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ABSTRACT 

The research draws on the transdisciplinary debate, emerging within urban studies, which 
highlights the proliferation of fenced environments in the contemporary city. The research 
considers such environments to be tangible manifestations of dynamics of securitisation, 
control, privatisation, commodification, exclusion, depoliticisation. The research analyses 
therefore the production of the fenced city as essentially revolving around two archetypes: the 
gated community and the camp, as expressions respectively of phenomena of voluntary 
seclusion and forced confinement. The research interprets such archetypes from a twofold 
perspective: drawing, on one side, from governmental studies; and on the other side, from 
urban design studies. Expanding the trans-disciplinary character of the research (drawing from 
disciplines such as urban history, political economy, gender studies, performative arts), the 
research constructs a debate on urbanisms characterised by obsolescing phenomena: spaces 
of abandonment and dereliction, but also apparently leftover spaces, or interstitial and marginal 
ones. The analysis of such debate highlights a latent ambivalence: on one side, obsolescence 
is seen to partake into the production of the fenced city, through cycles of ruination, demolition, 
displacement; on the other side, obsolescence is read as emancipating from such production, 
creating the conditions for opening up, decommodifying, repoliticising the contemporary fenced 
city. Do camp-like or gated-community-like dynamics emerge even within obsolescing 
urbanisms? Or, conversely, do emancipatory practices emerge? The research attempts to 
answer such questions, challenging both sides of the debate. It does so investigating, at 
multiple scales, the reality of several obsolescing urbanisms in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. The 
research concludes suggesting an epistemological shift, that would place obsolescence at the 
centre of the understanding of the current dynamics of urban transformation. In so doing, the 
research questions the relevance of its (theory-driven) method in framing and guiding urban 
research; and the relevance of its reflections on emancipatory practices – for the current debate 
on the social agency of urban design and architecture; and for the current dynamics of 
transformation in Phnom Penh. 
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IMPACT STATEMENT 

The research configures as a threefold contribution to scholarship. Its first contribution is to the 
current urban studies debate: the research, constructing a transdisciplinary debate on urban 
obsolescence, addresses knowledge gaps appearing in the current discussion on the proliferation 
of fenced urbanisms in the contemporary city. Through the introduction of a series of obsolescing 
archetypes, the research questions the grand narrative behind the manifold conceptualisations of 
the contemporary city as a fenced one – acknowledging inevitable cracks in the spatial and 
governmental dynamics of such city. 

The second contribution is a methodological one: the research threads on a twofold governmental 
and urban design perspective, and deliberately embraces the use of theory as method. Not only is 
theory used to frame research, but also to guide it: a) through the use of the fence as paradigm, to 
understand obsolescing urbanisms as singularities, and how fenced archetypes have evolved and 
obsolesced; b) through the use of the Foucauldian concept of dispositif, which allows to grasp the 
complexity of each fenced urbanism through the identification of its spatial and governmental 
practices, i.e. c) through framing the possibility of emancipation from the fenced city within the 
Agambenian ideas of profanation, coming community, and destituent politics. In this regard, this 
research sets as contribution to the debate on the possibility of an emancipatory architecture – 
started by those works which have   on the proliferation of fenced environments in Asian cities, and 
to that literature focusing on obsolescing spatialities and phenomena of dispossession emerging in 
the same contexts. Revealing the intrinsic ambivalent nature of urban obsolescence, the research 
wants to overcome any dichotomic approach to the critique, on one side, to neoliberal forms of urban 
transformation and, on the other side, to such transformation’s supposedly collateral effects – forms 
of dispossession, displacement, contestation, dereliction. 

Finally, the research has sought to have an agency in the work of research partners in the several 
grounds of investigation. Methods were developed in a dialogic fashion, in an effort to map out and 
highlight the presence of otherwise voiceless subjects within an urbanism, and to understand the 
aspirations toward the transformation of a certain site from a collective perspective. Analysing urban 
obsolescence in Phnom Penh means, de facto, to map out the presence of urban poor groups: the 
data and outputs of this research therefore are considered of value for partner organisations 
concerned with the well-being of traditionally excluded populations. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1. A PROLOGUE 

“They started building that wall in front of us one year ago. It seems they are hiding us. It is very 
frustrating. When we settled, we used to live along with the communities of Boeung Kak lake. Then 
they filled up Boeung Kak with sand, evicted everybody and built a wall to impede us access. Now 
they are building one more wall parallel to the first one, to keep us out of the new main road 
surrounding the former lake, too. They are putting us away; they do not even want to see us” [see 
Figure 1.1] 

[quotation from a dweller of one of the railway settlements in Phnom Penh, in the proximities of the 

redevelopment of Boeung Kak lake, August 2013]1 

 

 “We have been here in the last thirty years. We don’t want to move anywhere. It has been very 
hard lately, however. After they filled up the lake, all the businesses in the area started suffering. 
All the hostels for backpackers had eventually to shut down. They tell us our houses are worthless 
and that we should go away soon, but we will keep fighting against these new developments and 
for our right to stay here. We have organised many demonstrations and we will keep doing so” 
[see Figure 1.2] 

[quotation from the leader of the Rousreay community in the proximities of Boeung Kak lake, May 

2014]2 

 

The redevelopment of Boeung Kak lake has been the most exemplary case of Phnom Penh’s 
urban development. About 4250 households, that were occupying the lake shores and the 
closest proximities of the lake, have been evicted to make room for a new urban centre 
spreading over an area of 133ha, leased through a 99-year concession to the private company 

                                                   
1 Interview 73 (see Appendix 1) 

2 Interview 329 (see Appendix 1) 
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Shukaku Inc., whose owner had close connections to Prime Minister Hun Sen (Goad, no date; 
Schneider, 2011; Schuyler House and Billo, 2011; Pho, 2012; STT, Water and Ket, 2012). 
Fencing walls have been traced to fence-in the land allocated for new upper-middle class 
developments,3 and to fence-off the informal dwellers of the surrounding communities. Not only 
were the latter excluded from any planning decision: their very presence in the area was 
criminalised, while their built environment was deemed as obsolete and disposable.  

The fences traced around Boeung Kak lake, and the land they were supposed to conceal and 
protect, soon started to obsolesce, too. Boeung Kak’s fences have been trespassed, leading 
to informal uses within its perimeter [Figure 1.3]. They have been contested, sparking off 
instances of community mobilisation [Figure 1.4]. They have been opposed, with fifteen 
households on the Western side of the lake resisting and impeding the construction of one last 
chunk of fencing wall [Figure 1.5]. The overall development plans ran into economic crisis and 
disinvestment, turning the lake’s landscape into a giant urban void [Figure 1.6] – 133 hectares 
of sand (Schneider, 2011; STT, Water and Ket, 2012). 

This research sees the production of fenced environments such as Boeung Kak’s 
redevelopment as the main mode of transformation of the contemporary city. The research 
studies the dynamics through which fenced urbanisms are designed and governed – and what 
and whom such urbanisms try to either fence-in or fence-out. At the same time, the research 
looks at how fences become obsolete. In so doing, it acknowledges the ambivalent character 
of urban obsolescence. On one side, as instrumental to the production of fenced urbanisms, 
as in the criminalisation of Boeung Kak’s informal populations and the condemnation of their 
built environment. On the other side, as potentially leading to emancipate from such fenced, 
exclusionary, modes of urban development: sparking off resistances, allowing room for informal 
reappropriations and alternative uses, leading to the emergence of alternative aesthetics.  

I will show how both arguments are present in the literature, although rarely are they mobilised 
in a dialogic fashion: through the analysis of several grounds of investigation in Phnom Penh, 
the research will challenge the sheer separation between an understanding of obsolescence 
either as solely contributing to the production of exclusionary capital-driven urbanisms, or as 
essentially emancipating from it. Such research interest is in line with my personal biography,  

                                                   
3 One out of seven satellite cities projects – see chapter 5, page 164.  
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and has developed in a quasi-obsessive manner since my early works4 in Rome’s interstitial 
spaces and squat-occupations (the latter usually occurring in previously abandoned and 
derelict buildings). While wandering within, and engaging with, such obsolescing spatialities 
and their social fabrics, empirical observation made me constantly reflect on their character –
intrinsincally open (toward migrants and invisible populations, for instance) and resistant 
(against capital-driven and exclusionary visions of urban development). At the same time, 
however I did question whether their openness actually underlay a potential for inclusiveness, 
and whether their resistance contributed to the emergence of other forms of socio-spatial 
exclusion. This research builds upon these early observations and reflections, developing a 
methodological framework for the analysis of such supposedly ambivalent character of 
obsolescing urbanisms, and grounding such framework in the reality of Phnom Penh. 

1.2. CONSTRUCTING A TRANSDISCIPLINARY DEBATE ON URBAN OBSOLESCENCE 

1.2.1. Fenced urbanisms: drawing from a transdisciplinary debate, through a twofold 
perspective 

The research grounds in the transdisciplinary debate, in urban studies, on the proliferation of 
fenced environments in the contemporary city – as tangible manifestation of dynamics of 
securitisation, control, privatisation, commodification, exclusion, depoliticisation [Figure 1.7]. 
Urban geographers (Soja, 2000, 2010; Dikeç, 2001, 2013), urban historians (Davis, 1990), 
anthropologists (Caldeira, 1999, 2001), sociologists (Bayat, 2000; Wacquant, 2012), artists 
(Alÿs, 2004), architects and urban designers (Biddulph, 2011; Buchanan, 2013), have 
highlighted how urban environments have become increasingly gated, and spatial injustices 
have replicated at multiple scales. Cities attend a shrinkage in accessible housing (De Decker 
and Newton, 2009), the exclusion of certain populations from the use of public spaces 
(Madanipour, 2004; Sevilla-Buitrago, 2015), enforced displacements (Brickell, 2014; Talocci 
and Boano, 2015; Forbes, 2016), uneven design of mobility infrastructures (Graham and 
Marvin, 2001; Amin, 2016), and the fortification of buildings or entire neighbourhoods (Irazábal, 
2006; Li, Zhu and Li, 2012; Datta, 2014). The number and size of wealthy condos, gated 

                                                   
4 As part of my architectural studies, I joined in several occasions members of the research group Stalker / 
Osservatorio Nomade in their so-called ‘transurbances’ across interstitial and marginal spaces of Rome (see for 
instance: Careri, 2002, 2014).  Later on, I co-founded, along with one member of Stalker and others, the research 
group Laboratorio Arti Civiche (LAC): as LAC, we investigated both squat-occupations for housing purposes in 
Rome, usually occurring in previously abandoned and derelict buildings, interstitial spaces across the territory of 
Rome, in abandoned, and informal land occupations in Salvador da Bahia.   
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communities, central business districts – born out of a quest for both security and status 
(Minton, 2009) – is expanding, in sheer opposition to a constellation of derelict areas and slums 
(Shatkin, 2002, 2004; Roy, 2009b), where lower income classes are confined, ghettoised, 
displaced.  

Such fragmented urban condition has been conceptualised alternately as carceral (Soja, 2000), 
splintering (Graham and Marvin, 2001), enclaved (Petti, 2007; Breitung, 2012; Douglass, 
Wissink and van Kempen, 2012), fractured (Koonings and Kruijt, 2007), medieval (Alsayyad 
and Roy, 2006), divided (Allegra, Casaglia and Rokem, 2012). I will use the terminology fenced 
urbanisms, acknowledging the fence as both spatial and governmental paradigm of the current 
urban transformation.  

I look at the production of the fenced city as revolving around what I consider to be two 
fundamental fenced archetypes: the gated community (Webster, 2001; Hook and Vrdoljak, 
2002) and the camp (Agamben, 1998), as expression respectively of voluntary seclusion and 
forced confinement. Importantly, I read the above debate and interpret such archetypes from a 
twofold perspective [see again Figure 1.7]: on one side, through governmental studies; on the 
other side, through the urban design discipline. 

Founding on governmental studies (Burchell, Gordon and Miller, 1991; Foucault, 1991; 
Appadurai, 2002; Ferguson and Gupta, 2002; Huxley, 2006; Jazeel, 2009; Roy, 2009a; Jardim, 
2013), the research sees the fence as fundamental to state sovereignty and exercise control 
over a territory. I acknowledge the fence as being not only a spatial artefact, but also a complex 
apparatus allowing disconnection: through the implementation of policies and norms, through 
surveillance mechanisms, through discursive constructions (Foucault, 1980, 2007; Pløger, 
2008; Velasco Arias, 2011). Adopting a Foucauldian terminology, contemporary fences function 
as dispositifs, as “thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble[s] consisting of discourses, institutions, 
architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, 
philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions” (Foucault, 1980, p. 194). 

Drawing from the discipline of urban design (Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee, 1998; Carmona, 
De Magalhães and Edwards, 2002; Madanipour, 2006; Banerjee, 2011; Carmona, 2014), I 
acknowledge how the contemporary practice of urban design and architecture has been 
critiqued as complicit in the emergence of the fenced city: as instrument in the hands of 
capitalistic endeavours to commodify urban space, while eroding the commons (Sevilla-
Buitrago, 2015; Brantlinger, 2017); as instrumental in the securitisation of the city 
(Christopherson, 1994; Carmona, 2014); as complacent with dynamics of exclusion 
(Madanipour, 2007). Far from being a solely contemporary tendency, building fences has 
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always been at the core of architecture and urban design. For the architecture historian Di 
Domenico (1998), the very meaning of architecture lies in the act of marking a space, controlled, 
through a fencing wall. Another architecture historian, Manieri Elia (2001), puts the symbolic 
tracing of a fence at the foundation of the very idea of city. The industrial designer Sottsass 
(1973) stated that tracing a fence underlies the very notion of inner space and its constitution. 
Fences have been used to sacralise a perimeter, as in temples across all ancient civilisation 
(Manieri Elia, 2001), to protect cities and villages in the Middle Age (Creighton, 2005), to confine 
and control indigenous populations in any colonial endeavour (Foucault, 2008a), to create 
ghettoes (Wirth, 1928; Harris, 1972; Wacquant, 1997, 2010, 2012) and concentration camps 
(Agamben, 1998, 1999; Diken, 2004; Minca, 2015). Architects and urban designers have used 
the fence as main element of their compositions (Caniggia and Maffei, 2001), from Speer’s 
agoras to Mies van der Rohe’s patio houses, to Aldo Rossi’s cemeteries and public squares. 

Today, the fence is still used as tool to divide an inside from an outside, to create a safe space 
against the outer chaos, or to allow design freedom within a clear perimeter [Figure 1.8]: gated 
communities and camps are archetypes of such contemporary production of fences. 
Acknowledging obsolescing processes as immanent to the production of the fenced city, 
however, obliges to question such archetypes, and to introduce new ones, as I explain below. 

 

1.2.2. Obsolescing urbanisms: constructing a transdisciplinary debate 

The term ‘obsolete’ derives from the Latin obsoletus, which refers to something that has grown 
old or is worn out (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2019c). Nowadays, obsolescence indicate the 
process of falling into disuse, or the condition of being out of production, discontinued. 
Obsolescence has historically been critiqued as essential to the process of capitalistic growth 
and accumulation (Marx, 2012). Harvey (1985) has read obsolescence as immanent to the 
capitalistic production of urban space. Using the concept of creative destruction (Harvey, 1985, 
2010; Weber, 2002; McFarlane, 2008), Harvey highlighted the uneven socio-spatial effects 
produced by cycles of ruination, demolition and consequent reclamation of urban space: in 
order to liberate new wealth, some buildings and neighbourhoods are left to decay, flagged as 
urban blight, put under threat, and eventually sanitised, cleansed, or even demolished.  

Acknowledging obsolescing processes, therefore, as immanent to the dynamics of production 
of the fenced city, the research builds further upon its transdisciplinary character – with an 
expansion to disciplines such as urban history, political economy, gender studies, performative 
arts. In so doing, the research constructs a debate on urbanisms that I define as ‘obsolescing’ 



29 

ones. Such an expansion follows Doucet and Janssens’ (2011) call to overcome discipline-
bound epistemologies  and their limits to deal with the world’s complexity, in so doing attempting 
to build upon “a broad range of disciplinary and practical forms of knowledge” (Doucet and 
Janssens, 2011, p. 2). As shown in Figure 1.7, such constructed debate on obsolescing 
urbanisms partially overlaps the one on fenced urbanisms, as – as mentioned – urban 
development is often achieved through letting existing urban environments obsolesce, or 
rhetorically constructing them as obsolete. As for such rhetorical construction, the idea of 
obsolescence has largely corresponded to the notion of ‘failure’ (Brolin, 1976; Amin, 2016): to 
instil a new modernity in the city – through, for instance, the construction of upper-middle class 
developments and prime networks of infrastructures – existing realities must be declared as 
failed, made disposable, no longer apt to meet the needs of contemporary urbanites.  

Importantly, part of the debate on urban informalities intersects the one on fenced and 
obsolescing urbanisms [see again Figure 1.7]. Alsayyad and Roy (2006) list the ‘regulated 
squatter settlement’ as one paradigm5 of the current condition of medieval modernity – 
developing a parallel between the medieval city and the fragmentation of the contemporary 
landscape of urban citizenship. Roy herself (2005) speaks of the informal as the expression of 
a power that can determine the state of exception – de facto creating camp-like conditions. 
Scholars highlight how the informal and its narratives have been often constructed as 
disposable, or criminalised as illegal and violent, to justify purposes of social cleansing (Shatkin, 
2004; Roy, 2009b) and recolonisation (Herzfeld, 2006; Yiftachel, 2009a), and to gradually 
remove the poor from urban centres.  

From an urban design studies perspective [see again figure 1.7], embracing obsolescence as 
immanent to the process of urban transformation obliges to understand the design process 
beyond the domain of the built environment experts and professionals (Findeli, 2012; Tonkiss, 
2013; Boano, 2014). Rather, design should be understood in expanded terms, through a broad 
definition: as a non-specialised series of both formal and informal acts (Boano, 2014), related 
not only to the activities of building the city and strategising its development, but also to 
inhabiting it, imagining it, organising and controlling it, filling it up with new narratives. I consider, 
therefore, all the socio-spatial practices I observe and analyse as design practices.  

From a governmental perspective, obsolescence contributes to the control of urban territories 
and their populations. Legg (2011), however, points to a possibility, to be found in obsolescing 

                                                   
5 Along with the gated community and the camp, which I consider in this research as fundamental archetypes of what 
I defined as the fenced city.  
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dynamics, for flight, resistance and emancipation.6 This research questions such possibility. 
Once fences start showing crevices and malfunctioning, is there room for new alternative 
(design) practices to appear? A multitude of urban scholars, activists, practitioners, have 
celebrated obsolescing urbanisms (Nicolas-le Strat, 2007; Tonnelat, 2008; Berruete, 2013; 
Dillon, 2014; Dobraszczyk, 2014; F. Anderson, 2015; Harbison, 2015; Smith, 2015) as the loci 
par excellence of such alternative practices. Noticeably, urban informality itself — as a mode 
of appropriation of obsolete fences (be these idle empty land, or abandoned portions of built 
environment, or interstices) — has been read as an alternative to the capital-driven and 
exclusionary production of the fenced city, supposedly putting forward new uses of space, new 
forms of economic and social organisation, new aesthetics (Shannon, 2001; Groth and Corijn, 
2005; King and Dovey, 2013; Boano and Talocci, 2014b).  

While acknowledging such perspective, I question whether alternative and emancipatory forms 
of urbanity might coexist with exclusionary and commodifying dynamics. To do so, I look at the 
obsolescing city through different, though still fenced, archetypes. I will analyse the obsolescing 
fenced city as made not only of gated communities and camps: rather, as characterised by the 
ruination of such archetypes, by their displacement and erasure, and by those urbanisms that 
develop in the interstices of the relentless production of urban fences. In chapters 3 and 4, I 
identify the archetypes of the ruin (or the ruined fence), the void (or the emptied fence), the 
relocation site (or the marginal fence), the interstice (in between fences, though still possibly 
affected by fenced dynamics).  

