
Field Research in Cambodia: 
Method 
 
 

Conceptual framework 

The project brings a trans-disciplinary perspective comprising medical anthropology 
and cross-cultural psychology and action research that is anthropologically informed and 
participatory. It is emic i.e. from the particular cultureÕs frame of reference, rather than being 
adapted from an assumed universal, or etic, understanding. The project cascades across three 
steps: 1. how has Cambodian culture changed post-conflict? 2. What are the consequences of 
that change on the cultural capital of Cambodian family and community life? 3. How might a 
revitalisation of cultural capital assist as an antidote to the current upsurge in social violence 
and disharmony?  These steps culminate in the digital library of intangible culture.  

 

Design 

Eisenbruch has built up a viable network of 1,300 traditional healers (monks, kruu, 
traditional birth attendants, mediums and lay healers) in several hundred villages across 
Cambodia.  

 

Local institutional setting 

The project is based in-country at the Buddhist Institute (BI), a component of the 
Ministry for Cult and Religion.  

 

Selection 

A number of villages around Ang Snuol have been targeted in consultation with local 
partners. This are was chosen because it is within distance of the capital; it is close to former 
Khmer Rouge strongholds; and it is a site where Eisenbruch had established links with a 
strong network of healers.  

 

Participant observation 

The BI team, trained by CI1 in qualitative data collection techniques, are recording the 
narratives. Eisenbruch (a Khmer-speaking medical anthropologist and child psychiatrist) 
trained the core group and conducted some of the earlier interviews. In gathering family 
narratives, exploring critical incidents and healing rituals and interventions, the team has : (1) 
Shifted focus between beliefs and those held by senior family members; (2) Uncover beliefs 
about non-threatening aspects and moved to more evocative problems; (3) Explored 
indigenous terminologies for illness and suffering; (4) Explored traditional codes of conduct 
governing family life, how members have modified these in response to globalisation, and the 
perceived consequences for health (e.g. mediated through descent from mother or father, 
combinations of biological and non-biological); (5) Explored beliefs (natural/supernatural; 
mystical-animistic-magical); (6) Mapped concepts (e.g. non-verbal techniques such as outline 
diagrams of children onto which parents ÔdrawÕ the problem and its cause-and-effects).  
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Step 1 Ð Taking snapshots of the transformation of family and healing post-conflict 
 

Cultural capital and cultural bereavement 

The team observed day-to-day family rituals and encounters with healers. This has 
told us about the valuable things the healers bring (the Ôcultural capitalÕ) and about the way 
that people feel about the loss of their old culture (Ôcultural bereavementÕ).  

 

Intergenerational and gender dynamics 

We have been starting to find out how men and women of different ages have changed 
their cultural roles. Are they different from what family members remember of past values 
and codes? How are conflicts in the family now resolved? What is the place occupied by 
violence, including new forms of violence (e.g. children murdering their parents, men, 
including fathers, raping young girls)?  

 

Cultural attr ibutions about the legacy of survival and memory 

We are finding out ideas from parents about signs that their children were affected 
from their previous life. For example, a mark on the childÕs skin suggesting it had been reborn 
from the Pol Pot time with a sign of having been bound or tortured, and we are starting to find 
out what they think this might do to their childÕs behaviour (e.g. children killed during 1975-
79 have been reborn and, coming of age, savagely seek revenge, doing to others what was 
done to them. We are finding find out what parents feel: for example, do they pity their child, 
seek help from a healer, or are they unconcerned?  

 

Culture-in-transformationÕ view of post-conflict issues- e.g.  HIV/AIDS epidemic?  

We are frequently encountering people living with AIDS. We are finding out what 
they think is the reason it occurred, what it had to do with risk and the post-conflict situation. 
We are exploring with all informants (not just those directly affected by AIDS) their cultural 
perceptions of increased risk of HIVAIDS.  

 

Step 2 Ð Explore consequences of post-conflict erosion of culture on cultural capital 
 

Cultural bereavement 

We are finding out what has changed in the role of monks, healers, and other cultural 
authorities respected in former times. How do people define change Ð in conflict, friendship, 
neighbourliness, interactions between villages, communities, nationalities, religions, and how 
they organise collective work (e.g. will they help one another just for money, whereas before 
they might have because thatÕs what people did). We are trying to note aphorisms e.g. people 
used to say Ôteacher will have a beautiful wifeÕ, now they say Ôa teacher is poor, and his wife 
does complainÕ (in Khmer this transliterates) and how these were learned. We are starting to 
examine what people believe about different kinds of fate (e.g. caydon) leading to domestic 
violence. We are starting to explore ideas propagated on TV and in the newspapers that 
violence comes from the Khmer Rouge times and reflects loss of group identity with the 
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coming of age of youth born in the wake of the Khmer Rouge and further weakened by the 
flood of Western values and unprotected by cultural codes of conduct.  

