental (NGO) sec-
tor. He presents himself as a sociable person full of doubts, 
a risk taker, an entrepreneur.

“All my brothers did go back to Cambodia. One of my broth-
ers is in politics, one a businessman and another politician. 
And one is back in the US now. We talked about going back 
all the time when we were growing up, and we were very 
active in the local community even in California. We were 
supporting the opposition to the Cambodian government 
and involved in Cambodian politics. It is like we were the 
craziest people in the world. And then we look back upon it, 
and we think… we would want to do it again.”

Mr. Pol has been threatened by government officials on sev-
eral occasions while he was supporting local human rights; 
nevertheless, this never withheld him from doing his job. 
The way he sees it, his work for an NGO is more political 
in nature his brother’s role in actual Cambodian politics 
and more about education than his first job in Cambodia, 
as a lecturer. Bringing all these things together to realize 
concrete sustained change in human rights standards, 
however, he does not yet know how to do.

Contributing to the progress of Cambodia

Mr. Pol does not mention his American social network 
but declares himself always open to making new friends. 
Even though his social network seems made up of many 
Cambodian Americans and expatriates, he expresses his 
ambitions in inspiring local Cambodian students to new 
ways of thinking. His idea of ‘education’ is rather related to 
developing a critical attitude toward society and creativity 
in problem-solving, not necessarily tied to being Khmer or 
being American.

“I’m just looking at the signs of a critical mass and when 
they are assertive. The work here is the most educational 
and political it could be. But I don’t know the way yet. I don’t 
know how to change people’s attitudes. The good thing in 
the US is that you get trained to think that challenges are 
great. That is the great thing about US culture. You are 
trained to take the risk.”

In Pol’s opinion, his background as a returnee does not nec-
essarily equip him for all this transnational networking. 
He would rather not talk about his Cambodian American 
background in public and returns to the US occasionally for 
holidays only. His focus is on and in Cambodia.

“I did not grow up here, but I think I do have an under-
standing. I do introduce myself as Khmer… but that is 
Khmer pride. People generally look up to the Cambodian 
Americans because they have a lot of money. Particularly in 
the past. It was a very positive thing. I don’t want that. They 
used to have the money in the past, but now it’s the officials 
who have the money.”

Things have changed for him after a number of years at the 
head of a controversial organization, as Pol says:

“Before, I would be outraged by injustice, and that made me 
take action. But now I am not outraged by injustice. I think 
Cambodia changed me more than I changed Cambodia. I 
am getting used to things. Desensitized by many of these 
things”

 2.  mADAmE PAs: From PhNom PENh to vIEtNAm, 
to PArIs AND bACk

Madame Pas was born in 1966 into a wealthy family con-
nected to the royal court. She explains that there just was 
no question in those years: if you belonged to the elite then 
you would have pride in the French language, its culture 
and its etiquette. If you had the money and, thus, a choice, 
you sent your children and relatives to France well before 
the Khmer Rouge takeover in 1975. As her grandfather re-
fused to leave his country, however, her family never made 
it there in time.



Mme. Pas is hesitant. She has tears in her eyes as she tells 
me the story of her survival. The surviving family members 
could only get away after passing several years in Vietnam. 
Only by using their connections and by paying some bribes 
did the rest of the family finally manage to take a plane 
from Ho Chi Minh to freedom legitimately. France, the 
country they preferred, was the only place to go. As she 
explains, that’s where 80% of the refugees in Vietnam went 
at that time. Anyone who would have said they wanted to go 
to the United States would have landed in prison.

Cambodian politics in exile

The mixed reputation still connected with the Cambodian 
French and also, but to a lesser degree, the Cambodian 
American returnees seems bound up especially with their 
support and participation in the Front Uni National pour 
un Cambodge Indépendant Neutre, Pacifique et Coopératif 
(FUNCINPEC) party in the 1990s.

The FUNCINPEC was initiated in February 1981 by the 
Cambodian royal family and established later that year in 
Paris by a central committee of a hundred former Cambo-
dian refugees. It grew exponentially with members of all 
levels of the overseas communities, especially in France 
and the United States. FUNCINPEC can be seen as a true 
“diaspora project” that evolved from the continuing trans-
national ties with the home country. Mme. Pas’ family was 
involved from the beginning (her story is paraphrased here 
in English).

In 1978 the remaining family members arrived in Paris. 
Mme. Pas was 12 years old and started her education in 
the French system. Her mother remarried, and the fam-
ily became active in the FUNCINPEC movement that was 
initiated by Sihanouk and the Committee of Cambodians 
in France. Her family connections and French background 
later led her into a senior position with FUNCINPEC upon 
their participation in the first elections in 1993. The United 
Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia’s (UNTAC) 
implementation of the Paris Peace Accords (1991) and the 
first elections (1993) thus provided an opportunity for many 
of the overseas Cambodians in the early 90s. At a time of ac-
tive work on the reconstruction of Cambodian government, 
they were welcomed by the international donors as well as 
the Cambodian government.