Using such archetypes, I investigate the latent tension between oppression and emancipation 
that characterises urban obsolescence. On one side, I question whether obsolescing urbanisms 
partake into the production of the fenced city: do camp-like and gated-community-like dynamics 
appear within obsolescing urbanisms? On the other side, I question whether obsolescing 
urbanisms potentially lead to an emancipation from the fenced city: which design practices can 
be understood as emancipatory ones? I expand on such tension between oppression and 
emancipation in section 1.5 below, outlining my research questions. 

                                                   
6 Building upon Foucault’s original definition of dispositif, Legg (2011) argues that a governmental dispositif, in its 
very multiplicity, allows room for the obsolescence of its structures – I expand on this in chapter 4, page 113. 
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1.3. FENCED URBANISMS AND THEIR OBSOLESCENCE IN THE REGIONAL DEBATE 

1.3.1. The debate on Asian and South-East Asian cities 

The regional debate on the transformation of Asian and South-East Asian cities has casted an 
increasing attention on the emergence and proliferation of fenced urbanisms. The literature has 
been dominated, to an extent, by studies on enclaved urban environments and gated 
communities in China (Breitung, 2012; Douglass, Wissink and van Kempen, 2012; Hazelzet 
and Wissink, 2012; Li, Zhu and Li, 2012; Shen and Wu, 2012; Wissink et al., 2012; Yip, 2012). 
Such studies have emphasised how the practice of gating territories is most often justified with 
the need of producing ‘good’ and secure living environments; at the same time, the literature 
has remarked how urbanites living outside gated developments do not necessarily see these 
as limiting the possibility of contact and exchange amongst different groups (Douglass, Wissink 
and van Kempen, 2012). A number of studies have examined the proliferation of gated 
communities and other forms of privatised urbanisms in Cambodia (Percival, 2012; Percival 
and Waley, 2012; Fauveaud, 2013, 2016), Vietnam (Duy Luan, 2014; Huynh, 2015; Jung and 
Lee, 2017; Le and Le, 2018), Philippines (Shatkin, 2011b), Thailand (Suwannasang, 2015), 
Indonesia (Leisch, 2002). 

Not only did scholars focus on gated communities, but have examined the emergence of other 
forms of privatised urbanisms such as the satellite city type, too. Beyond the residential use, 
such type includes also business, retail, leisure and service facilities (Douglass and Huang, 
2007; Chen, Wang and Kundu, 2009). Percival and Waley (2012) suggests that the satellite 
city type should be considered as a  form of ‘augmented’ gated community. Analysing Manila’s 
private enclaves, Shatkin (2011b, p. 79) suggests that satellite cities are the “purest form of 
inter-referenced urbanisms [… as are] based on an interpretation of how a global urbanism 
should look and function” in terms of urban planning and design principles.  

Shatkin’s reflections are part of a broader debate on the ‘worlding’ processes undergone by 
Asian Cities (Ong, 2011; Roy, 2011; Roy and Ong, 2011; Percival and Waley, 2012; Mccann, 
Roy and Ward, 2013). The concept of ‘worlding’ is part of an effort to challenge the established 
maps of global urbanism, with a particular concern on expanding the otherwise Western-biased 
canon of urban studies (Mccann, Roy and Ward, 2013). With such purpose, Ong (2011) has 
highlighted how aspects of the current Asian urban transformation involve practices of inter-city 
comparison, referencing and modelling. Ong defines such practices precisely as worlding ones, 
as they “attempt to establish or break established horizons of urban standards in and beyond 
a particular city” (2011, p. 4), while trying to address urban issues related to ageing 
infrastructures, underinvestment and lack of international profile. While new skylines and urban 
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images are shaped in competition with one another, planning policies, governance models and 
urban and architectural forms travel and get replicated across the region and beyond. At the 
same time, a multitude of privatised urbanisms materialise through the use of intra-Asian 
investment funds (Ong, 2011; Percival and Waley, 2012). Roy (2011) demonstrates how 
worlding practices take place at the intersection between modernising projects of development, 
regimes of governance and neoliberal experiments. In so doing, worlding practices build upon 
a logic of unlimited possibilities of transformation (Ong, 2011), while establishing regimes of 
neoliberal governmentality (Peters, 2006; Springer, 2010; Cotoi, 2011) – see chapter 2, page 
52 – that affects even those ‘actually existing urbanisms’ supposedly rooting in alternative 
urban dynamics (Shatkin, 2011a). 

A great part of the debate on the transformation of Asian cities has focused on the emergence 
of urbanisms of exclusion, with a specific eye on the marginalisation and ghettoisation of urban 
poor communities and their (often informal) settlements (Fernandes, 2004; Lee and Yeoh, 
2004; Shatkin, 2004; Candan and Kolluoglu, 2008). A number of scholars have narrowed down 
their focus on the increasing number of evictions happening across Asia (Goldstein, 2007; 
Couldrey and Herson, 2008; Kishk, 2010; Springer, 2012; Kipgen, 2013; Brickell, 2014), and 
on the emergence of multiple (and often marginal) forms of urbanisms of relocation – be these 
relocation sites (Seekins, 2008; Montvilaite, 2014; Talocci and Boano, 2015, 2016), new towns 
(Shen and Wu, 2012; Duy Luan, 2014; Huynh, 2015), or simply mass housing developments 
in either central or peripheral urban areas (Özdemir, 2011; Karaman, 2013). 

The interest on obsolescing urbanisms has remained quite limited at a regional scale, and the 
interconnection between urban obsolescence and dynamics of exclusion and displacement has 
not been fully problematised. Shannon (Shannon, 2001; Cerise and Shannon, 2010) has 
explored the significance of interstitial and ruined spatialities in Vietnam, highlighting their 
potential for creative reappropriation and the emergence of alternative uses of space. Other 
authors have explored derelict spatialities in Bangkok (King, 2011) and several cities of Vietnam 
(Schwenkel, 2012), China (Wu, 2004; Wang, Wang and Wu, 2009), highlighting their role in the 
cities’ collective imagination and at the same time their precarious condition. Several studies 
on derelict spatialities along infrastructural networks, river banks or lake shores have remarked 
how interstices are often receptacles for otherwise unwanted urbanities across Asian cities: 
several authors have explored the complex socio-spatial fabric emerging along bodies of water 
(Wust, Bolay and Ngoc Du, 2002; Shannon, 2008; Vollmer and Grêt-Regamey, 2013), along 
railway networks (Jones, 2017), over road pavements (Patel, 1990; Biswas-Diener and Diener, 
2001), on garbage dumps (Rossi, 2016).  



33 

Focusing on Phnom Penh, this research wants to question the role of obsolescing urbanisms 
in the transformation of Asian cities, and their spatial and governmental nature, as I expand 
below in section 1.4.  

 

1.3.2. Introducing Phnom Penh and identifying literature gaps 

Cambodia is facing a fierce and accelerated urban development. Its cities are marked by the 
exacerbation of the conflict over space, and by its commodification and privatisation (Springer, 
2009b; Paling, 2012b; Percival and Waley, 2012; Fauveaud, 2016). The capital city, Phnom 
Penh, counting about 1.5 million inhabitants, is exemplary of such trends. 

The city’s central districts have historically shaped the image and character of what is still today 
advertised as ‘the charming city’ (MPP, no date), with heritage landmarks, portions of urban 
fabric coming from the colonial period, and modernist examples of the so-called New Khmer 
Architecture. Most of such urban fabric is today facing dereliction and potential demolition 
because of projects of public space beautification, new infrastructure development, 
programmes of urban boosterism, shopping malls, and the proliferation of new residential 
developments in the form of fancy condos and gated communities for the upper-middle class 
(Fauveaud, 2016). The Municipality of Phnom Penh (MPP) aims to create a skyline able to 
compete with the neighbouring Bangkok and Ho Chi Minh City and overall to instil a new 
globally competitive image in the city, aiming to attract further foreign investment (Percival, 
2012). The fast pace of urban development has put under threat groups of rooftop squatters, 
dwellers of dilapidated and often overcrowded buildings, informal settlements rising on once 
idle or interstitial land (ACHR, 2004). 

In the outer districts, a number of satellite cities are being built, foreseeing tremendous physical 
growth, while at the same time founding upon discourses of technological and infrastructural 
efficiency, urban health and status (Percival and Waley, 2012). Such transformation has been 
accompanied by the condemnation and destruction of a vast array of natural landscapes: 
Phnom Penh’s recent transformation has been defined as ‘ten years of sand’ (Urban Voice 
Cambodia, 2013), citing the massive increase of landfills into the city’s wetlands to make room 
for new developments. 

As many construction sites have gotten halted because of failed or slowed-down investments, 
such landfills have led to the appearance of giant urban voids – as in the case of Boeung Kak 
lake, as seen above. Urban voids have emerged also in central areas, with the erasure of a 
multiplicity of informal settlements, the following construction of a fence and, often, the 
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interruption of the development plans – with newborn ruins in the form of unfinished buildings 
adding up to the contradictory and contested landscape of the city.  

In periurban areas, tens of relocation sites testify the social cleansing and displacement 
occurred in the city centre, and raise as another tangible manifestation of the obsolescing 
processes happening at the urban scale (Talocci and Boano, 2015, 2016; Connell and 
Grimsditch, 2016): relocation sites’ geographies look marginal and isolated, their populations 
are ghettoised and excluded from urban life, their built environment looks already dilapidated – 
as most displaced households have abandoned their plots or units and got back to central 
areas in search for livelihoods.  

The materialisation of fenced urbanisms such as satellite cities, gated communities and borei7 
developments, has been one of the main focus of recent studies (Fauveaud, 2013, 2016). 
Paling (2012a, 2012b) has remarked a wider quest for a new urban modernity (and its 
corresponding social status) in the development of new transport infrastructures. Springer 
(2008, 2009b, 2009a, 2010, 2015b) has produced a broad body of works exploring the overall 
neoliberalisation of Phnom Penh’s urban transformation and the connected dynamics of 
violence and dispossession. Lot of attention has been put over forced evictions (Brickell, 2014; 
Connell and Grimsditch, 2016) and, to a lesser extent, on the consequent emergence of 
relocation sites (Talocci and Boano, 2015, 2016). While a few comparative studies (Chi et al., 
2010; McMahon, 2015) have focused on the social aftermath of forced displacement, little 
attention has been placed on the significance of the act of relocation from a governmental and 
urban design perspective – I consider such shift to be one of the original contributions of this 
thesis, as I explain below. 

1.4. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND EXPECTED ORIGINAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO SCHOLARSHIP 

The research seeks to offer a contribution to the scholarly debate on fenced urbanisms. While 
drawing from an interdisciplinary body of works, the research deliberately embraces a twofold 
governmental and urban design perspective to understand the production of fenced urbanisms 
in the contemporary city. In so doing, the research wants to trace a bridge between such two 
perspectives, following a series of works (Weizman, 2010; Aggregate Group, 2012; Boano, 
2017) that have embraced a similar methodological attitude. Further, building a cross-

                                                   
7 An approximate translation for the Khmer term borei is ‘village.’ Borei development (aphiwat borei) is increasingly 
used to indicate, in the everyday language and in the literature, new developments that are clearly contained within a 
well-defined perimeter, often a fenced one. 
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disciplinary debate on urban obsolescence, the research seeks to overcome the sheer division 
between literature reading obsolescence as either solely oppressive or solely emancipatory, 
building on authors who have, in other disciplines, dialectically articulated the concepts of 
oppression and emancipation (Masaki, 2006; Thomas, 2009; Verduijn et al., 2014; Sopranzetti, 
2017; O’Mahoney, Vincent and Harley, 2018).  

From an urban design perspective, I aim to discuss the relevance of my findings for the current 
debate on the social role of architecture and urban design (Fuad-Luke, 2009; Awan, Schneider 
and Till, 2011; Schneider, 2013; Boano and Talocci, 2014b, 2017), questioning how design 
processes can actually lead to emancipate from the production of the fenced city. From a 
governmental perspective, I want to question the idea of emancipation through the Agambenian 
concepts of profanation (2007, 2009b) and destituent politics (2014), to question whether 
obsolescing urbanisms configure as coming communities (Agamben, 1993), i.e. as 
communities immune to exclusion, isolation, discrimination, violence, abandonment. 

As a contribution to the regional debate, the research, partakes in the effort toward considering 
all cities as ordinary (Robinson, 2005) and toward the expansion of the Western canon of urban 
studies (Mccann, Roy and Ward, 2013) – avoiding to consider research in the South8 as just 
an addition to Northern/Western theory (Robinson, 2003; Parnell and Robinson, 2012). I seek 
therefore to contribute to the wider provincialisation of the debate (Chakrabarty, 2008; Parnell 
and Robinson, 2012), building a narrative of and from Phnom Penh that is dependent on neither 
a global city perspectives nor a developmentalist one, in so doing following recent studies such 
as Percival and Waley’s (2012), Paling’s (2012b), Springer’s (2011b). In so doing, I want to 
offer a contribution to the regional debate on the production of exclusionary environments in 
South-East Asian cities, while at the same time questioning the role of urban obsolescence in 
such production [Figure 1.9].  

Finally, the research has sought to have an agency in the work of research partners in the several 
grounds of investigation in Phnom Penh, developing methods and research questions in a dialogic 
fashion. I sought to highlight the presence of otherwise voiceless subjects within an urbanism, and 
to understand the aspirations toward the transformation of a certain site from a collective 
perspective. Analysing urban obsolescence in Phnom Penh means, de facto, to analyse urban poor 
settlements and their everyday lives: the data and outputs of this research therefore are considered 
of value for partner organisations concerned with the well-being of traditionally excluded populations. 
I will discuss this contribution, and the limitations I have encountered, in the conclusive chapter.  

                                                   
8  See chapter 4, page 106, for an explanation of how I understand global South in this research. 
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1.5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The research questions aim to analyse the intrinsic ambivalence of urban obsolescence: on 
one side as partaking into the production of the fenced city, on the other side as possibly 
emancipating from such production. The questions therefore read: 

Research question 1: what are those design practices that, emerging in obsolescing 
urbanisms, partake into the production of the fenced city? 

Research question 2: what are those design practices that, emerging in obsolescing 
urbanisms, emancipate from the production of the fenced city? 

In such questions, I understand:  

- design practices as either formal or informal acts, aimed at strategising, building, 
organising, controlling, imagining or simply inhabiting urban spaces (Boano, 2014). I 
elaborate further on such expanded understanding of design in chapter 4 (page 117);  

- fences as spatial and governmental dispositifs – as outlined above (page 24) – and, 
consequently, the fenced city as the ensemble of such fenced dispositifs. I will expand 
on the concept of dispositif in chapter 4 (page 113); 

- urbanisms as the ensemble of practices present in a specific urban environment, 
building upon Lefebvre’s idea of lived space (1991); 

- obsolescing urbanisms as those urbanisms that – while still fenced ones – are 
characterised by the apparent ruination, interstitiality, marginality or even emptiness of 
their socio-spatial fabric, as explored above and as I will explore further in chapter 3; 

- emancipation, building upon the etymological original of the term, as the freedom from 
a form of control (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2019b) – in this case from the spatial and 
governmental restraints of the fenced city. 

In section 1.2, I problematised the fenced city as tangible manifestation of dynamics of 
securitisation, control, privatisation, commodification, exclusion, depoliticisation. I explained 
how such dynamics affect, to an extent, those urbanisms that I defined as obsolescing ones. I 
therefore ascribed such dynamics to two fundamental fenced archetypes, the gated community 
and the camp, as I show in Figure 1.10 and as I will explore in detail in chapter 2. With research 
question 1, I seek therefore to highlight the possible emergence of gated-community-like 
dynamics and camp-like dynamics within obsolescing urbanisms. I articulate such research 
question in two sub-research questions:  
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- sub-research question 1.1: what design practices lead to the emergence of gated-
community-like dynamics – i.e. to the emergence of phenomena of security-obsession, 
privatisation and commodification of urban space, fetishization and iconisation of the 
urban form – within an obsolescing urbanism? 

- sub-research question 1.2: what design practices lead to the emergence of camp-
like dynamics – i.e. to phenomena of exclusion, control and depoliticisation of a subject, 
or a group of subjects – within an obsolescing urbanism? 

Conversely, I consider as emancipating from the production of the fenced city those practices 
that contribute to open up, decommodify and repoliticise an obsolescing urbanism [see again 
Figure 1.10]. The three dimensions of openness, decommodification and repoliticisation 
articulate into three sub-research questions:  

- sub-research question 2.1: what design practices open up (or contribute to open up) 
an obsolescing urbanism? Such practices will establish social or spatial connections 
between actors inside and outside such urbanism, or between different actors within 
such urbanism itself. In the former case, such practices might favour the entrance in 
the fence of new actors, or create a way-out for actors otherwise entrapped within the 
fence;   

- sub-research question 2.2: what design practices decommodify (or contribute to 
decommodify) an obsolescing urbanism? Such practices will establish uses that do not 
depend on, nor revolve around, profit. Or, such practices will introduce or develop a 
new aesthetics freed from processes of iconisation and fetishization (see chapter 2, 
page 65); 

- sub-research question 2.3: what design practices repoliticise (or contribute to 
repoliticise) an obsolescing urbanism? Such practices will have an agency in 
recalibrating the power relations between actors within such urbanism, and in so doing 
lead to the empowerment of those actors whose political agency was otherwise 
depleted. 

1.6. ON THE USE OF THEORY AS METHOD, AND ON DESIGN RESEARCH 

As Schmid, Stanek and Moravanszky (2015, p. 16) posit, “the transversal heterogeneity of the 
social practices, institutions, policy and norms” can be better stressed and understood through 
the use of theory. Theory can be defined as an acceptable general principle or body of 
principles offered to explain phenomena occurring in a certain reality, or as a model or 
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framework for observing and understanding such reality (Thomas, 2007) – in so doing shaping 
both what we see and how we see it. In this research, I want to emphasise the potential, in both 
Agamben’s and Foucault’s theory, to be used to frame and guide urban research and analysis. 
In so doing, I make use of such theory in framing my ontology, epistemology and methods. 

Firstly, I embed Foucault’s (1980) concept of dispositif – bearing in mind its later re-elaboration 
by Agamben (2007, 2009b) – in my research ontology, using it as a lens to read the city and its 
design as an ensemble of practices, subjectivities, discursive formations. Secondly, building on 
the use that Foucault (1995) and Agamben (2009a) make of paradigms, I set the fence as 
paradigm of the current urban transformation, embedding it in my research epistemology and 
using it thus to enquire reality – deconstructing it through looking at the spatial and 
governmental practices that constitute the fence as such. Thirdly, such deconstruction informs 
my methods of data collection and analysis, geared toward understanding discursive and non-
discursive practices underpinning the rise and functioning of urban fences. In chapter 4 (page 
99) and in the conclusive chapter (page 410), I will discuss to what extent the use of Western 
theory can be acceptable and useful in analysing processes of transformation in cities of the 
so-called Global South. 

As for research methods, I will expand in chapter 4 on the use of interviews, design workshops, 
exploratory walks and photographs. Noticeably, throughout the empirical chapters, I make a 
vast use of in-text illustrations, following the prominent role of photographic methods of data 
collection in my research (see chapter 4, page 123), and seeking to give exposure to the 
complexity of the urbanisms I investigate. Representing their materialities and everyday uses 
through the use of photographs – along with their narratives, textually – has been a way of 
legitimising and documenting the existence of such locales, in light of their often-precarious 
condition.9 

Importantly, the multi-dimensional approach outlined above develops along with a multi-scalar 
one: I investigate urban environments at different scales and seek to explain the connections 
between such scales, especially for what concerns dynamics of social cleansing and 
displacement and their governmental significance. The map in Figure 1.11 shows how such 
multi- and cross-scalar research attitude has articulated in Phnom Penh.  

