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The Impact of Nationalization on Ethnicity: Who are the Khmer?
Eiji Murashima

This article attempts (1) to shed light on the actual condition of Khmernization of ethnic
minorities, ethnic Chinese and ethnic Lao in Cambodia; (2) to compare this situation with the
Thaification of ethnic Khmer in Northeast Thailand; and (3) to examine the nationalization which has
been making rapid inroads among the ethnic minorities of Cambodia and Thailand.

In this article, “nationalization” refers not only to the intensification of ethnic minorities’ identity
within nation-states, but also to the promotion of the assimilation of ethnic minorities into a
dominant or central language and culture, either voluntarily or by force. Needless to say, the
phenomenon of unification of languages and cultures is not limited to ethnic minorities. Currently in
many countries in Southeast Asia, there is a powerful trend for central authority to dominate local
regions, and as a result cultural differences are gradually disappearing. In other words, central
languages and cultures are taking over local dialects and unique minority cultures. People tend to
focus primarily on “globalization” in Southeast Asia nowadays; however, a more powerful trend is the
unification phenomenon often referred to as “centralization” or “nationalization” (or “Bangkokniza-
tion” or “Phnom Phenization™. In this article “nationalization” refers to such centralization.

Noteworthy points in this article are as follows: first, this study uses new materials which were
collected during a brief study tour to investigate the current status of the ethnic minorities who are
subject to the big waves of nationalization. Second, the ethnic minorities which were the subject of
the research, were not minimal, landless ethnic minorities, but main ethnic, territory-owning groups
in the Southeast Asian mainland: ethnic Lao and ethnic Khmer. Some of them were forcibly
separated by the demarcation of borders, and were forced to live as members of a neighboring
country dominated by a different ethnic group. This article attempts to clarify how those people, who
became ethnic minorities in neighboring countries, have been experiencing the process of nationali-
zation during the past half century, either by compulsion or of their own free will. Third, cases from
several countries in the mainland of Southeast are compared. Fourth, unique and complex situations,
such as that of the Lao surrounded by the Khmer in Cambodia and the Khmer surrounded by
Thainized Lao in Thailand, are compared, and they are also compared with the assimilation of ethnic
Chinese, who play significant roles in both countries.

This article begins by focusing on the actual condition of ethnic Chinese in Cambodia, a group
who have an important and distinct position in both Cambodia and Thailand. It can be said that the

degree and form of their nationalization is more advanced than that of ethnic Lao in Cambodia and
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ethnic Khmer in Thailand. While ethnic Chinese were originally immigrants, ethnic Lao in Cambodia
and ethnic Khmer in Thailand are natives of the regions where they now live. However, in the
process of assimilation, in both cases examined here, the severe racial confrontation among races that
could be seen in other regions, did not take place. The Lao’s Khmernization and the Khmer’s
Thaification unfolded spontaneously and peacefully, in particular in the later stages, just like ethnic
Chinese’s Khmernization or Thaification. Thus this smooth transition could be seen as a characteris-
tic of the nationalization of ethnic minorities in mainland Southeast Asia.

The second paragraph focuses on the Khmernization of ethnic Lao in Stung Treng, Cambodia.
The third paragraph deals with the Thaification of ethnic Khmer in Surin, northeast Thailand. In the
fourth paragraph, the Cambodians’ perception of Thailand and Viet Nam are discussed.

The ethnic Lao in Cambodia and the ethnic Khmer in northeast Thailand have been involved in
powerful surges of nationalization, and, rather than resisting it, they take on their Khmernization or
Thaification spontaneously. This is the same process experienced by ethnic Chinese in an earlier
time. That is to say, original ethnic minorities in both countries spontaneously abandoned their own
language to be nationalized in the same way as the ethnic Chinese. In the second half of the 20t
century, nationalization has been swallowing the languages and cultures of ethnic minorities, and
ethnic diversity is indeed on the verge of extinction.
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Interview with Commune Head (Me Khum) Pan La, Khum Srah Russiy, Stung Treng Cambodia,15 Aug.
2003.
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Interview with Maha Ma Lam Thon,Watt Sraskev Mounywann, Stung Treng, 14 Aug. 2003.
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Interview with Phra Athikan Phut Analayo, Wat Himawanbanphot, Tha Miang, King Ampor Phanom
Dongrak, Surin, 29 Aug. 2003.

Interview with Pratheppanyamethi (Thongyu Yanawisuttho),Chaokhana Changwat Surin, Wat Salaloi,
Surin, 29 Aug. 2003.

Interview with Puth Ponn, Mekhun of Siem Reap Province Cambodia, 10 Aug. 2003.
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Interview with Nuon Chea,former Deputy Secretary General of Communist Party of Cambodia, Pailin
Cambodia, 12 Aug. 2003.
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Gan phukphatthasima pitthong fang luknimit Wat Phraphutthabat Phanomdin Tambol Thatum Amper
Thatum Changwat Surin, 7 April 2001.
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Interview with Mr. Ueh Un Phinisara, Rajabhat Surin, Surin Thailand, 29 Aug. 2003.
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B8 Interview with Pratheppanyamethi (Thongyu Yanawisuttho), Chaokhana Changwat Surin.
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Hi18, Interview with Mr. Ueh Un Phinisara.
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