Mme. Pas describes the excitement, the appeal of return-
ing for the elections. She had nothing in particular to do in 
France. She wasn’t married and had just finished her stud-
ies. In Cambodia there was the United Nations Transitional 
Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC); the Paris Peace Accords 
had just been signed. Things were happening, and so she 
left within a couple of months to find her people. Or, as she 
herself defines it: “Finding back a people that are so much 
like you, so close to you, but, most of all, so very different 
from you.” With a smile, Mme. Pas recounts her memories 
of those UNTAC times that were dangerous but gave rise 
to many strong friendships and a true sense of community 
among the expatriates and returnees working for Cambo-
dia.

In hindsight, Mme. Pas says, this period has left her disap-
pointed and quite empty-handed. She now runs a little shop 
in the center of Phnom Penh while occasionally functioning 
as an advisor on social events. She is still well connected in 
the expat world. Her choice to step down from FUNCINPEC 
was not an easy one, but, she finds, at least she has kept her 
pride intact.

the return of the French Cambodians

Madame Pas still holds on to her French nationality but 
feels she is in between the two cultures, whether she wants 
to be or not. Interviews show that the events surrounding 
FUNCINPEC may have contributed to the image of the 
anikatchun (pejorative term for overseas Cambodians) as 
opportunists and the motivation for their return as one of 
self-interest.

She explains that it made sense for the Cambodian French 
returnees to enter government, as it was very hard to find 
French-speaking positions with an NGO in those days. The 
close ties between France and Cambodian elites made it 
relatively easy to find “patrons” to sponsor a political posi-
tion and sustain a livelihood. There were very few French 
NGOs, and the UNTAC required knowledge of the English 
language that was often not found among the returnees. 
Moreover, in her experience, the French did not like to 
hire Cambodians and would rather employ “real” French 
citizens.

Connections to France

Mme. Pas regularly returns to France to visit her family and 
friends, as well as remaining in contact with many of the in-
ternational workers she befriended during the UNTAC days. 
With her husband and children she is considering making 
the move back to France in the coming years. As the chil-
dren are reaching adolescence, Cambodia does not seem the 
most appropriate place for their education. This choice will 
be a hard one, she admits. After 18 years in the country, she 
now feels thoroughly Cambodian and is happy in a rightful 
place among her people. Moreover, she admits, she does not 
get along with the Cambodian community in France. Mme. 
Pas is not diplomatic in expressing her feelings. She says 
that she takes issue with those former Cambodian refugees 
in France who refuse to return at all. She feels suspicious 
of their proclaimed traumas that impede return and has a 
hard time understanding their opinions about the country. 
The problem with Cambodia and the Cambodians, overseas 
and in the country, according to Mme. Pas, has much to do 
with being uneducated, lacking culture and not having the 
appropriate Cambodian “knowledge” to behave correctly. 
For now, however, she remains in Cambodia to set the right 
example.

 3.  mrs. lEA: From PUrsAt to PhNom PENh,  
to orEgoN AND bACk

Mrs. Lea was born in 1943 in Pursat to a Sino-Khmer father, 
who was a jeweller and a businessman, and a mother of a 
more aristocratic background. She has earned interna-
tional recognition for her leadership in the advocacy of good 
governance through the institutionalization of democratic 
values and principles. Lea explains that her rise to this 
prominent position was nothing but the ‘law of nature’:

“My actions are different. Before becoming an activist, I 
used to be a submissive and traditional Cambodian woman. 
I did not get involved with external affairs. This was before 
the Khmer Rouge. I left politics to the politicians. When I 
went through the Khmer Rouge it is like something did not 
go together. I realized something. Also because the Khmer 
Rouge time allowed me to witness the misery and the suf-
fering of the people.”

Like so many others, she was in Phnom Penh in April 1975 
with her parents and family when the Khmer Rouge sud-



denly took over and forced residents to leave. By then she 
was married, and her son had been born. The shock of a 
change from a relatively privileged middle class existence 
to the labor camps had a big impact and, as she explains, 
fundamentally changed her: “So that was the beginning of 
my real contact with life, the suffering and the misery of the 
people.” Her father especially was an example in his accep-
tance of a new life and adherence to the principles of Bud-
dhism. She still recalls his actions and shows her respect for 
his expressions of justice and equanimity.