In shaping the research methodology, I followed a design-oriented and projective attitude, 
which emphasises the possibility for this research to have an agency in the transformation of 

                                                   
9 I explain in chapters 5, 6, 7 the relentless process of transformation of obsolescing urbanisms in Phnom Penh, and 
the fact that the White Building and Borei Keila’s illegal settlements were almost completely demolished over the 
course of my research. 
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the grounds of investigation and in the work of research partners. Such attitude is in line with 
my own biography as architect and community-architect working within experiences of local 
and transnational activism:10 I see indeed design and design research as aiming to modify 
human-environment interactions and to transform them into preferred ones (Findeli, 2012). 
Understanding the dynamics of an urban reality (descriptive stance), and what is going wrong 
within it (diagnostic stance), leads to consider such reality as a project rather than as an object.  

Building on Findeli (2012), I consider a research question as generating from a design question 
and, in the same fashion, a research answer to be found along with a design answer. I recall 
here the second research question of this research, which asks what design practices 
emancipate from the production of fenced urbanisms. Drawing on my above definition of 
emancipatory practices, it is possible to state that such research question emerges from a 
design question, which reads  

- how to open up, decommodify, repoliticise the fenced city?  

and spells out the projective stance of this research. At the end of each empirical chapter (5, 6, 
7), I will interrogate the grounds of investigation of this research through the research questions, 
highlighting both oppressive and emancipatory dynamics. In the conclusive chapter, I will 
reason on opportunities for design capitalisation, in line with the design question above. 

1.7. STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

The thesis is organised, after this introduction, in seven more chapters [Figure 1.12]. Each 
chapter closes with a summary of the presented argument, facilitating the reading and the 
connection between chapters. 

Chapter 2 reviews the transdisciplinary debate in urban studies on the emergence of fenced 
environments, as by-product of dynamics of securitisation and control, privatisation and 
commodification, fetishization and iconisation, exclusion and depoliticisation. As stated, I look 
at such dynamics from both a governmental and an urban design perspective. Grounding in 
Foucault’s body of work, I explore the interpretation of the modern city as a carceral archipelago 

                                                   
10 I did work with, and support the activities of: communities of squatters in Rome, Italy (2011-2014); neighbourhood 
forums in London (2014-2019); dwellers of urban poor settlements in Turkey (2010), Brazil (2012), Vietnam (2012), 
Philippines (2013), Cambodia (2012-15), Myanmar (2017-19). The work in South-East Asian countries has always 
been in collaboration with the Community Architects Network, a programme of the Asian Coalition for Housing Rights 
– I expand on this in chapter 4 (page 103). 
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(Foucault, 1995), a paradigm of socio-spatial order aimed at controlling territories and their 
populations. I therefore review literature on governmental studies, highlighting a shift of focus, 
in Foucault’s work, from the panoptic view of the carceral archipelago to a biopolitical 
perspective, centred around the government of disciplined bodies (Foucault, 1975, 1991, 
2007). Such shift allows me to trace a bridge toward Agamben’s (2011) work on oikonomia, 
and on the overall process of depoliticisation that affects the contemporary society (Flinders 
and Buller, 2006; Swyngedouw, 2009; Talocci and Boano, 2018). The archetype par excellence 
of such depoliticised condition is the camp (Agamben, 1998; Minca, 2015): I explore the 
emergence of camp-like spatialities in the contemporary city, as manifestation of phenomena 
of forced confinement and ghettoisation. Drawing on the idea of neoliberal governmentality 
(Ferguson and Gupta, 2002; Peters, 2006; Hamann, 2009; Springer, 2010) and on the 
interpretation of capitalism as religion (Benjamin, 2005), I counterpose to the camp another 
fenced archetype: the gated community, as expression of a desire for voluntary seclusion, of a 
quest for safety and status (Webster, 2001; Hook and Vrdoljak, 2002; Irazábal, 2006; Minton, 
2009). I close the chapter reviewing urban design literature concerned with the emergence of 
such archetypes, exploring the role of design in the production of urbanisms obsessed with the 
quest for security and control (Newman, 1973; Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee, 1998; 
Carmona, De Magalhães and Edwards, 2002), and affected by an overall process of 
fetishization and iconisation of commodified spatialities (Julier, 2005; Sklair, 2005, 2006). 

Chapter 3 focuses on the obsolescence of the fenced city. Using a cross-disciplinary approach, 
intersecting literature from disciplines such as urban planning, architecture, sociology, urban 
history, geography, gender studies, I construct a debate on obsolescence with a specific focus 
on urban transformation processes. I show how, in such a debate, obsolescence assumes an 
ambivalent character. Firstly, obsolescence is read as immanent to the commodifying and 
exclusionary dynamics of the fenced city (Harvey, 1985; Bulow, 1986; Bryson, 1997; 
Abramson, 2016): I discuss how discourses of obsolescence have pervaded the discussion on 
urban transformation, supporting the criminalisation, social cleansing, or demolition of areas 
deemed as blighted and derelict. Secondly, I investigate obsolescence as a possibility of 
emancipation from the dynamics of the fenced city. I group the literature that has read 
obsolescence as emancipatory along two axes: literature concerned, on one side, with spaces 
of ruination, abandonment and decay (Ruskin, 1889; DeSilvey and Edensor, 2013); on the 
other side, with interstitial, marginal, empty spaces (de Solà-Morales Rubió, 1995a; Careri, 
2002). I show how the (constructed) debate on obsolescing urbanisms and the one on urban 
informality (Groth and Corijn, 2005; Alsayyad and Roy, 2006; Yiftachel, 2009a; Cerise and 
Shannon, 2010; Dovey and King, 2012) partially overlap. Building on such debates, I introduce 
four more archetypes of transformation of the (obsolescing) fenced city – the ruin, the interstice, 
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the margin, the void – and discuss their relevance in understanding the intrinsic ambivalence 
of obsolescing urbanisms. 

Chapter 4 explains the research methodology. I remark the use of theory as method, not only 
to frame a perspective on urban reality but to guide my investigation (Schmid, Stanek and 
Moravánszky, 2015). I reason on the use of theory in the Global South, and on how such use 
can be conducive to provincialise the regional debate (Raghuram and Madge, 2006; 
Chakrabarty, 2008; Parnell and Robinson, 2012) and to have an agency in favour of otherwise 
subaltern populations. I present research partners and the ethics of working with them. I 
therefore explore the use of paradigms in research and in the works of Foucault and Agamben, 
and clarify the use of the fence as paradigm (Foucault, 1995; Göktürk, 2005; Agamben, 2009a). 
In a similar fashion, I reconstruct the genealogy of the dispositif concept in Foucault and 
Agamben, review the use of the concept in research, and embrace it as conceptual lens to look 
at the fenced city (Foucault, 1980; Deleuze, 1992; Pløger, 2008; Agamben, 2009b; Velasco 
Arias, 2011). The chapter closes explaining the use of design as method, emphasising in 
particular the use of urban design categories for the analysis of the grounds of investigation, 
the projective stance of the research (Findeli, 2012), and the use of an expanded definition of 
design (Tonkiss, 2013; Boano, 2014).  

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 present the case of Phnom Penh. In chapter 5, I investigate Phnom Penh’s 
transformation at the city-wide level, following a historical trajectory. I show how, in the post-
colonial period (after 1953),11 Phnom Penh’s built environment was modernised following 
discourses of beautification, sanitisation, and monumentalisation of public housing, facilities 
and infrastructure (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006). I show therefore how such modernity was 
informalised, after the fall of the Khmer Rouge Regime (1979)12 and the following 
reappropriation of the built stock (and of idle land)13 on a first-come first-served basis (Khemro, 
2000; Khemro and Payne, 2004).14 I therefore set the beginning of a new modernity in 2001, 
with the promulgation of the Land Law (RGC, 2001) and the consequent transformation of 
urban land in a tool for the accumulation of capital by powerful Cambodian elites and foreign 
investors (Springer, 2011b, 2012). In such modernity, several urban realities are de facto 
declared obsolete: derelict buildings are left in their decayed state and eventually demolished; 

                                                   
11 Cambodia gained independence from the French Protectorate on the 9 November 1953. 

12 The Khmer Rouge regime was established on the 17 April 1975 and eventually overthrown on the 7 January 1979. 

13 The Vietnamese authorities ruling Cambodia after the fall of the Khmer Rouge had established the dey samaki 
policy. Dey samaki is translatable as ‘land solidarity’: following the policy, newcomers were allowed to settle on public 
land – I expand on the classification on Cambodia’s regimes of land tenure in chapter 5 (page 160). 
14 With significant exceptions such as the White Building (see chapter 5, page 187) and Borei Keila (see chapter 6). 
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informal settlements are forcibly evicted and erased; interstitial forms of informality are 
reappropriated for the sake of infrastructural modernisation. I reflect on such dynamics 
exploring the cases of, respectively, the White Building and its demolition, the eviction of Dey 
Krahorm’s settlement and following development of its land, the Railway settlements and the 
Railway Rehabilitation Project. 

Chapter 6 presents extensively the case of Borei Keila (UPDF, 2003c; Rabé, 2005, 2010; 
Boonyabancha, 2014; Talocci and Boano, 2018), zooming onto the scale of the neighbourhood 
and analysing its spatial upgrading process (following a land-sharing process).15 Again, I 
present the site’s evolution from a historical standpoint, and show how the transformation of 
the site can be understood as a continuous cycle of processes of modernisation and 
obsolescence. I navigate a series of urban voids, of ruins, of interstitial urbanisms, surviving at 
the core of the site in spite of (or as by-products of) its overall profit-driven transformation.  

Chapter 7 navigates six relocation sites (STT, 2012d; Connell and Grimsditch, 2016; Talocci 
and Boano, 2016), currently hosting populations displaced from the localities explored in 
chapters 5 and 6.  

Each of the previous three chapters concludes with the analysis of the empirical data. Chapter 
8 discusses the research findings and original contributions to scholarship – along with 
research limitations and potential trajectories for future studies. 

                                                   
15 Land-sharing is a tool of slum upgrading. I expand on it in chapter 5, page 156. 
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2. FENCED URBANISMS 

 

 

2.1. INTRODUCTION: THE CITY AS AN ENSEMBLE OF FENCES 

The research grounds in the transdisciplinary debate, in urban studies, focusing on the 
proliferation of fenced environments in the contemporary city. Fences are tangible 
manifestations of dynamics of securitisation, control, privatisation, commodification, exclusion. 
This chapter explores such debate, highlighting how urban environments have become 
increasingly gated, and spatial injustices have replicated at multiple scales, leading to a 
fragmented urban condition. I define such condition as the fenced city, acknowledging the fence 
as spatial and governmental paradigm of the current urban transformation.  

In this chapter (see Figure 1.7), I start my exploration grounding in Foucault’s body of work, 
and interpreting the modern city as a carceral archipelago (Foucault, 1995), as paradigm of 
socio-spatial order aimed at controlling territories and their populations. I therefore introduce 
urban studies literature concerned with the proliferation of urbanisms obsessed with a quest for 
security and control. I discuss the production of such urbanisms as essentially revolving around 
two fenced archetypes: the gated community (Webster, 2001; Hook and Vrdoljak, 2002) and 
the camp (Agamben, 1998) — expression respectively of voluntary seclusion and forced 
confinement.  

I read the emergence of such archetypical fenced figures from a twofold perspective, a 
governmental one and an urban design one. As for governmental studies, I remark a shift, in 
Foucault’s work, from the panoptic view of the carceral archipelago to a biopolitical perspective, 
centred around the government of disciplined bodies (Foucault, 1980, 1991; Bazzicalupo, 2006; 
Esposito, 2012, 2013): such shift allows me to trace a bridge toward Agamben’s work on 
oikonomia (Agamben, 2011), and on the overall process of depoliticisation that affects the 
contemporary society (Flinders and Buller, 2006; Lazzarato, 2009; Swyngedouw, 2009, 2010a; 
Talocci and Boano, 2018). From an urban design perspective, I close the chapter reviewing 
literature concerned with the role of design in the emergence of security- and control-obsessed 
urbanisms (Newman, 1973; Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee, 1998; Minton, 2009), and affected 
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by an overall process of fetishization and iconisation (Julier, 2005; Sklair, 2005, 2006; 
Carmona, 2009). 

2.2. THE CARCERAL ARCHIPELAGO: THE OBSESSION FOR SECURITY AND CONTROL 

The idea of carceral archipelago was elaborated by Foucault (1995 [1977]) across a series of 
reflections, lectures, publications tackling the surveillance and control of territories and their 
populations (Foucault, 1975, 1991, 1995). In Discipline and Punish  (Foucault, 1995, p. 524) 
the French philosopher argues that while “in penal justice, the prison transformed the punitive 
procedure into a penitentiary technique, the carceral archipelago transported this technique 
from the penal institution to the entire social body.” The spatial organisation of the prison as 
panopticon was dictated by the necessity of controlling the prisoners’ behaviour: the prisoners, 
occupying cells at the periphery of a circular structure, could have theoretically been observed 
at any time by a guardian, who – working from an inspection house at the centre of the building 
– stayed invisible to the prisoners’ eyes.  

With the carceral archipelago, such structure of total and constant control expands to the scale 
of the social body, concretising in measures against what, for Foucault (1995), are the two 
paradigms of modern urban management: the plague and the leprosy. On one hand, there lay 
the extreme measures of control in an urban context against the plague: partitions, inspections, 
continuous registrations. On the other hand, there existed measures of exclusion against those 
lepers that were trying to enter the city: borders and protection from the outside.  

The modern city became thus controlled through a dual level of partitions and regulatory 
techniques: a multiplicity of inner ones (the plague paradigm) and an outer one (the leprosy 
paradigm). Foucault (1995) points out how modern urbanisms have been permeated and 
inextricably linked to biopolitical regimes of security: “from the eighteenth century on, every 
discussion on politics as the art of government of men necessarily includes a chapter or a series 
of chapters on urbanism, on collective facilities, on hygiene, and on private architecture” 
(Foucault, 2004, p. 108). The functionality of urbanism in the management of a given population 
complements Foucault’s comments on the architecture of hospitals and prisons, revealing how 
the instrumentalisation of urbanism within biopolitical regimes of security and control went 
hand-in-hand with the development of disciplinary techniques, including urban ones.  

The dual paradigm leprosy/plague has been inherited in different forms and conceptions in the 
evolution and morphology of contemporary cities: for instance, controlling stability at all costs 
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by purging inner contestation; or protecting the city from external pressures, rhetorically 
constructed as threats, such as for instance an increasing number of migrant; or discouraging 
gatherings and using temporary or permanent barricades [Figure 2.1]. A paradigm of socio-
spatial order, therefore, translates into the design and construction of fenced and partitioned 
urbanisms. 

 

2.2.1. Urban fear and the obsession for security and control 

Foucault’s (1995) concept of carceral archipelago has greatly inspired the work on Los Angeles’ 
urbanisms of both Davis (1990) and Soja (2000). Davis speaks of a ‘fortress L.A.’, of a city 
attending the destruction of its public space, the mushrooming of walls around the plots of richer 
neighbourhoods, and the rise of what at the time was the largest corporate citadel. Davis 
describes such citadel as “segregated from the poor neighbourhoods around it by a 
monumental architectural glacis” (1990, p. 223), and by the construction of temporary 
barricades as part of a wider ‘war on drugs’. Davis, ironically, also remarks a sort of competition 
between L.A.’s carceral system and its commercial developments, noticing how, for instance, 
the towers of the county jail were opposite to a new secluded complex of skyscraper hotels and 
offices.  

Soja (2000, p. 154) elaborates further the idea of fortress urbanism, speaking of a city with 
sophisticated surveillance technologies – responding to an ecology of fear “by increasingly 
substituting police for polis”. Soja’s Los Angeles becomes thus filled with protected and fortified 
spaces, rich enclosures offering protection against the dangers of daily life – be these real or 
imaginary ones. Luxury lifestyles get translated into the repression of space and movement – 
to the extent that fortressed space gets ‘normalised’, embedded into urban life [Figure 2.2]. 

For both Davis and Soja, the urban realm takes the form of a collection of islands where 
individuals and communities barricade themselves – either voluntarily or not.16 Both authors 
highlight the process occurring once the carceral system spreads till affecting wider urban 
dynamics. On one side, fear gets spatialised through the installation and proliferation of security 
apparatuses, which affect the perception and use of public space, too. On the other side, fear 
produces a polarised urban condition, with fenced wealthy developments in opposition to 

                                                   
16 Soja (2000) expands his argument listing another possible feature of islands that voluntarily barricade: their 
potential invisibility, the capacity of being overseen by public and private power and authority. 
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‘partitioned’ and ‘controlled’ spaces where to confine the poor, the unruly, the outlier, the 
unhealthy. 

Published in the same year than Soja’s Postmetropolis (2000), Caldeira’s book City of Walls. 
Crime, Segregation and Citizenship in São Paulo (2001) – along with the earlier Fortified 
Enclaves. The New Urban Segregation (Caldeira, 1999) – revolves around a reflection on a 
divided contemporary city that, ultimately, creates different regimes of citizenship. Caldeira 
describes an urban realm overly dominated by a landscape of secure apartment complexes in 
the centre and gated communities in the periphery: planners and designers responded to a 
higher level of fear with a higher insulation, destined to characterise the urban realm far more 
than the fenced plots of the richer neighbourhoods of Los Angeles. Although the range of 
techniques of segregation encompasses the use of walls, gates, surveillance cameras and 
private security guards, Caldeira (1999, 2001) remarks how the new housing revolves around 
more than security and seclusion: its upper-middle class inhabitants indeed seeks for social 
homogeneity, amenities and services. Such shift – that I will investigate in depth in section 2.4 
below – is for Caldeira a paradoxical response to a democratisation process occurred while 
both a social gap and violent criminal acts were increasing, with the consequent criminalisation 
of the lower-income strata of the society. Caldeira links the construction of urban walls and 
fences to the rise of discourses of differentiated citizenship (with different social classes entitled 
to different sets of rights) and of human rights abuse – I will explore such aspects further in 
section 2.3 below.  

The spatialisation of fear has been therefore accompanied by an increasing privatisation of the 
city and by the consequent shrinkage of its public space: under discourses of security, public 
spaces have been fenced and protected, while public buildings have got fortified, and entire 
neighbourhoods secluded from the rest of the city. Minton (2009) has investigated London’s 
Docklands to show how urban regeneration processes have meant the enclosure of wealth 
behind gates, the diffusion of surveillance dispositives, and the transformation of public space 
in a retail playground.  

Dikeç (2013) has expanded on such multidimensional character of urban fences, highlighting 
how French banlieues and their immigrant populations have been constructed as ‘dangerous 
things’ in the discourses of politicians and media and in the development of a securitarian 
ideology. Authors as Bannister & Fyfe (2001) and Cozens (2011) have explored the need for 
security as a social demand, as crime and the fear of crime have contributed to deplete cities 
of the possibility of celebrating difference. Similarly, Minton (2009) analyses how discourses 
around security turn into urban segregation and spaces that are constantly patrolled. Other 
authors have investigated the rise of security-obsessed urbanisms in contexts of violent conflict 
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and war, in relation to urban planning (Abu-orf, 2012), to the production of protection spaces 
(Boano, 2011) and to the effects of terrorism on urban transformation (Sorkin, 2008; Barnard-
Wills, Moore and McKim, 2012).  

Tulumello (2015, 2017) has reviewed extensively the literature on security-obsessed urbanisms 
and built a taxonomy of urban fearscapes, linking them to forms of voluntary seclusion (as in 
gated communities) and spaces of forced exclusion (as in camps). I will explore the archetypes 
of the camp and of the gated community in section 2.3 below. 