 

Cultural construction of new idioms of disharmony and violence 

We are examining cases of revenge attacks by men and women e.g. hurling acid. We 
are starting to examine how people reconcile rape and incest with traditional codes of 
conduct. We are starting to document the expressions people use to describe domestic 
violence and danger within the community e.g. expression ÔenemyÕ (kmaE) learned from 
Khmer Rouge times, and the term ?AmpBB ?heEsaa. We are starting to document examples 
of indoctrination by Khmer Rouge, purging foreign elements as echoing the belief that the 
enemy is within Ð spirits in the community or ethnic minorities within the nation Ð to be 
ritually ejected. We are starting to explore views of misfortune Ð  from karma, falling fortune 
(riesBy), interference by others or magical human intervention (?AmpBB) - and its link with 
violence e.g. alcoholic wife-beating, gambling away the house, and the cycle of corruption 
and greed that leads men into dalliance in bars, creating angry wives whose complaints result 
in violence. We are exploring sayings that demonstrate an inversion of traditional moral order 
e.g.Ôdo good get bad, do bad get moneyÕ.  

 

Cr itical incidents of social disharmony and violence 

We have been scanning newspapers and other media for reports of conflicts in villages 
and find out how people use Buddhist ideas to make sense of these incidents. We are starting 
to explore the meaning of the events to victim, family, perpetrator, local community, 
authorities and healers and religious leaders.  

 

Emergence of powerful traditional problem-solving methods in the face of mass 
uncer tainty and fear 

We are starting to document responses (e.g. meteorite falling, deaths by avian flu, 
near-miss tsunami).  

 

Politicisation of domestic troubles 

We will note stereotypes that link violence in marriage to national conflict. e.g. 
Vietnamese prostitutes break Cambodian marriages and bring AIDS to destroy the country 
from within. Stereotypes will be recorded, e.g. Ôkam put sralav, kam pradav srey khoocÕ i.e. 
ÔdonÕt try to bend the tree that stands firmÕ meaning that a Vietnamese prostitute has already 
done wrong and even if she Ôgoes straightÕ and marries will never be sexually satisfied. In our 
fieldwork site (a lot of Chinese, Vietnamese and Cham communities), we will explore 
lovesickness accusation (snae) when victims or perpetrators blame minorities.  
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Step 3 Ð Discerning elements of revitalisation of culture in helping recovery  
 

Identifying structural barr iers to the acceptability of traditional remedies 

We are starting to find out about attitudes of Cambodian authorities and NGOs to the 
traditional healers. We hope to observe interactions between NGOs and the healers. We want 
to see the benefits when village leaders valorise the healers and monks to assist in minimising 
local conflict.  

 

Use of old cultural explanations for new social problems 

We hope to find out about the success of modified cultural rituals to manage 
community problems. We are starting to explore how ritual solutions have changed e.g. 
appeasing spirits in Ôancestral spirit disorderÕ and if participants really feel better, safer, or just 
go through it? We are starting to note what healers say about acid revenge attacks e.g. ÔtheyÕre 
because women had affairs in a previous life and forgot that karma catches up, acid burns they 
suffer at the hands of angry wives represent the flames of Hell, the traditional fate of 
adulterers.Õ We explore for other idioms e.g. Ôdaem rokaa daekÕ for adulterous women 
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climbing the spiny tree, now replaced by ÔAKÕ [weapon]Õ. We are hoping to observe what 
healers tell victims or would-be perpetrators and what good it does. We want to see gender 
bias i.e. do male healers blame women, would they say the same thing to a male victim of an 
acid attack, or would they say it happened because of another womanÕs action. (2) If healers 
provide a ÔBuddhist responseÕ e.g. ÔThere are always people who did wrong in the previous 
life and therefore suffer in this one, therefore there must be people born to commit violence 
against themÕ, we will prompt for parallels, asking what stories monks tell in their sermons in 
efforts to comfort the people. If the healer responds with a Buddhist legend e.g. the sparrow 
husband and wife, we will check with the healer how he thinks this really can help the 
suffering women and check with widows what good is this advice. (3) We note efforts made 
by victims, perpetrators or families to seek help from healers, what was provided (e.g. ritual 
pouring of lustral water, erecting a scarecrow, wearing an amulet), and how these rituals 
helped make the person feel safer for a while. We will find out to what extent healers are 
changing, mixing ÔmodernÕ idioms and interventions they may have heard on television (e.g. 
hearing a talk-back program about stress, do healers borrow some of those terms such as 
PTSD when they talk to their patients). We are exploring ÔviolenceÕ legends e.g. Buddhist 
Angulimala, how these are used to stop violent people committing further violence and what 
good it does victims be told such legends. (4) When we find cases in which the healer expels a 
Ôforeign bodyÕ that he says causes violence, we check what the patient and family feel before, 
during and after the expulsion and whether the ritual helps the patient be accepted into the 
community. In this way, we map community fear of contagion and violence.  

 

Local conceptions of power governance 

We hope to find out how village men and women identify their cultural identity vis-ˆ -
vis society and the state, the values they attach, and their views about the impact of assistance 
by the state or the international community in order to build peace (transitional justice, 
programs of psycho-social support, good governance at the local level, confidence building 
activities, etc.).   

 

Example of HIV/AIDS 

We are finding out about the role of cultural beliefs in the responses to AIDS and 
malaria. We will find out how the perception of risk may be linked in the minds of the people 
to their post-war moral and cultural weakening and to the foreigners. We will find out how 
National Campaign supports (or bypasses) traditional beliefs about risk and danger, and what 
can be done using healers to reduce risk-taking behaviour. 

 