Nevertheless, she was out of her “golden cocoon” as she ex-
plains it. Her family, and many others, had believed that the 
Khmer Rouge might actually be the liberator of Cambodia.

“I feel so ignorant to have not believed my colleague when 
she told me that the Khmer Rouge will evacuate everybody 
from the city. Most of us feel that Cambodia, as one of the 
members of the United Nations, would behave as a civilized 
nation” says Lea. “Furthermore, we believed that ‘peace’ 
would prevail when Prince Norodom Sihanouk came back. 
Therefore we raised the white flag in front of our houses 
that day, symbolizing peace and our submission to the win-
ner.”

A second moment of awakening is described by Mrs. Lea 
upon her making a new life in the United States, where she 
was accepted as a refugee with her husband and son in May 
of 1981.

“The U.S. somehow is a very hospitable world for oppressed 
people that allowed us to see another side of the world, of 
reality, of the story. That freedom of thinking, of expres-
sion, of ideas helped to generate my thinking and also, for 
me, for maybe like 10 or 20 years that I just ‘did.’ I had to 
hang in there and ‘just do it.’ It’s the Nike slogan, but I used 
it always. It came from me. That’s how I wake up. Just do it. 
From the gut.”

Even though this might be how things are reconstructed 
in her memory, even before, in the refugee camps, she de-
scribes how people would trust her leadership in organizing 
events and mobilizing groups. This kind of work seemed to 
come naturally and continues throughout her residency in 
Oregon. There is a strength and conviction in her expres-
sion that adds to her capacities.

“I feel that I am an asset for any society. And I feel that who 
are the most vulnerable and the least fortunate might ben-
efit from me. I did not think about how. I just did it. I did not 
have a plan or expect things to go this or that way. My plan 
is not to have a plan.”

Mrs. Lea visited several refugee camps at the border and 
traveled to find her mother in Phnom Penh in 1992. During 
that trip she was encouraged to apply for a job with UNTAC. 
Even though it meant leaving behind her job, her husband 
and her son, she decided to return to Cambodia: “I am an 
active American citizen, but I also want to try to build my 
birthplace back up with help from other Cambodians. It is a 
simple need.”

She worked for UNTAC until the end of 1993 and continued 
her work at an international foundation as a true broker 
between cultures, Cambodian and American, but also, be-
tween the social strata in Cambodian society. The country 
was changing.

“I vividly remember in the early and mid 1990s, that when 
we went to restaurants, people used to show their social 
status by displaying guns, rifles and hand grenades on the 
tables,” says Lea. “Later on, people became more civilized 
and then they displayed their expensive hand phones. Now, 
they have become more cautious and do not display their 
wealth because of theft.”

The foundation provided her with a grant to establish a 
public forum, and Lea started to look for a place she could 
work and best realize this goal. That is how she found her 
place at the NGO she helped to grow and how she built it up 
to international renown. With this, she says, her activities 
in the United States helped her. Still, she does not feel she 
achieved anything really, remaining humble:

“There’s no direct sense of feeling pride or guilty over my 
achievements. I don’t know how people can learn from me. I 
don’t know how to learn it myself. I don’t do it for the money. 
I don’t do it for my name or my fame. There’s no goal. There’s 
no plan. I just do it. It’s from the heart. It’s good to have the 
feeling my life has had some use.”

Even when it comes to her leadership abilities she is not 
without doubt.

“I am not a leader. I try and maintain the equilibrium. It’s 
not to win or lose but to maintain the equilibrium. I try to 
tell people we should share. I don’t want to challenge any-
body. I just want to prove the things I want to believe.”

 4.  mIstEr DAs: lIFE Is lIkE A log, FloAtINg DoWN 
thE rIvEr

“Returning to Cambodia was really hard. I had to explain to 
my family here that I did not come back for the money. That 
I had come to find some kind of satisfaction. I was looking 
for fulfillment in doing something I care about. But this is 
where it had to happen.”

Mr. Das left Cambodia in June 1979, just after the Pol Pot 
years. First to the border with Thailand and then on to 
Bangkok. He was 28 years old and did not have a lot of edu-
cation, only high school. His parents were Sinokhmer and 
came from Kandal province. Before Pol Pot won the war, it 
was very unsafe in the region, so his family tried to survive 
in Phnom Penh. They had a little restaurant. They made 
food and sold it at the military school. At the time, Das was 
training to be a military police officer at that school.

Das explains that he was not really into politics: “At the 
time I did not have a lot of ideas. I just went with the flow as 
you didn’t know what was going to happen next. You had no 
clue, back then.” This come-what-may outlook had Das stuck 
in the Khmer Rouge work camps for four and a half years, 
the whole time of the Khmer rouge takeover. Mr. Das is very 
clear about his unlikely survival: “Basically I am not sup-
posed to be alive at all. A couple of times I was almost dead. I 
escaped and escaped, and I was just lucky.”