 

2.2.2. The use of infrastructures as means to enhance security and control 

Tulumello (2015, 2017) deconstructs processes of fortification and privatisation in their 
multidimensional nature, highlighting not only the use of physical barriers and security 
regulations, but also the reduction and polarisation of rights of mobility toward and through, 
access to, and use of enclosed spaces and the infrastructural networks connecting them. 
Tulumello uses the term barrier to refer to those infrastructural networks for mobility that have 
developed as means of connection on one side and of fragmentation on the other side – 
allowing some places to get mutually closer while excluding others. At the same time, he 
remarks how the access to these infrastructures is regulated and sometimes restricted by the 
obligation of paying tolls, and how their physical impact might also impede a movement in the 
direction that is perpendicular to their flows.  

A fundamental contribution in understanding infrastructural networks as systems of, at the 
same time, connection and disconnection, has been provided by Graham and Marvin (2001), 
who have focused on the role that infrastructural nets play in splintering the urban realm and 
excluding supposedly dangerous populations – taking to the extreme the analysis of 
infrastructures when they are radically transformed into premium ones, accessible only to 
members of the urban elites. Petti (2007) has used precisely the Foucauldian concept of 
archipelago to remark the presence of disconnected enclaves17 lying outside a system of 
secluded settlements connected through premium infrastructures. Considering infrastructural 
networks and the formation of camp-like spatialities (see following section) at a territorial scale, 
Weizman (2007) has shown how in the case of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict infrastructural 
nets have been used as means of war – reducing distances for the Israeli army while at the 
same time fragmenting the Palestinian territory. Graham (2009, 2010) has developed further 

                                                   
17 Petti uses the term enclave to indicate camp-like spatialities, rather than in the more conventional meaning of 
wealthy gated communities (see for instance: Alsayyad and Roy, 2006). 
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such idea, speaking of military urbanism, highlighting how militarised practices of tracking and 
targeting urban circulation have by now been normalised, and how political violence is 
systematically deployed against and through urban infrastructures. For Graham (2009, p. 393), 
the spread of political violence has turned the city into a conflict zone where borders and fences 
around defended enclaves and security zones are proliferating, to protect them from an outside 
“deemed unruly, impoverished or dangerous”.  

In the following section, I read the obsession for security and control from a governmental 
perspective. 

2.3. THE FENCED CITY THROUGH A GOVERNMENTAL PERSPECTIVE: FROM THE CONTROL OF 

THE URBAN REALM TO THE GOVERNMENT OF THE SUBJECT 

The work of Foucault after Discipline and Punish (1995 [1977]) articulates over two apparently 
diverging paths (Lemke, 2002): on one hand, as an investigation over the genealogy of the 
state; and, on the other hand, as an interest on the genealogy of the ‘subject’. For Lemke 
(2002), the missing link between these two areas is the problem of government: while most of 
Foucault’s reflections on this issue remain unpublished, the philosopher, through lectures held 
between 1978 and 1979 at the Collège de France, analysed indeed the connection between 
technologies of the self and of domination, and between the constitution of the subject and the 
constitution of the state as a problem of government.  

In those lectures, Foucault (1991 [1978]) purposely introduces the concept of ‘governmentality’, 
semantically linking the action of governing to an ensemble of modes of thought (‘-mentality’). 
In so doing, Foucault indicates the indissoluble link between technologies of power and political 
rationalities behind them, and the necessity to study both at the same time (Lemke, 2002). One 
more important aspect is the use of the notion of ‘government’ in the older meaning of the term: 
Foucault draws the term back to those texts that, until the eighteenth century, used it to refer 
to problems of state and administration, but also of self-control, household management, 
education. Government, therefore, as conduct, is meant as government of the self and 
government of others. The philosopher states that we live in the era of governmentality, and 
that “the problems of governmentality and the techniques of government have become the only 
political issues, the only real space for political struggle and contestation” (Foucault, 1991, p. 
103).  
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For Foucault, the governmental state is no longer defined in terms of its territoriality, of its 
surface area, but in terms of the mass of its population with its volume and density, and its 
conduct. Biopolitics, for Foucault (1975), represents precisely a shift from the panoptic view 
(see above) to a government of disciplined bodies. Biopolitics enhances the functions of 
government (Chignola, 2016), introducing a biopower that is bound up with living relationships 
and with the conduct of beings — drawing from Hobbes’ (2003) pastoral view of the sovereign, 
as prefiguring a political order. I elaborate further on the biopolitical aspect of urban government 
in the following sub-section.  

Governmentality therefore emerges as the conduct of one’s conduct (Foucault, 1991): the 
governmental action translates into pervading society, at all levels, with a network of institutions 
and disciplinary and regulatory techniques (Driver, 1985), “ultimately produc[ing] subjects that 
behave as they ought” (Jazeel, 2009, p. 139). Foucault understands governmentality as a very 
specific and complex form of power, exercised through a range of technologies and dispositifs 
— an aggregate of physical, social and normative infrastructure, that are put into place to deal 
strategically with a particular problem. I will expand on the concept of dispositif in chapter 4 
(page 113), exploring its methodological significance for this research.  

Ferguson and Gupta (2002) have importantly warned on how governmental power is not 
exercised only from above, by the State. In the attempt to understand how different forms of 
power are exercised and, consequently, forms of government and conduct are implemented, 
the scholarship has elaborated the concepts of colonial governmentality (Scott, 1995), counter-
governmentality (Appadurai, 2002), civic governmentality (Roy, 2009a), neoliberal 
governmentality (Peters, 2006; Hamann, 2009; Cotoi, 2011).  

Scott (1995) elaborated the idea of colonial governmentality, as the introduction of a new game 
of politics that the subject is obliged to play if it wants to be counted as political. In so doing, a 
modernity is created and the subject is called to abide to it, not to be deemed as obsolete. 
While such modernity might actually bring an expansion in the possibilities of individual choice, 
Asad remarks how only modern choices can be made, within a wider “re-organisation of the 
social spaces in which subjects act and are acted upon” (Asad, 1992, p. 337). Pre-modern 
possibilities are therefore no longer available: possible resistances and local modes of 
production are marginalised under the totalising influence of a hegemonic entity. 
Marginalisation and exclusion manifest in the distorted representation of the colonised too, at 
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the level of image and language (Said, 1995): the colonised subject is denied voice, autonomy 
and agency.18  

Appadurai (2002), speaking of counter-governmentality, discusses the actual possibilities of 
resistance to colonial power. He defines of counter-governmentality as a form of resistance to 
the top-down governmental apparatus, opposed by a governmentality from below (see also: 
Ilcan and Lacey, 2011), “animated by the social relations of shared poverty, by the excitement 
of active participation in the politics of knowledge and spontaneous everyday politics” 
(Appadurai, 2002, p. 35). 

Importantly, Roy (2009a) overcomes the distinction between a governmentality from the top 
and one from below, speaking of civic governmentality. In her work, Roy focuses on the politics 
of inclusion aimed to institutionalise participatory citizenship: looking at the cases of the NGO 
SPARC19 in Mumbai and of Hezbollah20 in Beirut, she shows how civic governmentality is over-
encompassing, and how its mechanisms work at multiple levels and in multiple directions. For 
Roy, means of exercising power and imposing conduct involve: infrastructures of populist 
mediation, as organisations make sure of existing in a seamless relationship with the people; 
norms of self-rule, as people’s conduct is affected by the introduction and application of an 
ethics of the self; technologies of government, such as for instance the control over the 
production of knowledge.  

The reflections on colonial, counter- and civic governmentality are highly relevant for this 
research. The production of the fenced city can be indeed understood as a form of colonialism 
over urban space: the assertion of control over an urban environment occurs along with the 
establishment of new modernities, to which all urban subjects should abide – I will discuss this 
process especially exploring the redevelopments of Dey Krahorm (chapter 5, page 177) and 
Borei Keila (chapter 6). At the same time, forms of resistances to such modernities emerge, 
although not necessarily leading to emancipatory conditions. Importantly, I shift away from the 
dualism of Appadurai’s (2002) argument, and rather second Roy’s (2009a) argument: I 
understand the interplay between the establishment of new modernities and the emergence of 
resistances not as happening in a dichotomic fashion, but rather as occurring at multiple levels, 

                                                   
18 The work of Scott puts the emphasis on the constitution of what Foucault (1991) defines as political rationalities, 
i.e. complexes of knowledge/power that give shape to colonial projects of political sovereignty. Colonial power, for 
Scott, is hence organised as sets of activities that eventually produce effects of rule.  
19 SPARC is the acronym of Society for the Promotion of Area Resource Centers and is one of the largest Indian 
NGOs working on housing and infrastructure issues for the urban poor.  
20 Hezbollah is a Shi'a Islamist political party and militant group based in Lebanon. 
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hinging upon multiple dimensions of urban development, being performed by multiple actors 
with the overall aim to exercise control over an urban space. 

An important part of the debate has focused on neoliberalism and on its connections to 
governmentality. Cotoi (2011) points out how, for Foucault (2008b), liberalism and 
neoliberalism are seen as practices to rationalise governance. Amo-Agyemang (2017) speaks 
of a neoliberal dispositif, exploring apparatuses of neoliberal political rationality, as discursive 
formations and concrete practices that eventually mobilise authoritative actors, governance 
techniques, and forms of truth: it is easy to establish a parallel with Foucault’s (1980) definition 
of dispositif as an ensemble of institutions, laws, administrative and regulatory techniques, 
scientific statements, as I explore in chapter 4 (page 113). Springer (2008, 2009b, 2010, 
2015b), with a specific look at dynamics of dispossession in Cambodia, speaks of the violence 
endured by ordinary Cambodians in their everyday lives, as outcome of neoliberal policies: 
embracing the critique of neoliberalism as governmentality, Springer asserts that neoliberal 
hegemony can be established only excluding the unwanted ones, those who would otherwise 
obstruct capitalistic progress and accumulation. Peters (2006) draws on Foucault (2008b) to 
state that neoliberal modes of government construct subjects as apparently free, while for 
Hamann (2009) the neoliberal subject is constructed as an individual who is morally responsible 
for navigating the social realm grounding upon solely market-based principles – to the extent 
of excluding all other ethical values and social interests.21 In a similar fashion, Leshem (2016), 
in The Origins of Neoliberalism, explains how subjects are governed in the economy of the 
neoliberal market as creatures driven by the pursuit of satisfying desires: such desires can be 
generated by any existing object, and lie behind the very idea of economic growth. 

Importantly, Cotoi (2011) explains how, in Foucault (2008b), ‘economy’ is not an organisation 
outside the state nor against it: rather, “the emergency of ‘economy’ means the appearance of 
new forms of knowledge and power that are best understood as transformation of the former 
disciplinary regimes” (2008b, p. 112). 

 

                                                   
21 Agamben (2009b) extends this argument to the entire capitalist society. Drawing from Benjamin’s (2005) 
Capitalism as Religion and Debord’s (1992)The Society of the Spectacle, Agamben notes that it is exactly capitalism, 
through the sphere of consumption, to realize a ‘pure form of separation’. In the separation of exchange-value from 
use-value, the commodity turns into an inaccessible fetish and, in Debord’s (1992) words, the real world is 
transformed into images.  
 



56 

2.3.1. The depoliticisation of the fenced city 

Building upon Foucault’s investigations into the genealogy of governmentality, Agamben 
enquires those mechanisms that have allowed power to assume the form of an oikonomia,22 of 
the sole government of men (Agamben, 2011). Agamben extends the historical span of 
governmentality – whose start Foucault had placed in the Sixteenth century – back to the early 
centuries of Christian theology, whereby the Trinitarian form of oikonomia comes to constitute 
a paradigmatic form (and therefore a privileged laboratory for the observation and the 
articulation of the governmental machine). Agamben overlaps the study of oikonomia to the 
one of Glory – of power as ceremonial and liturgical regality – highlighting how the use of Glory 
and acclamation is central to the political apparatuses of contemporary democracies and 
materialises in the form of public opinion and consensus.  

Oikonomia in this sense differs from politics exactly as the house (oikos) differs from the city 
(polis) (see also: Agamben, 2014). Rather, oikonomia is conceived as an immanent ordering 
of both divine and human life. Such ordering for Agamben must be understood as a domestic 
one, insofar as the oikos is meant as a complex organism composed of heterogeneous relations 
(between masters and slaves, parents and children, husband and wife) that are linked by an 
administrative paradigm – concerning a functional order. 

The dichotomy between polis and oikos has ultimately dissolved under the economic impetus 
of the private sphere. The polis, or civitas – in the Roman era the collective body of all citizens, 
and the contract binding them together – has been taken over by the urbs, the physical city, by 
a neutralised form of material and infrastructural proximity. This process, for Agamben (2011), 
suppresses the political character of the civitas in favour of a managerial paradigm, referring to 
the model of mere administration of the oikos.   

In a regime of oikonomia, politics is therefore reduced to the sole administration and 
government of an environment: the space of the oikonomia is an economic, bio-political, and 
juridical space in which subjects are de-subjectified (Campbell, 2012) through the complete 
obliteration of politics, in favour of “a pure activity of government that aims at nothing other than 
its own replication” (Agamben, 2009b, p. 22).23 Agamben (2009b) draws the attention precisely 
on (de)subjectification processes (Legg, 2011): the zoe (living beings) become bios (subjects) 

                                                   
22 The word ‘economy’ finds its etymological root in the Greek term ‘oikonomia’, which literally means management 
of the household (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2019a). 
23 In chapter 4 (page 113), I link the concept of oikonomia to the one of dispositif (with the Latin term dispositio being 
the translation of, precisely, the Greek oikonomia). 
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but are configured as “docile, yet free, bodies, that assumes their identity and their ‘freedom’ 
as subjects in the very process of their desubjectification” (Agamben, 2009b, p. 19). The subject 
is eventually depoliticised and survives only in a spectral form, it is displaced, living in a 
condition of exclusionary inclusion, taken outside, while “the triumph of the oikonomia” occurs 
(Agamben, 2009b, p. 22). Biopolitics becomes therefore politics reduced to the government 
and administration of humans, as if they were beings living a sole biological or bare life 
(Bazzicalupo, 2006; Mills, 2015).   

Recent literature (Swyngedouw, 2005, 2010b, 2011) has elaborated on the post-political 
condition of the urban realm, highlighting how contemporary politics work precisely through 
outlining consensus-driven mechanisms of participation – de facto impeding any actual political 
engagement of the urban subject. Scholars have discussed the limits of consensus-driven 
policies (Allmendinger and Haughton, 2012) and participatory processes (Till, 2005; Boano and 
Kelling, 2013), highlighting how conflict gets displaced and marginalised and the potential of 
oppositional voices is often discarded. Decision-making is increasingly depoliticised (Paddison, 
2009; Deas, 2012) and urban policies disregard objectives of socio-spatial equity in favour of, 
rather, guaranteeing efficiency, competitiveness and economic growth (Peck, 2011; Becerril 
Miranda, 2014; Fiori, 2014), to the extent of creating a post-political urban condition (Mouffe, 
2005; Swyngedouw, 2005). The paradigm of oikonomia therefore informs and determines the 
whole political economy of modernity and the administrative, ‘impolitical’, notion of 
contemporary governmentality.  

In the following session I explore how such governmental condition has translated into the 
emergence of the two fundamental archetypes of the fenced city: the camp and the gated 
community.  

2.4. TWO FENCED ARCHETYPES: THE CAMP AND THE GATED COMMUNITY  

2.4.1. The camp archetype, and camp-like spatialities 

Building on Agamben (1998), I argue that the depoliticised condition I explored above 
materialises in the archetype of the camp. The camp is the manifestation of the emergence of 
a new spatial governmentality, deploying its power establishing conditions of exception. In the 
camp, the bios turns again into zoe: in other words, political life is reduced to bare life. Agamben 
draws from the work of Schmitt (2007) on sovereignty – as the power to decide the instauration 
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of the state of exception,24 in so doing liberating the executive power from any legal constraints. 
The Law, for Schmitt, is defended through its suspension, making possible any type of violence. 
Relevantly, such suspension does not represent an exceptional moment, but is seen by Schmitt 
as the predominant form of life of the State.  

In an urban context, it is possible to say that this exception spatialises through the emergence 
of fenced and controlled spatialities, which Agamben conceptualises precisely as camps. The 
idea of the camp traces back to Agamben’s (1998) Homo Sacer and can be assumed as the 
archetype of an urbanism founded on the gestures of fencing out territories and fencing in 
populations – and on the obliteration of politics, on the passage from bios to zoe, on the 
reduction of the subject to a docile body and its bare life.   

If today the state of exception has become the rule (Diken and Bagge-Laustsen, 2006; Ek, 
2006), then the camp acquires significance to stress the conventional understandings of how 
cities are composed (Pløger, 2008; Boano and Martén, 2013; Giaccaria and Minca 2011). 
Boano & Martén (2013, p. 8) remark how “Agamben, evoking Foucault, suggests the basis for 
the constitution of extreme spatial organisation in modern metropolis is founded on the 
principles of exclusion and control, albeit in a blended modality”.  

Agamben (1998) explains how the exception is a form of exclusion: however, what gets 
excluded is actually not without any relation to the rule, as “[t]he state of exception is […] not 
the chaos that precedes order, but rather the situation that results from its suspension” 
(Agamben, 1998, p. 18). Diken (2004) has offered an interesting interpretation of this 
suspension, reading the camp as a non-place, and including in the definition of camp also more 
desirable camp-like spatialities as gated communities, which I explore in the following sub-
section, as the second archetype characterising the fenced city and its transformation.  

Camps, therefore, can be read as both taken outside and suspended (Agamben, 1998) 
environments: on one side, they are included in the government of the city through their 
exclusion from its political life; on the other side, their exceptionality makes possible the 
constant suspension of the order otherwise ruling the urban realm.  

Scholars have interpreted a wide array of contemporary urban environments as camp-like 
spatialities. From refugee camps (Diken, 2004; Ek, 2006; Minca, 2015; Katz, 2017) to relocation 
sites for displaced populations (Talocci and Boano, 2015) [Figure 2.3], from urban ghettos 
(Wacquant, 1997, 2012) to social housing estates (De Decker and Newton, 2009; Dugan, 2009; 

                                                   
24 The most widely accepted translation from the German Ausnahmezustand is ‘state of exception’, but the literal 
translation reads ‘state of emergency’. 
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Talocci and Boano, 2018), from squatted spaces (Vasudevan, 2015) to informal settlements 
(Roy, 2005; Knudsen, 2017) – the latter as establishment of a state of exception by the planning 
and legal apparatus of the state — I build upon such argument in chapter 3 (page 88), reading 
how literature on urban informality partially overlaps the one on urban obsolescence. 
Importantly, Alsayyad and Roy (2006) speak of a ‘medieval modernity’ noticing how camps and 
informal settlements (and gated communities) are constituted through multiple and competing 
sovereignties, producing both fiefdoms of regulation and zones of no-law. 

A common trait amongst all camp-like spatialities is a regime of socio-spatial disconnection, of 
exception, whereby their inhabitants are confined in a precarious condition, with uneven access 
to services, livelihoods, or even rights – their political life reduced to a bare one, depoliticised. 
Jeffrey, McFarlane and Vasudevan (2012) have spoken of subjects that are proletarianised, 
de-humanised, normalised, speaking of a new landscape of enclosures made of special 
economic zones, extractive enclaves, prisons and, precisely, camps. Knudsen (2017, p. 444) 
states that camps “are part of a humanitarian regime whose main aim is to manage all types of 
unwanted, itinerant populations: refugees, asylum seekers, and irregular or undocumented 
(sans-papier) migrants”.  Agier (2017) highlighs how a camp-like condition denoted by 
displacement and confinement, while not necessarily entailing a loss or shift of identity for a 
population, it still constructs such populations as other, stranger – I will analyse such condition 
of displacement and confinement in several relocation sites in Phnom Penh (see chapter 7).   

