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What Can Be Done ?

By Meas Nee

An extract from his book Towards Restoring Life in Cambodian Villages
 - published on the Community Development Resources Association website - www.cdra.org.za 

The village is like a basket that has been broken and the pieces scattered.  The pieces are still there but not everyone can see them.  What has been broken can be rewoven slowly and gradually, but only by those who will take the time to stay close to the village people and build trust with them.  I know for certain that this can be achieved, even though it must be done slowly and carefully.  Eventually the village people are the weavers themselves and they carry the task forward further, further.  The basket will be better than before, but first it must be something like the same.

You cannot easily change the damage caused by the war, or caused by the systematic breaking of relationships, or the loss of dignity.  You cannot easily reverse the situation, ‘lack of food’.  You cannot easily change the damage done by the meetings which were held in fear, or the meetings at which the people were harangued with propaganda.  The mind is paralysed by such things so the way to go forward is slowly and carefully.

The way that people can begin to talk honestly with each other is by joking and chatting informally and gradually strengthening relationships again.  They sit together in places where they can be comfortable.  In the evening.  Under the shade in the heat of the day. Where they are at ease they can begin to talk personally.

We need to find ways to restore the confidence and trust of individual people, of families, and whole communities.  This is done in the same way that any relationships are made.  Slowly.

It is possible to sit with a poor person and listen to her and strengthen her dignity.  Sometimes you may think that she has made some mistakes but blaming does not help.  She is surviving.  She is still here.  Say to her,  “You are managing to eat.  You are surviving in spite of all the troubles.  What are the things you are doing to survive?”  To help her to live better, find one of those things and enable her to do that thing better.  Let her understanding that you respect her remarkable strength.  This way her dignity grows. 

The same way with the village.  In the beginning simply try to make the people feel at home with you.  Join in with them.  Don’t be stressed with  projects.  Slowly.  Sit under the shadow of the trees with the families and listen to them.  Sit in the cool of the night.  Don’t feel ashamed that you waste time.  You are gradually learning to understand people’s strengths, people’s problems, people’s feelings.  Spend time to talk with them.  It is a matter of rebuilding spirit, life and relationships.

War makes people hopeless.  Minds are paralysed and it is difficult to think of the future.  It seems impossible to initiate new ideas.  We need to know this and know that people will eventually pass beyond that stage.  But in the time that they feel abandoned just be together with them with happy talk and even teasing.  Where community development has worked well the thing  that has happened is not the projects.  It is the people of the community moving together to support each other.

Because I have experienced the numbness myself, I spend time planning ways to get people to begin to think again. I do not use the word ‘Why’.  People do not know why they are suffering; they know that life  was different before all the wars and that it is much harder now.  I often ask what it was like before and what it is like now, but I don’t ask the question, ‘Why?’  Instead I look carefully to the conversations the village people are having and listen to the actions they are suggesting.  Sometimes when remembering the time before the conflict they will wonder whether life can become  like that again.

The only organised entertainment we see now in rural villages is video, and around the video you don’t have to relate to anybody.  In villages in Battambang province people don’t move far from their own homes at night because of fear of the Khmer Rouge or bandits.  When social interaction as low people become distanced from each other and trust does not develop.  The dignity which was lost in the ‘deaf-mute’ times of Pol Pot is difficult to regain, even when the village becomes safe.

I like to let things arise in the community as the community dreams them up.  I like to join in with what they are beginning to do and especially what they are beginning to think.  The process is that people begin to talk casually together, to believe, to hope, to trust.  They are together easily and casually because they begin to like each other.  They come together to meet one another, not to have a meeting.  The important thing is the relationships, not the agenda. I like to keep the conversations going when people meet.  I like to bring the village together by bringing one small group together with another small group together.

Eventually they will call me to a meeting, I will not call them to a meeting.  Participation means that we participate with the village people, not that they participate with us.

It seems to me that things begin to happen when the community worker begins to feel like family there, in the village.  Then you are not the one who makes decisions, you are the one who enjoys being where the people are.  It is possible to treat people with dignity even when they are in conflict with one another.  There are angers and jealousies fears which divide people, but it is possible to bring them together.

My own experience shows me that Cambodians should not be brought to confront each other at the time that they are angry and full of strong feelings. This is the stage that they should be listening to separately.  When their own feelings are well heard, this is the time that they can meet the other.  I know that some other nationalities believe that it is important to confront each other when there is a problem.  I believe that with Cambodians this will only make the problems bigger.  There needs to be time to bring the feelings down.  When there are peaceful hearts nobody is in danger of losing face.

Confronting becomes revenge.  We need to mediate conflict.  Listen to each side of the separately first, tension can start to be resolved through talking.  Listen to the feelings and you begin to know the truth.  When the anger dies down on all sides then you can begin to say to each party, “Do you want to meet?”

It is the same when there is difficulty with a project, say, for instance, the management of a loan scheme.  Stay in a relationship with the person.  Learn about the person’s whole life.  Say hard words when you must but then continue the relationship.  You are not building community if numbers of people from the village are being alienated.

I find that the bond between people is more important than rules suggested from outside.  When a project starts I like the members themselves to come up with rules and the committee to decide on only five or six.  Later when there is a problem and a way is found to resolve it I like to ask, “Have we learned from this?  Is there something else we can add to the way we run the project?”

The people in the village do not learn from theory, they learn from experience.  Experience gets refined and in the end they have their own theory.  The simplest thing that can be clearly seen comes first.  Paddy rice.  White rice.  Rice flour.  Cake.

All that our team, Krom Akphiwat Phum, do is aimed at helping people to begin to think for themselves again, to overcome the numbness of the Khmer Rouge times and the numbness of every kind of oppression.  Without using the word, “Why” we help the villagers to keep considering what they see.  Whatever action comes from their conversations about their problems, we support it.  They are ones who plan and think and solve problems for themselves. An idea will come up and in a few weeks time it will come up again.  After a time they are pushing us to join with them to do something about it.  Often an idea that begins like this becomes a project which many of the village people join.  So they move beyond numbness and a lot of options develop.

The first thing is to make relationships, not to make projects.  The major goal of the redevelopment of the community is to help village people to regain dignity and unity.

Rebuilding relationships is a key to the most troubling problems.  For example, landlessness in this society where traditionally families live on the rice that they grow is a major dilemma.  Part of the problem is the reduced amount of land available, but this is not the whole story.  There are some who have ample land and could well afford to share.  But those who are asked to share are usually the less powerful who now have just enough land to feed their families.  If they are forced to give some away resentment and hatred flare.  The more enduring and creative solutions are found when relationships are restored and the village people are willing to give the poorest people of the village access to the resources they need to survive.

There are respected and good hearted informal leaders in every village I have seen.  They have hopes for peace and for restoring the life of their village.  If they recognise the same qualities in the community development workers who befriend the village they will enlist our help.  They will begin to show us that there is a way forward despite the problems.  If we win their respect we will be invited into their company.  The changes that they can support are usually quite different from the changes that may be imposed by the district or the commune or the village leader.

Now strategies of community development need to be created here.  The situation in Cambodia is different in some important ways from the situation in other countries where community development is practised.     
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