This mix of going with the flow and “good luck” also 
brought Das to the United States. The first experience was 
one of total culture shock. Das frowns and makes clear that, 
for him, America was just a totally different world and not 
the paradise they had expected. The language, a job, trying 
to make a living and a new life. It was all a bit much.



“There were a lot of mixed feelings,” he states, “as in one 
way you are still Khmer but you mingle with American life-
styles. You’re making your own way of life instead of hold-
ing on to Khmer traditions and culture so much. I felt like I 
was given the opportunity to learn both sides of the culture 
to choose for the future what I wanted to become.”

His years in a Southern state started with the struggle 
for a livelihood. After several manual labor jobs and many 
hours in night school Mr. Das managed to land a job as a 
technician that made him relatively happy and allowed for 
a certain comfortable lifestyle. Nevertheless, he never felt 
he managed to fulfill his potential and blames himself for 
making the wrong choices. In those years, his marriage 
started to deteriorate and his happiness, in large part, now 
seems bound up with a great pride in the careers and scho-
lastic achievements of his children, whom he remains very 
close to.

However, true integration into American society and the 
sense of being an American citizen has eluded Das. He is 
ambivalent about this lack of belonging: “I will never be 
American. I do not consider myself well integrated. I will al-
ways be more Khmer.” His thoughts returned to Cambodia 
and the possibility of going back to his country in the 1990s. 
“Around 1993 I started to think about returning. More and 
more people were talking about the elections. I was getting 
bored in the U.S. and my marriage was not working. I was 
depressed really.”

After visiting relatives in 1995 and 2001, it took another sev-
en years before he had found a temporary source of income 
and built up enough savings to help him return to Cambo-
dia for several months. He decided to go and look for a true 
livelihood that would allow him to stay for the long term. In 
this, Mr. Das was following his heart. He was determined to 
realize his dreams of working in education and providing 
a service to the poorest communities. In Cambodia, this 
is not an easy thing to do if one also wants to earn a living 
wage. Yet Das never considered anything else:

“In my experience, your life is like a log floating down the 
river where a flood was taking place. You just go with the 
flow. Sometimes you get stuck in an obstacle, and then you 
stay there for a while. Then you change direction, and you 
zigzag through the river, and you zigzag through life and 
just move along with the flow again. Life is unpredictable 
just like the river. You have to navigate by what you can see. 
You have to navigate a river by its bends.”

Things were not easy, indeed. Working as a teacher for a 
local NGO enabled Das to prolong his stay, as they paid for 
his housing, but he wasn’t earning any money yet. For Das 
it was quite a let-down to find that he wasn’t welcomed back 
to Cambodia with open arms: “It was frustrating and disap-
pointing, and I felt like a real failure. You have something to 
offer, and you want to do something meaningful. And then 
nobody gives you a chance!”

His relatives in Cambodia did not understand why he would 
want to return and live in what they considered to be pover-
ty. His Cambodian network in the United States, including 
his children, however, applauded him for his brave decision 
and ambitions to contribute to building Cambodia. This 
international network is still the support Mr. Das thrives 
on, as he is now a program manager for an American NGO 
that builds schools in the Cambodian provinces. Funding is 
mainly collected in the United States by the founder of the 
initiative. Das and a Cambodian colleague are the ones who 
function as in-field liaisons, making sure the money gets 
used in the right way and the projects reach their aims. For 
Das this is the only way his NGO could be effective:

“You need to have somebody abroad to inform the others, 
and you need someone here because otherwise you cannot 
make the connection and you will not always know what 
is going on. And if you don’t trust anyone, you better do it 
yourself . You need to do it in both places. And you need a 
partnership with a Cambodian person.”

It’s early days yet, and he had only been in this position for 
two years at the time of interview. But Das feels that this 
is the happiest time of his life. “I look at my life this way: I 
really should not be here today. But I have life. I survived the 
Pol Pot years. So I should not be afraid to learn something 
new or to go out and try something new.”

He is to be admired. Mr. Das has had some tough experi-
ences. What he is trying to achieve is certainly not easy, but 
to him it is very rewarding. All the while, his standards are 
high and his strategy for reform is exacting.

Of his work building schools by nurturing the wider com-
munities they are found in, he speaks about winning people 
over: “I think that when you want to change people, they will 
not change what they know. They change what they feel in-
side. As a Cambodian, you never trust a stranger. First you 
don’t trust, and then you start working on that. It’s based on 
experience. I want to change people by showing them that 
honesty and integrity is the way to go. That’s how I believe 
we should do it.”