In this research, I question Phnom Penh’s obsolescing urbanisms as possibly configuring as 
camp-like spatialities: drawing on the above literature review, I ultimately define a camp-like 
spatiality as one characterised by dynamics of socio-spatial control of the population, by 
exclusionary dynamics, by dynamics of depoliticisation. I will use such definition in the analysis 
of the grounds of investigation explored in chapters 5, 6, 7.  

In the next sub-section I explore the archetype of the gated community, to then question – in a 
similar fashion – the emergence of gated-community-like dynamics in Phnom Penh’s 
obsolescing urbanisms.  

 

2.4.2. The gated community archetype, and gated-community-like spatialities 

Diken (2004) highlights how the action of ‘suspending’ an environment should be potentially 
considered as both oppressive and liberating: gated communities – as well as areas of sex 
tourism and theme parks, for instance – repeat the logic of the exception characterising camp-
like spatialities, creating though a condition of privilege rather than one of deprivation. A similar 
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argument has been put forward by Alsayyad and Roy (2006) and, later, Tulumello (2015), 
highlighting dualisms and similarities between such two fenced archetypes.  

Emphasising the process of spatialisation of capitalist dynamics, Sevilla-Buitrago (2015) has 
used the figure of the enclosure, identifying a general strategy to subtract space from the 
commons. He shows how enclosure, as fences, can adopt diverse materialities and 
morphologies and come de facto to represent a territorial equivalent of capitalism: “a means to 
subsume and homogenise diverse non-commodified, self-managed social spaces under 
capitalist value-regimes and social orders” (Sevilla-Buitrago, 2015, p. 16). In a similar fashion, 
Brantlinger (2017) has emphasised how capitalism has always aimed to enclose the commons, 
arguing how neoliberal policies and the widespread privatisation of originally common 
resources and public utilities has let the public interest down in order to generate profit. 

The debate on the increasing privatisation of cities, starting from Webster’s (2001) seminal 
Gated Cities of Tomorrow, has put particular attention on the proliferation of gated communities, 
initially addressing a genuine concern toward a form of upper-middle class voluntary seclusion. 
In the literature, gated communities have been defined as “residential areas with restricted 
access in which normally public spaces are privatised [… ;] [s]ecurity developments with 
designated parameters, usually walls or fences, and controlled entrances that are intended to 
prevent penetration by non-residents” (Blakely and Snyder, 1999, p. 2). Gated communities are 
not built just as security zones, but also to guarantee a status to their residents in terms of 
lifestyle and prestige. Such characteristics often end up overlapping (Hook and Vrdoljak, 2000, 
2002), as for instance in the case of the South-African security-park, exemplar of a “walled-in 
‘community’ living space that accommodates the homes of a typically elite and homogeneous 
group […], combining the luxury amenities of a high-class hotel with paramilitary surveillance 
and protection technology in an effort to separate off exclusive and desirable living areas from 
the city at large” (Hook and Vrdoljak, 2000, p. 191). 

Gated communities have been analysed for supposedly threatening social integration and 
justice, while arguing that the materialisation of their negative effects depends on the spatial 
and social realities of their wider local context (Douglass, Wissink and van Kempen, 2012). It 
is therefore not a case that the literature on gated communities has gathered around specific 
geographic areas. A special issue of Urban Geography for instance has been dedicated entirely 
to the diffusion of enclave urbanisms in China (Breitung, 2012; Douglass, Wissink and van 
Kempen, 2012; Hazelzet and Wissink, 2012; Li, Zhu and Li, 2012; Shen and Wu, 2012; Wissink 
et al., 2012; Yip, 2012). The articles in the special issue remark the sheer (and sought after) 
separation between insiders and outsiders, while demonstrating how – in most cases – the 
Chinese context represents an exception to the usual critique seeing gated communities as 
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exacerbating urban exclusion and conflicts. While insiders justify the practice of gating through 
arguments of security and the production of good living environments, outsiders do seem to 
accept gates and walls as a new form of urbanisation, and do not necessarily see them as 
limiting the possibility of contact and exchange amongst different groups.  

Srivastava (2015) analyses gated communities in India as geared toward the consolidation of 
the citizen as consumer, and thriving simultaneously on land commodification and access 
restriction: he speaks of entangled urbanisms, emphasising gated communities as existing 
alongside poor villages and fuelling discourses of fear and criminality around such a fractured 
urban space. Other scholars have concentrated on gated communities in Brazil (Caldeira, 
1999; Irazábal, 2006), South Africa (Hook and Vrdoljak, 2002; Landman, 2008), Turkey 
(Candan and Kolluoglu, 2008; Karaman, 2013; Datta, 2014; Zayim, 2014), remarking 
discourses on security, the widespread treatment of land as a commodity, and the 
internationalisation and standardisation of such environments’ architectural languages and 
urban design principles, that I will explore in the following sub-section. Datta (2014) has 
interestingly linked the production of gated developments to the artificial and paternalistic 
construction of a gendered domesticity for the so-defined modern Turkish women, rhetorically 
confined at home in a domestic and reproductive role. 

With a jump of scale, scholars have covered and critiqued the development of urban integrated 
mega-projects. Shatkin (2011b) has spoken of privatopolis to indicate the rise of big size 
projects built on a for profit-basis, usually covering the scale of the urban district if not the one 
of the city itself. Differently from gated communities, whereby the residential use is 
predominant, such megaprojects are conceived as “self-contained urban entities, containing 
residential, commercial, office, and industrial space, in addition – in many cases – to schools, 
university campuses, hospitals, hotels, and convention centers” (Shatkin, 2011b, p. 77) [Figure 
2.4]. Significantly, Shatkin points out how, on one side, such developments depart from a past 
effort to state-driven masterplanning and are often in the hand of a single developer or a 
consortium of investors; on the other side, how these large-scale profit-oriented urban entities 
entail the wholesale commodification of urban land and of the new urban fabric. 

The debate on the privatisation of cities and the proliferation of satellite city developments has 
widely drawn from the current urban transformation occurring in Asian contexts (Shatkin, 
2011b; Bunnell et al., 2012; Hogan et al., 2012; on Cambodian cases, see: Paling, 2012b; 
Percival and Waley, 2012; Percival, 2016). The emphasis has been put, on one side, on the 
regulated access to such new developments. On the other side, on acknowledging how satellite 
cities interpret the urban realm not as a fixed locality, but rather as a heterogeneous 
assemblage composed of both situated and transnational discourses, institutions, actors and 
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practices that come together – in this case – to achieve the privatisation for profit of a part of 
town, often a newly created one. Satellite cities rise therefore at the crossroads of transnational 
practices and policies, investment of capitals, and through the marketisation of homogenised 
lifestyles, architectural languages and urban design types (Mccann, Roy and Ward, 2013). As 
I already explained in chapter 1 (page 31), when contextualising this research in the debate on 
Asian urbanisms, Roy and Ong (2011) have defined such phenomenon as the worlding of urban 
planning and design, and described it as encompassing modernising projects of development 
along with regimes of governance and neoliberal market experiments.  

Drawing from the above literature, in this research I ultimately define a gated-community-like 
spatiality as one characterised by phenomena of securitisations and by dynamics of 
privatisation, commodification, fetishization and iconisation of the built environment and its 
uses. I will use such definition in the analysis of the grounds of investigation explored in 
chapters 5, 6, 7.  

2.5. THE FENCED CITY: AN URBAN DESIGN PERSPECTIVE 

Cuthbert (2006) argues that the most appropriate foundation for urban design should be located 
within spatial political economy. Political economy can be defined as the study of production 
and trade in their relations with law, government, and the distribution of wealth (CSC, 2017). 
Etymologically, political economy connects a polity – any group of organised individuals – to a 
form of oikonomia, of household and urban management, as I explored above.  

While the term ‘economics’ has gradually replaced ‘political economy’ from the 19th century on, 
the latter still holds relevance in the urban design debate. Castells (1983) for instance defines 
urban design as the symbolic attempt to to express an accepted urban meaning, and links 
political economy precisely to the struggle for such meanings. Harvey (1985) and Logan and 
Molotch (1987) use the lens of political economy to reveal the conflict between exchange and 
use value that is intrinsic in the overall process of capital-driven production of space in the city. 
Other scholars (Grix, Brannagan and Houlihan, 2015; Medrado and Souza, 2017) have referred 
to the etymological root of the word ‘economy’, to focus on the depoliticising and exclusionary 
dynamics fostered by the current dynamics of urban transformation.  

The next two sub-sections explore how urban design – understood as the political economy of 
urban space, as a form of management and control of urban spaces and populations, along 
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with their aspirations and desires – is used to produce urbanisms that are securitised and 
controlled, fetishized and iconised.  

 

2.5.1. The role of urban design in the production of securitised and controlled spaces 

Jacobs (1961, p. 31), in The Death and Life of Great American Cities, dedicates a chapter to 
the issue of security, asserting the role of city planning and of networks of voluntary control 
enforced by urban inhabitants “for maintaining safety and civilizations […]. To build city districts 
that are custom made for easy crime is idiotic.” Newman’s (1973) Defensible space was a 
groundbreaking publication as it contained reflections coming from the architecture discipline 
around the possibility of preventing crime through a physical design approach to urban spaces. 
The concept of defensible space intertwined theory of crime with urban design principles, and 
had a great impact amongst criminologists and urban planners, designers, architects, till being 
implemented in numerous communities in the United States and around the world (Irazábal, 
2006; De Decker and Newton, 2009; Montgomery, 2011). Till (1998) notices, however, how 
Newman’s legacy has been detrimental to the provision of public spaces for collective life, 
sacrificed on the altar of the “demarcation of the individual’s territory from the public realm as 
a means of defence from crime and violence” (1998, p. 18).  

Carmona, De Magalhaes, and Edwards (Carmona, De Magalhães and Edwards, 2002) have 
stated that one of the values of urban design lies precisely in its potential contribution to the 
reduction of crime. Carmona (2014) speaks explicitly of the influence of design factors in the 
high incidence of crime in certain urban areas, emphasising how government circulars are often 
issued precisely in order to advise on technical design concerns. Carmona dedicates a section 
of his place-shaping continuum theory to the issue of controlling space and highlights how 
implementing a security regime include the use of private or public police, extensive CCTV and, 
often, night-time gating. Speaking of security against terrorist threats, Sorkin (2008, p. xiii) 
highlights how “the presumption of danger becomes the defining criterion for planning [and 
how] a high level of risk is always assumed”. Sorkin further reflects on the designer’s role in 
deciding how securitisation should manifest, and whether to use “the visible cameras versus 
the hidden ones, the uniformed cop versus the one in plain clothes, the obvious barrier versus 
the more behavioural one” (2008, p. xiii). 

Louikatou-Sideris and Banerjee (1998) have spoken of soft control, to indicate the ways 
undesirable activities were designed-out of a certain space, with the purpose of reassuring a 
particular set of users. While hard control involves spatial and legal means of control and the 
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implementation of proper surveillance, soft control revolves around symbolic techniques: these 
vary from small-scale urban design measures such as installing spikes on horizontal surfaces 
to avoid having homeless sleeping, to the removal of food vendors that might attract 
undesirable users, to the regulation of access to public restrooms.  

Design is generally called to specify rigid spatial arrangement in order to respond to the need 
for security and control (Christopherson, 1994), with the risk of dictating what is deemed to be 
an appropriate spatial use and therefore systematically excluding those who in such use do not 
identify. The design of camps for instance has been often critiqued as rigid, focused merely on 
the sole physical and quantitative dimensions of their transformation (Chalinder, 1998; Herz, 
2007; Zetter and Boano, 2010; Sipus, 2014), and ultimately reinforcing exclusionary dynamics. 
Such argument is of particular relevance for this research, as the rigidity of original design 
choices – while connected to dynamics of control, exclusion and ultimately depoliticisation – 
might accelerate the emergence of obsolescing dynamics too.  

In other cases, design is asked to limit access to a certain area: this access can just be visual, 
following the general belief that people will not try to use (or misuse) that space they cannot 
see (Whyte, 1988), for instance through the implementation of green barriers. Physical access, 
on the other hand, can be limited through the use of gates, checkpoints, barbed-wire, all of 
which provide also a form of symbolic and psychological disconnection from the broader urban 
realm – expressing the desire for an elitist form of separation. Caldeira (1999, 2001) and 
Irazábal (2006) remark how, often, such separation is linked to messages of happiness, 
harmony and freedom, supposedly established within a fenced perimeter: the following sub-
section elaborates on how the current practice of urban design has played a role on such quest 
for happiness, well-being, status. 

 

2.5.2. The role of urban design in the fetishization and iconisation of the urban realm 

Madanipour (2006) has highlighted how urban design of quality is acknowledged as 
fundamental tool in increasing the exchange value25 of an area. Madanipour’s reflection must 
be linked to the debate discussing the discipline and practice of urban design as an instrument 
of fast revenues for developers (Cuthbert, 2011) and its neoliberalisation (Gunder, 2011, p. 
186), hinging upon its capacity to “effectively mirror its values of reification and façade, the 

                                                   
25 The discussion on the ‘value’ of urban design has been also elaborated by Carmona, De Magalhaes and Edwards 
(Carmona, De Magalhães and Edwards, 2002), suggesting how different stakeholders hold often conflicting 
perspectives on the benefits of an urban design operation. 
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superficial, the surface, in the commodification of the built environment for the achievement of 
capital accumulation under competitive globalisation”.  

At the same time, it is important to notice how such quality often translates into (and is marketed 
through) the spectacularisation of urban design interventions: the current practice of urban 
design – as the perfect product of neoliberalism –  has turned the original sacred nature of the 
fence into a marketing tool (Boano and Talocci, 2014a). Stevens and Dovey (2004, p. 361) 
highlight how urban space is designed for consumption through the generation of a “predictable 
palette of images, perceptions and opportunities for action”: such strategy actually produces 
forms of citizens’ passivity (Debord, 1992 [1983]), and distance them from the actual 
experience of urban diversity. Construction sites’ hoardings and promotional brochures get 
populated by portrait of the new development’s future inhabitants, represented as a wealthy 
and healthy elite (Boano and Talocci, 2014a) projecting its sole image on the city’s public space 
(Duman, 2013).  

Julier (2005) has spoken of the use of aesthetic markers and place branding to promote 
regeneration processes through marketing strategies, which involves the use of literature, 
websites, slogans. He puts designers amongst a network of urban elites and highlights how 
such marketisation of urban design products does not merely entail the dissemination of leaflets 
and webpages but, rather, contributes to the creation of over-encompassing designscapes, and 
their commercialisation as such. The production of designscapes, for Julier (2005), feed directly 
on processes of culture-led regeneration, to the extent of artificially producing culture through 
dynamics of taste formation.   

Carmona (2009, p. 2645) has critiqued such dynamics as fetishing of design, “where the image, 
rather than the inherent value (economic, social or environmental), is of paramount concern.” 
The whole design of the privatopia is about the image of the final product, and its strategic 
marketisation. Soja (2000) had already pointed out how the fetishing of design had found one 
powerful form of expression in remarking the fortress-like character of fenced urbanisms. The 
reshaping of the urban imaginary, in this sense, was deemed to be central in regulating the 
urban life and maintaining the internal peace of the postmetropolis. Davis (1990, p. 223) even 
gets to playfully remark the complacency of architect Frank Gehry, who, “renowned for his 
‘humanism’, apotheosized the siege look in a library designed to resemble a foreign-legion fort”.  

Diaz Orueta and Fainstein (2008) have identified a fetishing tendency in the recent revival of 
mega-projects,which I examined in the previous sub-section, often connected with tourism and 
sports developments, and incorporating the design of star-architects to reinforce the project’s 
branding. Diaz Orueta and Fainstein point out how any open debate on the consequences of 
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such projects is impeded often amidst rhetoric promises of environmental sustainability and 
provision of amenities for the whole city. Economic, social and environmental discourses 
therefore are not simply sublimated in (and superseded by) the image of the new developments, 
but rather are reduced to rhetorical tools to eventually forge acceptance by oppositional groups 
– who will prefer to bargain for benefits rather than questioning the logic of the whole 
programme. As Julier (2005) posits, urban design is conducive to the production of an aesthetic 
consent, which will then accordingly influence the sphere of politics, confirming Cuthbert’s 
(2005) definition of urban design products as images of the dominant ideologies. Such debate 
can be traced back to the concept of localised aesthetic images put forward by Harvey (1990), 
who had linked the formation of an aesthetic consent to the necessity of establishing a 
capitalistic hegemony over urban space through the production of ordered and controlled 
environments.26 

Relevantly, this reflection can be directly linked to the discussion on the rise of the icon in the 
architecture of the globalisation driven by the so-called transnational capitalist class. A series 
of texts by the urban sociologist Sklair (Sklair, 2005, 2006; Sklair and Gherardi, 2012; Sklair 
and Struna, 2013) have reflected on the significance of the icon in fostering a culture-ideology 
of consumerism and consumption. Such ideology takes shape through the joint action of not 
only the corporate, political and professional sectors, but also the consumerist one. Iconicity 
becomes a resource in the struggle for meaning and, hence, for power [Figure 2.5].  

Drawing from such reflections, Sklair has defined the icon as an element of the urban built form 
“imbued with a special meaning that is symbolic for a culture and/or a time, and […] has an 
aesthetic component” too (Sklair, 2006, p. 25). For Sklair, it is important to notice how the icon 
does not aim to land in the urban context as a familiar object: the icon does stand out as a 
landmark (Lynch, 1960), but at the same time also challenges the common perception as an 
element that is deliberately presented as exogenous to the urban fabric – in so doing reiterating 
the spectacular and fetishing character I discussed above. Major architecture and developer 
firms, in fact, promote their buildings and projects as iconic, self-attributing them such character 
– for instance making wide use of the term ‘icon’ in their statements and advertising materials 
(Sklair and Gherardi, 2012). Additionally, the icon gains relevance thanks to the fame factor, 
which contributes to foster the recognisability of its image at different levels and scales. The 
icon can indeed “have local, national, or global significance, or any mixture of these three” 
(Sklair, 2006, p. 37). For instance, local icons are well known (though not necessarily loved) in 

                                                   
26 And to Debord’s (1992) The Society of the Spectacle, according to which capitalism and the spectacle it produces 
turn the real world into images, and commodities into an inaccessible fetish. 
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a certain city or neighbourhood, and have a symbolic significance for these places, but at the 
same time, can push the city’s significance and recognisability toward the national and global 
scale. 

The work of Sklair has been highly influential in the following works about the forms and images 
of urban development in globalised, worlding, contexts (Boucher et al., 2009; Gunder, 2011; 
Krivy, 2011; Paling, 2012a; Percival, 2016). Authors have emphasised the role of iconic 
buildings in the marketing of the city (Brizotti-Pasquotto and Medrano, 2014) and the struggle 
for supremacy against other global cities (Acuto, 2010). Pløger (2010) has spoken of a battle 
over the symbolic representation of the city’s identity and competitiveness, which finds 
expression in conflicts occurring at both the discursive and visual level, not only in the actual 
urban space but also in the web, newspapers, local debate. Patterson (2012) has reflected on 
the role of public institutions in iconic architectural development, questioning the limited agency 
of a national or local authority in the decision-making process around the production of an icon, 
in so doing reasserting Sklair’s (2013) argument around the supremacy of the corporate sector 
in the struggle of powers over the production of iconic images.  

 

2.5.3. Monuments versus icons 

While icons seem to emerge as the most visible manifestation of the construction of a 
privatopias’ imagery at the global scale, and of the worlding process affecting planning and 
urban design practices (Roy and Ong, 2011; Mccann, Roy and Ward, 2013), Sklair (2005, 2006) 
remarks how, in ‘the pre-global era’, the production of famous, recognisable and symbolic 
buildings and urban forms had been in the hands of state and religious powers. Public buildings 
[Figure 2.6], social housing estates, churches and cathedrals, were the expression of such 
highly centralised and recognisable dominant powers. 

In The Production of Space, Lefebvre (1991) defines such built forms as monuments, 
distinguishing them from simple buildings and setting them as identifiable and readable 
strongholds of the philosopher’s understanding of the city as a complex texture. For Lefebvre, 
monuments are the expression of “a dominant form of space, that of the centres of wealth and 
power, [that] endeavours to mould the spaces it dominates [… and] seeks, often by violent 
means, to reduce the obstacles and resistance it encounters there” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 49).  

Obsorne (2001) acknowledges monuments as central in the endeavour of creating symbolic 
landscapes of power: as spatial and temporal landmarks; as catalyst for collective memories; 
as performing a didactic function as signs of national progress and, to a certain extent, symbols 
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of rights and liberties. Using a Lefebvrian framework, Kapp and Baltazar (2010) sees the use 
of monuments as extraordinary spaces at the centre of the architects’ intellectual work: such 
spaces are conceived as univocal and totalising ones, expression of a central and 
unquestionable power, and are used in opposition to the production of a lived space which is 
instead collective, cooperative and characterised by people’s engagement, and by the 
simultaneity of the acts of designing, building, using.  

Such oppressive character of monuments is remarked by Anker (1996), that connects the rise 
of monumental forms in the city centre to the displacement of population toward the periphery; 
and by Herzfeld (2006) that has highlighted the spatial cleansing side of monumental 
interventions, noticing how the creation of large and monumental open spaces in urban 
contexts has often been accompanied by the installation of hegemonic and westernised spatial 
forms and typologies, which hint to a civilised living as the only possible one. 

Other authors (Owens, 2002; Batuman, 2005) – drawing from a semiotic perspective upon 
Lefebvre’s idea of the monument as ‘horizon of meaning’ (Lefebvre, 1991) – speak of 
monuments as potentially embodying an emancipatory character, leaving possibilities for 
everyday reappropriations and resignifications. In the urban design and architecture field, Rossi 
(1981, 1982) had acknowledged how urban monuments – defined as all those elements that, 
in the city’s fabric, stand out thanks to their enormous scale27 and character of permanency – 
keep being recognisable and familiar to urbanites in spite of mutations, reappropriations and 
significations that will change the monuments’ uses over time. Again focusing on big scale 
artefacts, thirty years later, Koolhaas (1998, p. 495) stated that “[b]igness is the ultimate 
architecture”, and emphasised how the big size of a building could allow it to gain independence 
from the will of its architects, instigating a regime of complexity. 

Following the above reflections, in chapters 5 (page 143) and 6 (page 242), I explore the 
establishment of a first monumental modernity in Phnom Penh (in the years following the city’s 
independence in 1954), while in chapter 7 I discuss the emergence of a very peculiar (and 
apparently marginal) monumental gesture: the provision of relocation sites for populations 
displaced from Phnom Penh’s central areas. 

                                                   
27 It is important to recall also the debate on mega-projects (Kraas, Gaese and Kyi, 2006; Díaz Orueta and Fainstein, 
2008; Shatkin, 2011b; Paling, 2012b; Percival, 2012), which I have examined above, emphasising the private 
character of such developments. Interestingly for my argument here, Boano, Garcia Lamarca and Hunter (2011) 
have linked the production of mega-projects to processes of slum clearance and the consequent formation of ‘mega-
resistances’. 
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2.6. CHAPTER SUMMARY 

The chapter has reviewed the interdisciplinary debate on the emergence of fenced urbanisms 
in the contemporary city. I started reflecting on the idea of carceral archipelago put forward by 
Foucault as paradigm of control of the modern city. I therefore reviewed how such twofold 
paradigm has been inherited in different forms and conceptions in the evolution and 
morphology of contemporary cities, leading to the emergence of security- and control-obsessed 
urbanisms, and to the instrumental use of fences, walls, surveillance techniques and 
infrastructural networks. 

I have therefore introduced a shift of perspective – from the government of the urban realm to 
the government of the subject – through the idea of governmentality, as conduct of one’s 
conduct: through governmentality, society get permeated, at all levels, with a network of 
institutions and disciplinary and regulatory techniques, allowing to produce subjects that 
behave as they ought (Foucault, 1991).  

The investigation of literature on governmental studies has allowed me to introduce the idea of 
oikonomia as economic, bio-political, and juridical space in which subjects are de-subjectified 
through the complete obliteration of politics, in favour of “a pure activity of government that aims 
at nothing other than its own replication” (Agamben, 2009b, p. 22). 

I showed how such depoliticised condition translates into the figure of the camp, that I set as 
fundamental archetype of transformation of the fenced city along with the gated community: the 
former as expression of forced confinement and of dynamics of seclusion and depoliticization; 
the latter as expression of voluntary seclusion and of dynamics of commodification, 
securitisation and fetishization of the urban image. I therefore defined the fenced city as a 
collection of gated-community-like and camp-like spatialities.  

I concluded the chapter reviewing the role of urban design in the production of urbanisms driven 
by the quest for security and control and by the fetishization and iconisation of the urban form. 
The next chapter will show how the acknowledgment of obsolescing dynamics – that I will read 
as intrinsic to the evolution of the fenced city – puts such two archetypes in crisis, making them 
insufficient to read the contemporary obsolescing fenced city. 
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3. OBSOLESCING URBANISMS, AND THEIR AMBIVALENCE  

 

3.1. INTRODUCTION 

The term ‘obsolete’ derives from the Latin obsoletus, which refers to something that has grown 
old or is worn out (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 2019c). Obsolescence has historically been 
critiqued as essential to the process of capitalistic growth and accumulation. Marx, already in 
1848, stated that revolutionising periodically the means of production was the necessary 
condition for the bourgeoisie to disrupt the relation between production and society (Marx, 2012 
[1848]). Deeming a chain of production as obsolete caused “an uninterrupted disturbance of all 
social conditions, and everlasting uncertainty and agitation […]. All fixed, fast-frozen relations 
[…] are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify” (2012, p. 
16).  

Nowadays, obsolescence indicate the process of falling into disuse, or the condition of being 
out of production, discontinued, and it is common to speak of planned obsolescence when 
planning or designing a product with a purposely limited useful life, shortening the replacement 
cycle (Bulow, 1986). Harvey (1985) has read obsolescence as immanent to the capitalistic 
production of urban space. Using the concept of creative destruction (2006), Harvey has 
highlighted the uneven socio-spatial effects produced by cycles of ruination, demolition and 
consequent reclamation of urban space: in order to liberate new wealth, some buildings and 
neighbourhoods are left to decay, flagged as urban blight, put under threat, and eventually 
sanitised, cleansed, or even demolished. Obsolescing processes, therefore, can be read as 
immanent to the dynamics of production of the fenced city.  

In this chapter, I draw from several disciplines (urban history, social studies, gender studies, 
anthropology, political economy, planning, urban design, architecture, performative arts) to 
construct a cross-disciplinary debate on urbanisms that I define as obsolescing ones. In so 
doing, I build on Doucet and Janssens’ (2011) call to overcome discipline-bound 
epistemologies  and their limits to deal with the world’s complexity, and on López Galviz et al.’s 
(2017) remark about how a transdisciplinary approach is necessary to understand ruins (and, 
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as an extension, the obsolete city) through different perspectives. Such constructed debate 
reveals an ‘ambivalent’ understanding of urban obsolescence: on one side, as mentioned, as 
immanent to the production of the fenced city; on the other side, as potentially emancipating 
from such production. I explore the two sides of such debate, respectively, in the next two 
sections of this chapter [Figure 3.1]. A third section acknowledges how such constructed debate 
intersect, to a great extent, the debate on urban informality, and how informality itself has been 
read alternately as the locus of either oppressive or emancipatory processes of urban 
transformation. Lastly, I introduce the archetypes of the ruin, interstice, margin, void, and 
discuss them as potentially oppressive or emancipatory spaces. 

3.2. OBSOLESCENCE AS IMMANENT TO THE PRODUCTION OF THE FENCED CITY 

3.2.1. Urban obsolescence as blight 

Harvey (1985) has read obsolescence as immanent to the capitalistic production of space and 
highlighted the uneven spatial effects produced by cycles of ruination, demolition and 
consequent reclamation of urban space: some buildings are left to decay, or as ‘devalued 
capital’ (presently disused but ripe for future accumulation), whereas others are rapidly 
demolished and replaced. The physical and social destruction of cities follows processes of 
creation and reorganisation of consumer landscapes, which inevitably leave behind pockets of 
abandonment and deprivation – see again Figure 1.9. Obsolescence is therefore the 
expression of a gradual process of devaluation of the capital invested in built space (Bryson, 
1997): buildings age and decay, and thus require a constant stream of capital investment, which 
will alter both the built form of the city and its social organisations. The production of privatised 
and iconic urbanisms (see chapter 2, pages 47 and 60) dictates the pace and direction of urban 
transformation, while other areas are constructed as camp-like spatialities (chapter 2, page 57), 
threatened with demolition and displacement. 

This process, for Harvey (1985), is at the basis of the concept of ‘creative destruction’, which 
implies the devaluation of the currently existing capital to make room for the liberation of new 
wealth (see also: Bryson, 1997):  

“[c]apitalism builds a physical and social landscape in its own image, appropriate to its own 
condition at a particular moment in time, only to have to revolutionise that landscape, usually in 
the course of crises of creative destruction at a subsequent point in time” (Harvey, 1985, p. 162). 
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For a long time, the notion of obsolescence in urban planning, urban design and architecture 
has largely corresponded to the notion of blight: it indicated neighbourhoods whose conditions 
were supposedly unhealthy and that needed to be destroyed (or radically sanitised) before their 
‘illnesses’ – poverty, overcrowding, decreasing land and housing values – could expand toward 
adjacent areas.  

Abramson (2016) identifies the birth of the debate on obsolescence in the 1920s’ United States, 
with the introduction of parameters (and, later, government policies) to assess real estate 
properties’ worth through a checklist of their physical and social conditions. Disregarding the 
possible presence of individual properties in undamaged shape, entire districts whose overall 
score was poor were deemed as obsolete and cut off from the economy of the rest of the city. 
Abramson remarks how such policies and practices inspired, between the 1930s and the 
1960s, the publication of a high number of essay, reports, and journal articles whose titles 
featured the term obsolescence, built upon the idea of impoverished and damaged city centres, 
while implying the superiority of the possibilities offered by suburban life.  

Although not using the term explictly, the Chicago School28 introduced the definition of ‘zone in 
transition’, or ‘zone of deterioration’, de facto as synonymous of slum (Park, Burgess and 
McKenzie, 1925; Wirth, 1928; Zorbaugh, 1929). Grounding in a systemic reading of the city as 
divided into several concentric rings according to differences in class and census, such 
definitions were typically applied to the areas surrounding downtown business districts in 
decline – characterised by a huge social turnover and by radical changes in property values. 

In spite of the emergence of an alternative line of thinking – seeing obsolescence as a cyclical, 
almost natural condition that was vital to cities’ life and redevelopment (Moses, 1962) and their 
vibrancy (Colean, 1953) – obsolescence was substantially treated as an issue to be solved, 
and as an opportunity to appropriate and renew impoverished urban pockets. Expanding on 
such idea, the next sub-section explores the idea of obsolescence as a form of urban ‘failure’. 

 

                                                   
28 The name ‘Chicago School’ (often described as the ‘Ecological School’) refers to a body of works emerging during 
the 1920s and 1930s: such works specialised in urban sociology, combining theory and ethnographic fieldwork in 
Chicago. While including works from scholars from various universities in the area of Chicago, the name is 
sometimes used to refer to the University of Chicago’s sociology department. 
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3.2.2. Urban obsolescence as failure 

The causes of urban blight have been often ascribed to the failure of the modernist ideas 
populating the debate on city planning and housing in the first part of the 20th century. Jacobs 
(1961) for instance referred explicitly to the failure of modernist town planning in The Death and 
Life of Great American Cities, whereby the canons of modernism were critiqued for being too 
rigid and not taking into account human interactions in the city.  

McKenzie (2015) analyses how such a critique moved indifferently from the scale of the city to 
the one of the housing unit, leaving in the core trench of the debate the vast production of 
modernist housing estates between 1930s and 1990s. Such estates, born as outcome of a 
utopian ideal, have been eventually stigmatised as receptacles of poverty, crime and violence, 
and are today regarded as the expression of the failure of the modern movement’s contribution 
to mass housing (Birmingham, 1999; De Decker and Newton, 2009; Beswick, 2015). 
Montgomery (2011, p. 447) notices how the reason for the failure of such a utopia were 
identified in the poor implementation of utopian ideals, with housing estates being poorly 
designed, or “barely designed at all”. Cerise and Shannon (2010), analysing the massive 
production of housing schemes throughout Europe and Russia after the Second World War, 
often through pre-fabricated concrete systems, remarks how these were then imported to 
developing countries without any adaptation of materials nor typology to the local climate and 
households’ needs. De Decker and Newton (2009) notices how modernist estate’s plans were 
condemned as monolithic and uniform due to their strict separation of functions, and their 
gigantic scale was said to impede the formation of a collective and community interaction. In 
the context of this research, which will encounter a similar monolithic and uniform urban form 
in Borei Keila (see chapter 6), such reflections are particularly relevant, especially when read 
along with the ones on the ‘monumental’ (celebratory, massive, recognisable) character of such 
estates (see chapter 2, page 69). 

In a British context, Beswick (2015) identifies the Brutalist housing estate as a failure from both 
physical and social perspectives. Electing it to be the archetype of the contemporary ruin, he 
explains how the perception of such ruinous character underwent a strong acceleration after 
the collapse of Ronan Point, a twenty-two-storey tower block in Newham, East London, in 1968, 
which deeply affected the public opinion.  

Four years later, the collective imaginary around ‘failed’ housing estates grew further with the 
demolition of three buildings of the Pruitt-Igoe estate in St. Louis, on 15 July 1972. The word 
‘failure’ for Pruitt-Igoe was firstly used by Bailey (1965), blaming the increased density vs. 
decreased amenities ratio derived from the cutbacks forced on the estate, even before its 
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construction began. The cuts led to the elimination of what Bailey ironically refers to as 
‘luxuries’, such as the paint on the concrete block walls of galleries and stairwells, the insulation 
of exposed steam pipes, the screening over gallery windows and public toilets on the ground 
floors, de facto creating the condition to accelerate the ruination of the entire estate.   

The Pruitt-Igoe’s demolition event was symbolically taken by the architectural historian Charles 
Jencks to proclaim the death of modernism, identifying the very cause of its death in the inability 
of creating liveable environments for the poor (Jencks, 1977). Birmingham (1999), however, 
notices the partiality of Jencks’ account and interpretation, which overlooked issues of race and 
the fact that Pruitt-Igoe’s families were not simply ‘poor’ but, rather, the poorest amongst the 
poor. Birmingham defines Pruitt-Igoe as a ‘refrained ruin’, remarking how the classist and racist 
attitude of commenters and observers was ascribing episodes of vandalism and malfunctioning 
to the bad conduct of the estate’s inhabitants, or describing these as victims of a naïve and 
elitist approach to the design of the built environment, carried forward by modernist architects 
and planners (Birmingham, 1999). An example is Brolin’s (1976) work, that, similarly to Jencks’, 
spoke of the ‘failure of modernism’, whose architectures were sterile and failing their 
constituency – the citizens themselves, all likely to respond negatively to modern scenarios à 
la Pruitt-Igoe. On the contrary, Birmingham (1999) states that the inhabitants of Pruitt-Igoe had 
perfectly read the housing project they were living, recognising its purposes of urban 
segregation: a survey (Rainwater, 1970) had indeed revealed how residents were generally 
satisfied with their flats, but highly complaining about their neighbours, the forms of interaction 
in the public spaces, and the racist segregation. Moreover, they were lamenting a sense of 
paternalistic regulation, as armed police officers patrolling the buildings were not defending the 
rights and lives of tenants, but the property as owned by the municipality. The resemblance to 
penitential architecture was well understood by residents, and further exacerbated for safety 
reasons, with the use of metal bars before doors and windows, large fences, guards and an 
imposed segregation. In turn, the use of graffiti or the breaking down of fences had to be 
understood as a continuing protest against a white racist culture (De Decker and Newton, 
2009). 

De Decker and Newton (2009) look at the large number of demolitions that affected large-scale 
housing estates built in the years after the Second World War – speaking of a fallen utopia, 
blaming such failure not on Modernism itself but on the misjudgement of the meaning that the 
Modernist movement gave to housing. De Decker and Newton explicitly speak of dystopias, 
recalling the argument of the Dutch criminologist Hoefnagels (1974) that linked directly the 
increase of criminal behaviours in Rotterdam’s youngsters to the lack of urban and architectural 
qualities in the housing estates built in the edge of the city. Although the arguments against 
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modernist architecture have been widely dismissed as pseudo-science (De Decker and 
Newton, 2009), the demolition of largely abandoned, derelict and criminality-ridden housing 
estates has come to represent an important part of the history of European urban peripheries. 
On the spot are the marginalisation and alienation of their populations, the high rates of school 
drop-outs and of single mothers, the low turnout of the population at election times – when not 
the extremisation of the population toward right-wing nationalist politics. All these factors 
contributed to the discursive construction of high-rises as not the best place to grow up (Hall, 
2014), disregarding other factors such as the extreme peripheral location of the estates – and 
the fact that as more households have the means to become home-owners, they move 
somewhere else: in so doing, the turnover of people attract families whose options are even 
more limited, turning into a downward spiral of marginalisation and decay.  

The obsolescence of the Modernist housing estate translates into putting its type out of 
production, or in using a rhetoric of failure to justify the will to abandon it, to leave it to rot, 
eventually describing as a receptacle of urban blight. In chapters 5 and 6 (pages 143 and 242) 
I will explore the emergence of a modernism in Phnom Penh, too, with the so-called New Khmer 
Architecture movement, whose products have often experienced a similar destiny of 
constructed failure and demolition [Figure 3.2]. 

Recently, the Failed Architecture Foundation was opened as a research platform aiming to 
open up new perspectives on urban failure, on its perception, manifestations and 
representations toward a wider public (Failed Architecture Foundation, 2017). The research 
project puts the emphasis on the current time of crises and speculation, and questions several 
uses of (and perspectives on) urban failure. One section of the project is dedicated to ‘the myths 
of modernism’, assessing both optimistic and pessimistic points of view on the Modern 
Movement’s failed products. ‘Future Failure’ looks at the contemporary production of the built 
environment, getting obsolete even before acquiring its use – as those ‘ruins in reverse’ 
(Smithson, 1996a) that I will encounter in a multitude of Phnom Penh’s stuck construction sites 
[Figure 3.3] – see chapter 5 (page 164 and 177) and chapter 6 (page 301). Another section, 
‘Ruin and Dystopia’ covers how ruin can contribute to foster centralised and totalising 
ideologies of power.  

For Amin (2016), failure should not be understood as an exclusionary category condemning 
any non-hegemonic practice as failed, but rather as a term used to question “rosy vision of 
cities […] and ideologies of risk, smartness, and resilience premised on particular applications 
of science, technology, and government” (2016, p. 791). The idea of failure therefore is not 
applied mono-directionally, to criminalise and isolate those urbanisms that I defined as 
obsolescing ones, but pervades the whole urban realm. Amin warns against the risks of solely 
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managerial techniques of risk mitigation, paired for instance to smart technologies and 
community vigilance – the former unable to meet the needs of complex and ‘crusty’ 
infrastructures, the latter inevitably bolstered by top-down policies. However, with a hopeful 
reflection, Amin states also that “cities are imperfect machines of coordination poised on the 
edge of failure, yet able to stave off collapse because of the distributed intelligence built into 
their provisioning connective infrastructures and their stock of diverse kinds of knowledge, lay 
and expert” (2016, p. 779), hinting to a potential for resilience and redemption. 

In a similar fashion, Arnold-DeSimine reflects on how ruins emerging out of urban failures and 
traumas hold both promise and threat, as “they speak of death, disaster and destruction as 
much as of endurance and rebirth” (2015, p. 95). Arnold-DeSimine focuses on the ruin as 
memorial and warns against the totalising function that it might carry along with it. While being 
used to critique capitalist or colonialist structures of power as ‘sick’ or ‘failed’, ruins as 
expression of urban failures can be hence mobilised to affirm and memorialise the same 
structures of power they are supposed to contest (DeSilvey and Edensor, 2013). 

Beautiful terrible ruins are the ones examined by Apel (2015), building on her own previous 
studies on the visual culture of trauma – explored for instance also by authors such as Williams 
(2015), in the case of the post-earthquake landscape in Gibellina (Sicily, Italy), and Anderson 
in post-war Berlin (B. Anderson, 2015). Contemporary ruins, for Apel, appear from the failure 
of the capitalist mass production and its promises of abundance: in the main case study of her 
book, Detroit, this translates into the failure of capitalist mass production and its promises of 
abundance. Apel observes and criticises the current inclination toward what we could define as 
ruin porn, a culture of consumption of ruin imagery, that normalises the ruination of Detroit as 
the inevitable result of global market forces, and almost contribute to disregard and forget the 
repression of workers’ unions and the racial connotations of their contestation. At the same 
time, however, Apel notices how the aesthetic distancing of representation does also assuage 
our fears and the ‘anxiety of decline’ – the loss of faith in the future due to increasing poverty, 
disappearing welfare, declining wages, homelessness and ecological disaster.  

The same anxiety, according to Massey  (2011), is the one pervading the work of Patrick Keiller 
(2011) in Robinson in Ruins: Massey analyses the architect/artist/director’s wanderings around 
decaying British environments, and puts the emphasis on the sense of anxiety and exclusion 
conveyed by the documentary film, as main outputs engendered by the mobility and volatility 
of economic capitals and recesses. Keiller’s documentary film recounts unfinished realities, 
fragments that acquire sense only when sewed together by the narrating voice: it is, however, 
a worrying and precarious unity, made of dismissed industrial areas, disappearing commons, 
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urban environments which are losing their distinctive and historically established character as 
landmarks.  

3.3. OBSOLESCENCE AS EMANCIPATION FROM THE FENCED CITY 

While putting forward an understanding of modernity as a repetitive cycle of ruination and 
devastation, Benjamin (1968 [1940]) sees ruins as holding a dimension of emancipation from 
the promise of abundance of early capitalism, and as revealing the true content of a place or 
object. 

This understanding of the obsolete, ruined, disused or abandoned space as offering 
possibilities for emancipation from the alienation of the capital-driven production of space has 
permeated the debate on the city, which is now now populated by a long series of neologisms, 
defining a multiplicity of obsolescing urbanisms. Dead zones (Doron, 2000), landscapes of 
contempt (Armstrong, 2006), drosscapes (Berger, 2006), wastelands (Di Monte, 2012; Gandy, 
2013) are terms that emphasise the obsolescing urbanisms’ character of leftovers, of 
receptacles of urban scraps and outliers, of deposits for the unwanted and the unwelcomed. 
Other literature has looked at such spatialities defining them as ‘voids’ (see, amongst others: 
Akkerman, 2009; Freeman, 2010; Sebregondi, 2012; Berruete, 2013), apparently empty 
spaces whose realities were either forgotten or invisible, and have to be found, rediscovered 
and better understood, rather than ignored or even erased. Other authors have emphasised 
the character of marginality and indeterminacy of obsolescing urbanisms, focusing on 
edgelands (Roberts and Farley, 2011), loose spaces (Franck and Stevens, 2007), 
indeterminate spaces (Groth and Corijn, 2005), ambivalent spaces (Jorgensen and Tylecote, 
2007), interstices (Tonnelat, 2008), places on the margin (Shields, 1990) , unofficial 
countrysides (Mabey, 1978).  

DeSilvey and Edensor (2013) have observed how all these different sets of literature 
acknowledge the obsolescing status as a place of encounter between economic recession and 
certain forms of resistance, which manifest as tangible resignifications and reappropriations of 
obsolete spaces, or through the production of alternative narratives of the urban realm – 
suggesting an alternative reading of the past while hinting toward possible futures. Do such 
forms of resistance spark off an actual emancipation from the mechanisms of production of the 
fenced city? 
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I categorise the literature in two groups [see again Figure 3.1]: one looking at obsolescence as 
ruination and decay; one looking at obsolescence as interstitiality, marginality, emptiness. 
While I acknowledge that there are certainly overlaps between the two groups (ruins can be 
interstitial; an interstitial spatiality can emerge out of abandonment; empty urban areas can be 
born through a process a ruination – see Figure 3.1 for other links between categories), I remark 
here how such distinction is of historical relevance, too. The distinction reflects two very 
different sensitivities – toward ruins on one side, and empty or marginal spaces on the other 
side – which have emerged respectively in the second part of the 18th and at the beginning of 
the 20th century, and henceforth taken different directions. I explore such directions in the sub-
sections below.  

 

3.3.1. Obsolescence as ruination and abandonment 

A 2014 exhibit at the Tate Modern was programmatically titled ‘Ruin Lust’ and focused on 
artists’ fascination with ruins (Dillon, 2014). The exhibit featured drawings of Piranesi and 
Constable and images of ruined Roman temples and abandoned Gothic abbeys by Turner, and 
the famous bird-eye perspective on an imaginary Bank of England in ruins, commissioned in 
1830 by the building’s architect Sir John Soane to Joseph Michael Gandy – as both a useful 
cutaway section and a statement on the inevitability of the building’s future ruination. The 
curator writes that ruins today assume manifold meanings: a reminder of the universal reality 
of collapse and rot; a warning from the past about the destiny of civilisation; and ideal of beauty 
that is alluring because of its failures and flaws (Dillon, 2014). 

The emergence of a Ruinenlust is often identified in the 18th century Romantic movement 
(DeSilvey and Edensor, 2013; Dillon, 2014), in a moment when ‘ruin-gazing’ became a sort of 
privileged and more sensitive way to look at reality: through the painting of Friedrich, the writing 
of Goethe, and – within an architectural milieu – the work of Ruskin. Ruskin wrote that the 
greatest glory of a building lies “in its Age, and in that deep sense of voicefulness, of stern 
watching, of mysterious sympathy […], which we feel in walls that have long been washed by 
the passing waves of humanity” (Ruskin, 1889, pp. 186–187).  

Lopez Galviz, Bartolini, Pendleton and Stock (2017) notice how, today, the ruin must be 
considered as a relational concept, beyond any romantic notion of Ruinenlust. Ruins and ruin 
sites are removed from that gaze that highlighted their emptiness in favour of an aesthetic 
experience. Rather, ruins are sites where different mediations occur, as different subjects 
experience such sites and interact with them differently. Ruins, therefore, in their materiality, 
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appear as threshold sites, providing unique insights into the relationship between lived pasts, 
presents, and futures. Ruins are therefore artefacts that might have completely lost their original 
use, though acquiring new ‘unofficial’ uses through such mediations. In a similar fashion, 
Lorimer and Murray (2015) see the ruin as an operating site of experiment, “as a forum for open 
investigation” (2015, p. 58). 

Differently from a state of ruination, decay does not denote complete abandonment nor loss of 
use. While urban environments get into a state of ruination because of traumatic events (a war, 
a collapse, but also a drought or more generally climate change or financial decline, and 
consequent forced or voluntary migration), a condition of decay relates to an unfinished 
condition, to deterioration or disrepair. Edensor (2005a) has put the focus on the texture and 
appearance of decaying objects and buildings, as foregrounding an emergent aesthetics while 
function becomes subservient to form and substance. Fein (2011) has spoken of an aesthetics 
of decay too, remarking a specific aesthetic regime emerging in the absence of a routine human 
interaction with the built environment. Such aesthetics, for Fein, develops over time, as 
buildings cease to function in the way they were originally designed, being left to minor and 
often illicit uses.  

Both ruins and decayed spatialities have been read as the opportunity for turning into sites of 
resistance. While the very first instance of resistance is the survival of such spatialities, these 
can also undergo appropriations and resignifications that help dismantle the ideologies they 
originally carried, as highlighted by several authors working around the dereliction of public 
buildings in post-socialist countries (Szmagalska-Follis, 2008; Pusca, 2010). Dobraszczyk 
(2014), looking at derelict spatialities in Cyprus, speaks of opening up a space of dialogue that 
could lead to understand how ruins can promote inclusivity, hold together contradictions and 
maintain the hope of healing: in spite of representing ‘urbicide fantasies’, ruins create the 
conditions to appreciate the wholeness, heterogeneity and multivocality of the contemporary 
city. Again Edensor (2005b), has remarked how ruins bring a sense unity to the otherwise 
inevitable inarticulacy of disparate fragments, traces and involuntary memories. In a similar 
fashion, Harbison (2015) speaks of fragments, remains and broken pieces, and of the way we 
recover, restore and exhibit them. Ruins and fragments, for Harbison, are alluring, insofar as 
they tell us of a half-erased history that demands to be completed – interpreting the past and 
building up a future. Similarly, Viney (2014) speaks of objects of waste as effective and 
affirmative, helping to find ourselves in the world through a feeling of absence. The absence of 
wasted objects, in this sense, makes a story of things possible: disused things, Viney argues, 
“work across historical periods, material, artistic mediums and economic systems of exchange” 
(Viney, 2014, p. 177). 
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Hell and Schönle (2010) discuss how European modernity itself emerged from a confrontation 
with the fragmented ruins of a premodern past. Yablon (2009, p. 1), as well, wanders through 
the “[u]ntimely ruins [of the] American Urban Modernity” in order to study and understand the 
current process of urbanisation. Concentrating on derelict and crumbling infrastructures and 
buildings, Yablon lets the contradictory character of the ruin emerge: ruin, in his research, are 
suggesting vital and constant flux (rather than stasis and decline), but also an opportunity for 
profit – in line with the argument of this research. 

Anderson has spoken of the queer character of urban ruins, analysing New York’s abandoned 
waterfront, and how it was re-signified as a gay cruising space (F. Anderson, 2015): she reflects 
on the imaginative potential engendered by the emptiness of today’s waterfront (as an effect of 
the dismissal of its original industrial activities) and recalls novelists’ accounts describing the 
space as both ghostly and vacant, open to possibilities. Anderson – as well as, earlier, Gandy 
(2012) – has used the Foucauldian concept of heterotopia to speak of abandoned or marginal 
urban environments turned into queer spaces: the ruin indeed is capable of juxtaposing in a 
single real place several realities and ‘other’ places which would in themselves be incompatible.  

For Lee (1998), heterotopian connections were at the centre of the work of Gordon Matta Clark 
on ruins and decayed buildings, for instance in the New York waterfront and in Paris. Drawing 
and performing physical ‘cuts’ on the façades and internal spaces of abandoned and dis-used 
buildings, Matta Clark wanted to reactivate a system of connections with their wider 
surroundings. Such connections are, on one side, certainly visual ones, as they contribute to 
produce a clearly new sense of space for the visitors, and an alterations to their sense of 
orientation (Walker, 2008). On the other side, the alterations are also conceptual ones, insofar 
as Matta Clark’s work has been read as contesting the neoliberal mechanisms that had brought 
those buildings to reach a state of decay (Kwinter, 2002).  

 

3.3.2. Obsolescence as interstitiality, marginality and emptiness 

“On 14 April 1921 in Paris, at three in the afternoon, in pouring rain, the Dada movement 
had an appointment to meet in front of the church of Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre. This action 
was to be the first in a series of urban excursions to the banal places of the city. It is a 
conscious aesthetic operation backed up by press releases, proclamations, flyers and 
photographic documentation” (Careri, 2002, p. 68).  

Careri (2002) identifies a starting point for the fascination toward abandoned environments in 
the work of the artistic movement Dada, and in the way its artists found a new use and 
significance to apparently dis-used and leftover objects (Deschamps’ objets trouvée for 



85 

instance) and urbanities. Careri (2002) connects the work of Dada directly with, 40 years ahead, 
the one of Robert Smithson, who exalted the characteristics of uncertainness and 
precariousness of urban fringe territories. As seen above, Smithson deliberately wandered in 
empty spatialities and created a mythology of ordinary landscapes. Smithson’s experience 
inspired the works of artists such as Richard Long, Hamish Fulton, Francis Alÿs, land artists 
who have walked respectively through empty landscapes, contested contexts, urban borders 
(see for instance: Fulton, 2002; Alÿs, 2004; Long, 2010).   

A strong interest for interstitial, marginal and empty spatialities in architecture and urban studies 
has been sparked off by the seminal essay Terrain Vague, by Ignasi de Solá-Morales Rubió 
(1995a). The essay was previously published in French under a different though equally 
programmatic title, Urbanité Intersticielle, interstitial urbanity (de Solà-Morales Rubió, 1995b). 
De Solà-Morales acknowledges a novel and different gaze on the city, which concentrates on 
the “[e]mpty, abandoned space in which a series of occurrences have taken place” and that 
becomes “the most solvent sign with which to indicate what cities are, and what our experience 
of them is” (1995a, p. 119). The French term terrain vague is purposely used in its ambiguity: 
terrain does not refer simply to a piece of land but more broadly to a territory that cannot be 
precisely defined; and vague must be traced back to its German root Wage, and its Latin roots 
vacuum and vagus. Hence, terrain vague refers respectively to land that is in a state of 
perpetual movement, oscillation, instability and fluctuation; to vacant and empty land, free and 
available; to the state of being vague, and therefore “indeterminate, imprecise, blurred, 
uncertain” (1995a, p. 120). 

The supposed absence of use and activity and the consequent sense of freedom and 
expectancy are, for De Solá-Morales, fundamental to understanding the evocative potential of 
the city’s vague terrains. He argues that urbanites have a ‘romantic’ imagination and sensibility, 
feeding upon memories and expectations that the contemporary city can no longer offer – 
because of alienating and exclusionary dynamics, as the ones I described in chapter 2. On the 
contrary, in the vague terrains the memory of the past seems to predominate over the present, 
since they apparently exist outside the city’s effective circuits and productive structures – un-
inhabited, un-safe, un-productive areas, both at the margins of the city or in its inner core (de 
Solà-Morales Rubió, 1995a, 1995b). 

The seminal text by De Solá-Morales is widely cited in the literature on wastelands and urban 
voids (see, amongst others: Careri, 2002; Tonnelat, 2008; Gandy, 2012, 2013; DeSilvey and 
Edensor, 2013). The publication Terrain-Vague: Interstices at the Edge of the Pale  (Mariani 
and Barron, 2014), while featuring again de Solá-Morales’ essay, has covered several 
approaches to the study of vague landscapes: as interstices (Lévesque, 2014; Stevens and 
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Adhya, 2014); as thresholds (Stavrides, 2014); in their potential for new cultural manifestations 
and for re-appropriation (Rahmann and Jonas, 2014; Stavrides, 2014); as spaces for ludic 
behaviours and drifting (Careri, 2014) or for urban wilderness (Desimini, 2014); as uncertain or 
temporary spaces (Kamvasinou and Roberts, 2014; Stevens, 2014); as public space (Franck, 
2014).  

Such studies are also in debt with feminist literature and critique, which has been fundamental 
in the conceptualisation of both interstitial and marginal experiences as ‘alternative’ and 
‘resistant’ ones. Dill (2009) and McCall (2005) have reasoned on and advocated for the use of 
an intracategorical approach in research, focusing on otherwise neglected social groups, 
whose intersectional identities cross traditionally constructed boundaries. The idea of 
marginality has been of great importance in the work of bell hooks (1990), who defined it as a 
site for radical possibilities and for resistance, rather than of deprivation. Marginality, for hooks, 
is the site where a counter-hegemonic discourse can arise, and where alternatives and new 
worlds can be imagined and created. In such a way, for hooks, marginality becomes a space 
whereby the marginalised subject might want to remain, rather than abandoning it to assume 
a more ‘central’ position. Braidotti (1994) speaks of active nomadism, inspired by Deleuze and 
Guattari (2010), as powerful act deliberately leaving the city behind, to camp at its gates, as “a 
gesture of nonconfidence in the capacity of the ‘polis’ to undo the power foundations on which 
it rests” (Braidotti, 1994, p. 32). 

Below I review literature which has focused, in order, on interstices, margins, voids. 

Steel and Keys (2014), in the Australian context, reflect around the notion of interstitial space 
in the shadow of conventional housing practices, which tend to frame and implicitly undervalue 
interstitial spaces as residual ones. Steel and Keys focus rather on what they define as 
‘everyday housing practices’ and on their impact at the psychological, sociological and political 
level, stating that vernacular and aboriginal architecture should be given more theoretical and 
empirical attention. Also Tonnelat (2008), looking at two urban leftover spaces in Paris, remarks 
how, while institutions frame interstices as temporary functionless spaces, these are populated 
by improvised modes of action, and re-signified by diverse uses which several groups make of 
them. Nicolas-le Strat (2007) speaks of interstitial multiplicity, and links forms of interstitial 
occupancy to what is left of resistance in big cities: he describes interstices as urban 
commons29 saying that they embody what is still available in the city, and allow to understand 

                                                   
29 For the debate on urban commons, see for instance Armitage (2008), Bradley (2015), Diacon et al. (2005). 
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other ways to create open and collaborative cities, responsive and cooperative. In a similar 
fashion, Sinno (2011) looks at interstices as spaces of recreation and transgression.  

The argument, put forward by hooks (1990), on marginality as resistant and alternative, has 
pervaded the debate on urban margins and edges, whereby an obsolescing trait has been 
identified in the apparent indeterminacy of such spatialities – in their blurred character, 
suspended between different environmental conditions (rural vs urban, for instance) or unclear 
governance structures. Ren (2014) looks at rapidly urbanising townscapes and villagescapes 
in southern China as fragile identities, providing a difficult but potentially powerful terrain for a 
hybridisation between rural and urban to flourish. Phelps and Parsons (2003) speak of edge 
urban geographies, and put them at the centre of an understanding of the rescaling of 
economic, political and social processes at the urban level: they argue that edge urban 
formations have lent their dynamism to the rest of the city, and – in terms of governance – 
represent ‘eccentric geometries’, having expanded their areas of engagement far beyond their 
boundaries. Gandy (2013) connects marginality to emptiness, speaking of marginal landscapes 
of deindustrialisation in the contemporary city and how their rhetorical construction as 
wastelands has defined them as empty or unproductive spaces: rather, he argues, the attention 
should be cast upon their biodiversity, enhanced by the “serendipitous aesthetic effects of ‘non 
design’” (2013, p. 1302). From a land artist perspective, Smithson (1996a) reflects around the 
decayed aesthetics of urban margins in his A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, a locality in 
New Jersey where he wandered through derelict land and celebrated apparently meaningless 
and rotten fragment of the built environment, focusing on their textures, image and capacity to 
foster an alternative imagery of those apparently meaningless suburban lands.  

Smithson (1996b) is relevant also in the possible understanding of urban voids as the locus of 
what he defines as ruins in reverse: the artist clarifies his idea of entropy speaking of ruins in 
reverse as objects representing a set of forsaken futures. Such objects – in a pessimistic 
attitude – have reached a state of ruination or decay before they could start playing a role in 
their built environment, as in the case of many abandoned construction sites in the 
contemporary city. Expanding on such concept, Yablon (2012) reflects on ruins in reverse as 
unfinished monuments, arguing that such unfinished character embodies a contestation to the 
traditional perspective on urban monumentality as instrument of consensus and closure.  

Empty or abandoned spaces in general have been the object of an impressive amount of 
literature that have engaged with the definition of urban voids. Sebregondi (2012) has spoken 
of urban void as space of urban potentials, looking at an obsolete and about to be demolished 
housing estate in London. Berruete (2013) has written of voids as spaces of great expectations, 
while Girot (2004)’s eulogy of the void focuses on the transformation of post-war voids in Berlin 
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– from inaccessible and undesirable ruins to public parks which accepted the challenge of 
contemporary fragmentation and fragility. Akkerman (2009) links urban voids to what is left of 
Dionysian deportment in the city, as opposed to the Apollonian space of modern urban 
planning: voids represents the pre-rational, the genuine, the unadulterated, the unplanned 
space that should be reintroduced into the city-form as a conduit for self-reflection and 
authenticity. Other authors have focused on the terrains vagues of Rome (Mariani and Barron, 
2014), Melbourne (O’Loan, 2006), Helsinki (Delaney Ruskeepää, 2014), Chicago (Sprague, 
2011), always remarking the void as possible other and alternative spaces. Matos (2006) 
conflates the idea of void and the one of interstice, arguing that is imperative to understand and 
utilise interstitial voids, as a vital condition to defend their role in the city. Using the example of 
Evora, Portugal, she shows how a multiplicity of interstitial voids are appearing because of the 
new expansions of the city and the fractures between these and the historical core. However, 
Matos shows how, beyond morphological reasons, the emergence of voids is the outcome of 
programmatic conditions, which decides to leave such spaces lying “in the urban fabric as 
islands, existing as interstices where waiting and indifference prevail” (Matos 2006:70). 
Meanwhile, however, voids are experienced in multiple ways, providing an alternative to what 
is traditionally considered public space.  

3.4. URBAN OBSOLESCENCE AND URBAN INFORMALITY: OVERLAPPING LITERATURES  

To a significant extent, the debate on urban obsolescence overlaps with the one on urban 
informality [Figure 3.5]. In this thesis, as stated in chapter 1 (page 28), I see informality as a 
mode of appropriation of obsolete fences, be these idle empty land, or abandoned portions of 
built environment, or interstices. Informality, as obsolescence, has been read as the locus of, 
alternately, oppressive or emancipatory processes of urban transformation, as being either 
immanent to the fenced city or emancipating from it. In the two sub-sections below I explore, 
respectively, such two conditions of immanency and emancipation.  

 

3.4.1. Urban informality as immanent to the fenced city 

The notions of ‘blight’ and ‘failure’ explored in section 3.2 above, and the need for them to be 
healed and corrected, has permeated the debate on urban informality [Figure 3.4], too (Goad, 
no date; Rebullida, 2003; Candan and Kolluoglu, 2008; Gaffikin and Perry, 2012; see for 
instance: Boano and Talocci, 2014a). In their Buildings must die Cairns and Jacobs 



89 



90 

(2014) speak of ‘ruinous informality’, explaining how the rhetoric seeing informal settlements 
as ruined or obsolete has supported discourses on informality as, simply, a problem to be 
solved: Cairns and Jacobs notice how architecture and urban design have been often called to 
play a prominent role in ‘polishing’ or cleansing such spatialities, “with the endorsements and 
sponsorship of international aid agencies, national and municipal states, and nongovernmental 
organisations” (2014, p. 186). Informal settlements, as spaces of exception (Roy, 2005), are 
constructed as receptacles of urban disorder, of violence, of blight – excluded and possibly 
erased as camp-like spatialities (see chapter 2, page 57), in an effort to govern the urban realm.  

Yiftachel (2009a, 2009b), while acknowledging informality as a form of inverse colonialism, 
deliberately places it within a set of grey spaces – permanent spaces yet lying in a perpetual 
state of temporariness, exposed to destruction and evictions. In this sense, the informal as 
obsolete space can be read as a colonial ruin, or a colonial void: borrowing the words of Said 
(1995), as the land to control without possessing it, lived and owned by indigenous residents 
though become part of a strategy of territorial expansion. Or, in the words of Bhabha (2004, p. 
352), the obsolete informal can be read as terra nulla,30 as “the empty or wasted land whose 
history has to be begun, […] whose future progress must be secured in modernity”:  “a carte 
blanche, an empty landscape scene, an open background on which progress and 
modernization begins” (Aronowicz, 2009, p. 6). The informal as terra nulla is a place whose 
uses and narratives are considered as disposable, and thus available for recolonization: it is 
the empty land whose history has yet to be begun. It is the case, as I shall explain in chapter 5 
(page 151), of plenty of informal settlements in Phnom Penh, firstly constructed as ruinous, 
derelict, blighted, and therefore evicted and superseded by new developments.  

The rhetoric of the informal as empty and disposable urban reality has been often linked to the 
‘politics of forgetting’ (Fernandes, 2004) – the process through which marginalised social 
groups become invisible within a political discursive process, whereby both middle-class groups 
and the state instead engage. Shatkin (2004) and Lee and Yeoh (2004) have read informal 
settlements as ‘forgotten places’, as outcome of a process inherent to the globalisation of cities 
in developing countries: regardless of the persistent housing crisis, urban planners have 
increasingly forgotten and abandoned informal settlements, following the rationale that efforts 
toward poverty alleviation are no longer tenable in the global era.  

Dasgupta (2013) remarks that, while informality is usually seen as transient, it acquires a 
paradoxical permanency in the context of fast urban transformation in the globalised city: the 
slum is a postcolonial monument, insofar as it “mark a politics of history and memory in their 

                                                   
30 Literally translatable as ‘empty land’. 
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changing spatial dimensions and political valences” (Dasgupta, 2013, p. 147). However, 
Dasgupta notices how the political significance of the informal settlements dissolves through 
their portraiture on the media: the slum undergoes a process of spectacularisation and come 
to be seen as a distant object of aesthetic contemplation and visual pleasure. Similarly, Dovey 
and King (2012) have explored the aesthetics and politics of slum tourism, questioning both 
attractions and dangers of aestheticising poverty – noticing how the informal can become 
picturesque, and presents elements of nostalgia that could suggest a quest for authenticity. On 
the other side, for many, slums represent the shocking spectacle of the real, leading to an 
unsettling voyeurism and the fascination for an urbanity that seems labyrinthine. While rising to 
fame and achieving a level of empathy with the wider public and the global tourism, informal 
settlements can turn into one further element of the spectacle that is intrinsic to the production 
of the fenced city. Chapters 5 and 6 will analyse several spatialities in Phnom Penh whose 
narratives have received wide exposure on the media and the web, and question to what extent 
such exposure has contributed to build a possibility of emancipation or, rather, to hamper such 
possibility. 

The informal as marginal has been read as the locus of violence: Auyero, Burbano de Lara and 
Berti (2014) have argued that marginal urban areas are neither governance voids deserted by 
the state nor controlled and militarised spaces under the power of the state itself. Rather, the 
presence of the state is deliberately fragmented, to the extent that the law enforcement 
becomes intermittent, selective and contradictory, and key in the perpetuation of the violence 
it is presumed to prevent. Perlman, in her work on Brazilian favelas (Perlman, 1976, 2005), 
speaks of the ‘myth’ of marginality, and notices how the prevailing literature saw such 
settlements as populated by ‘pure’ migrants from the countryside eventually “maladapted to 
modern city life and, therefore, responsible for their own poverty and their failure to be absorbed 
into formal job and housing markets” (2005, p. 5). Informal settlements are constructed as 
‘other’ by the population at large, as environments dense of crime, violence and prostitution 
and therefore not part of the urban community. To counter such ideology, Perlman (1976) 
suggested a paradigm shift, seeing the urban poor as lying neither at the margin nor outside 
the urban system, but as being instead tightly integrated and functional to it. In a similar fashion, 
Simone (Gotz and Simone, 2001; Simone, 2001) has proposed to move beyond a ‘rudimentary’ 
division and duality between formal and informal. Initiative arising in urbanisms understood as 
informal, are not antagonist to the formal urban planning agenda: rather, they manage to take 
advantage of unforeseen opportunities within the institutional governance structures. These, in 
turn should acknowledge the necessity to provide links toward the social relations and 
discourses occurring informally in the urban arena. It is important therefore to clarify that – while 
‘urban informality’ is still relevant as a category for this research (as a mode of appropriation of 
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obsolete fences) – the grounds of investigations that I will examine in Phnom Penh live at the 
threshold between formal and informal practices – which this research treats equally. 

 

3.4.2. Urban informality as emancipation from the fenced city 

Urban informality has also been read as alternative to the capital-driven and exclusionary 
production of urban space [see again Figure 3.4], and as supposedly putting forward new uses 
of space, new forms of economic and social organisation, new aesthetics (Shaw, 2009; Dovey, 
2013; Boano and Talocci, 2014b). Groth and Corijn (2005) for instance describe informal 
urbanisms as ‘indeterminate’, left out of both time and place, and discuss how unofficial actors 
are able to influence the agenda of urban planning and politics through the temporary 
reappropriation of such spaces, that could lead to the emergence of a non-planned, 
spontaneous ‘urbanity’ – spatialising and visualising a resistance and temporary alternative to 
the dominant principles of urban development. In the following paragraphs I review literature 
on informality rising in interstitial spatialities, in urban margins, in ruined buildings. 

Shannon (2001) has remarked the rise of a mass of literature dealing with ‘everyday’, 
‘spontaneous’ urbanisms, often deemed as non-designed and illegal (Noronha, 2005; Miller, 
2006), and the fascination of Western architects for the world of informality as a whole, 
perceived as the theatre of a social struggle for the appropriation of interstitial and no-man’s 
land. Designers, for Shannon (2001, p. 1), have shown “an enduring appreciation for the flexible 
and creative use of space, the combination of productivity of landscapes into an otherwise 
increasingly consumptive land-use system and results of the ingenuity born from necessity”. 
Shannon’s text builds on a perception that sees informality rising in interstitial spaces that the 
process of urban development cannot ‘officially’ use because of logistic impediments or 
environmental danger, and are then left over: buffer-zones along railway tracks and highways, 
spaces underneath flyovers, banks of rivers and canals. 

King and Dovey (2013) have similarly spoken of interstitial metamorphoses, arguing that 
interstices are those places whereby creativity and new paradigms of urban development arise. 
Informal settlements – inserting themselves in the cracks and gaps of the formal city – provide 
a space where new alternative practices emerge and intersect with the ones of the formal city. 
King and Dovey link their argument to Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome (2004), and reflect on 
how interstitial metamorphoses, while byproducts of a capital-driven process, aim to replace 
such process through establishing new economies and, from a semiotic perspective, new 
meanings. For instance, while contaminating with the tourist gaze, the image of the informal is 
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able to challenge the mainstream representations of the city, saturated by programmes of urban 
boosterisms and middle-class new urbanisations (see chapter 2, page 65).  

Hudson and Shaw (2014) have emphasised the contested aspects of the informal 
reappropriation of leftover spaces in an urban context. Shaw remarks how such forms of 
informality are alternative realities that “punctuate the homogeneous, staged, controlled, 
‘official’ public spaces and the everyday, ubiquitous spaces of the contemporary city [while 
being] overlooked and often relegated as ‘wastelands’, ‘derelict areas’ and ‘urban voids’” 
(Shaw, 2009, p. 1). However, their original function is not only ‘voided’, defunct, but 
transgressed through the appropriation by marginal groups. For Hudson and Shaw, interstitial 
informality is a space of social breathing, and helps reconceiving an otherwise binary 
understanding of public vs private and planned vs non-planned space: therefore, they should 
be considered as opportunities not to be missed by policy makers and city officials. 

Other authors have worked on informal urbanisms rising in urban fringes, in the thresholds 
between city and countryside. Zayim (2014) has examined the emergence of gecekondu 
(‘landed overnight’) illegal settlements  surrounding Turkish cities. These appeared after the 
strong increase of rural to urban migration during the industrialisation period, as a response to 
the failure of the central state to supply affordable plots or housing units for the immigrants. 
Zayim argues that gecekondu’s residents live in a regime of differentiated urban citizenship, 
perpetuating social inequalities in the society: the State uses such inequalities for instance to 
exclude them from achieving or being acknowledged a certain land or housing tenure status, 
or to make them unable to access an increasingly commodified housing market. However, 
authors highlight how gecekondu residents throve on self-organised communities and 
economic networks, used self-built infrastructures, and constantly reconstructed their homes 
following conflict with authorities and demolitions (Esen, 2009). Castillo (2001) has worked on 
the transformation of urban fringes in Mexico City remarking that those particular peripheral 
informal urbanisms were anything but unplanned, and how the regular layout and pattern of 
empty properties (not requiring immediate occupation to secure possession) indicated a steady 
development process. Again, Caldeira (2016) speaks of peripheral urbanisation, arguing how 
such kind of production of space – with residents in the vest of builders of not only their own 
houses but of entire neighbourhoods – does generate new modes of politics, having its own 
specific agency and engaging transversally with official logics of legal property, formal labour, 
state regulation and market capitalism. While not necessarily happening outside mainstream 
logics, the engagement with the official modes of developments does happen through 
negotiations and constant transformations. 
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A recent set of literature has focused on informal urbanisms developing in ruined, abandoned, 
residual buildings and portions of urban environment. Churchill and Smith (2015) have spoken 
of urban ruins and spaces of occupation, remarking how the ruin holds a transformative 
potential, inviting to repudiate the current manifestations of lived space, to reimagine it and 
redefine it, eventually seeing occupation as an act of revolution. I myself researched squatted 
spaces in Rome as potential ‘new monuments’, strongholds of a new set of urban commons, 
alternative economies and socio-spatial practices (Talocci, 2012). Cerise and Shannon (2010) 
and Shannon (2001) have focused on the transformation of social housing estates (‘Khu Tap 
The’) in Vietnam, remarking the creative appropriation of a rigid urban typological form in a 
derelict state. In the same fashion, the Torre David project by Urban Think Tank (Brillembourg 
and Klumpner, 2013) exalts “bottom-up strategies [as] one way to address prevailing urban 
scarcities” (UTT, 2012, p. 1), focusing on a 45-story office tower in Caracas, almost completed 
before being abandoned to neglect due to a banking crisis and, more specifically, the death of 
its developer: the tower became home for a community of over 100 families and its character 
of ‘vertical slum’ has risen to a level of iconicity acknowledged at the Global scale, as testified 
by recent publications, conferences and awards (Betsky, 2012; The Funambulist, 2013; 
Vocativ, 2013).  

3.5. FOUR ARCHETYPES OF URBAN OBSOLESCENCE, AND THEIR AMBIVALENCE 

The above literature review shows how, as I stated in the Introduction (page 28), the archetypes 
of the camp and the gated community are not enough to grasp the complexity of the 
obsolescing fenced city. The latter is characterised by the ruination of such archetypes, by their 
displacement and erasure, and by those urbanisms that develop in between the relentless 
production of urban fences, and at the threshold between formality and informality. I therefore 
introduce four obsolescing (though still fenced) archetypes [Figure 3.5], that I will use to 
investigate the latent tension between oppression and emancipation characterising urban 
obsolescence:   

- the ruin (or the ruined fence), an urbanism whose built environment is characterised by 
forms of dereliction or decay, or emerging as reappropriation of a derelict or decayed 
building, or that has been discursively constructed as ruined by actors having an 
interest in its potential erasure;  

- the interstice (in-between fences): an urbanism lying along infrastructural networks, 
river banks, or appearing as leftover space. An interstitial urbanism does therefore lack 
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an official use: because of such reason, interstices are often overlooked by official 
accounts of a certain context, or programmatically disregarded to justify their erasure;  

- the margin (or the marginal fence): an urbanism rising in a periurban reality, born out 
because of immigration patterns, or because of forced migration or relocation from the 
city centre;   

- the void (or the emptied fence): an urbanism resulting by a forced eviction, leading to 
a plot of urban land whose redevelopment is at a standstill, appearing as either an 
empty landscape or a ruined construction site (as a ruin-in-reverse). 

The literature review in this chapter has shown how, in the current debate, obsolescing 
urbanisms are seen either as partaking in, or as emancipating from, the production of the 
fenced city.  

Urban ruins, interstices, margins, and voids are all to an extent expression of a sovereign power 
establishing a state of exception (Roy, 2008, p. 94): they configure as camp-like conditions, in 
their being excluded and marginalised by the cycles of production of the contemporary city, and 
because of the depoliticization of their populations. At the same time, they emerge as gated-
community-like spatialities, representing opportunities for further commodification, and being 
affected by dynamics of fetishization.  

Ruins, interstices, margins and voids can, however, emancipate from the production of the 
fenced city.  In chapter 1 (page 36), I defined emancipatory practices as those contributing to 
open up, decommodify, and repoliticise an obsolescing urbanism. The literature review in this 
chapter (pages 81 and 92) shows how ruins, interstices, margins, voids, can be understood as: 

- open spaces: as potential receptacles for outliers, urban scraps, unwelcomed and 
unwanted populations, denoting an intrinsically open character, a sense of freedom 
and expectancy, and the possibility of reappropriating space creatively; 

- decommodified spaces: as spaces that potentially emancipate from the capital-driven 
production of urban space, whereby uses not depending from profit are established 
and alternative aesthetic regimes (escaping the capture of the urban spectacle) can 
emerge, along with alternative and informal economies; 

- as spaces where acts of ‘revolution’ can happen, where the empowerment of 
traditionally voiceless groups can occur, where forms of self-organisation and bottom-
up strategies addressing inequalities and scarcities can emerge. 

In a similar fashion, analysing Phnom Penh’s public space, Springer (2011a) has defined 
emancipation as a “perpetual contestation of the alienating effects of contemporary 
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neoliberalisation [… through] new forms of voluntary association and mutual aid, where 
pluralism may blossom, democratic engagement might be enhanced, and a liberatory zeitgeist 
may emerge”. Can forms of emancipation be reached within Phnom Penh’s obsolescing 
urbanisms? And, if so, do emancipatory dynamics actually develop along with oppressive 
ones? In the next chapter (page 110), I will explain how the methodological use of the four 
archetypes listed above is instrumental in addressing such questions, in so doing enquiring the 
ambivalent understanding of urban obsolescence. 

3.6. CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In this chapter, I showed how the contemporary city and its fences are intrinsically prone to 
become obsolete: to lose or change their uses, to be affected by dereliction and abandonment, 
to show crevices and malfunctions. Taking a cross-disciplinary approach, I constructed a 
debate that has proved how the literature revolves around an ambivalent understanding of 
urban obsolescence. 

On one side, obsolescence is read as the locus of oppressive practices, as immanent to the 
production of the fenced city. I explained how the ideas of blight and failure have been 
instrumentally applied to single out buildings and urban environments whose erasure and 
demolition can pave the way for the construction of new developments, and the consequent 
accumulation of further urban wealth. I acknowledged such oppressive role of obsolescing 
urbanisms while remarking their often impoverished and ghettoised condition, their 
criminalisation, their status of ‘refrained ruins’ (Birmingham, 1999), their emergence as targets 
of a form of ruin porn. Building on Amin (2016), I explained how the idea of failure should not 
be understood simply as a category for discrediting non-hegemonic and marginal practices: 
rather, such an idea could possibly question visions of progress based on urban smartness, 
resilience, efficiency. Obsolescing urbanisms become therefore, at the same time, byproducts 
and harbingers of the volatility of economic capitals, of ecological disasters, of disappearing 
welfare.   

On the other side, I explored how other literature has exalted the emancipatory potential of 
obsolescing environments. Urban ruins, urban interstices, marginal or empty spaces, have 
been read as sites of resistance to apparently over-encompassing logics of market-driven 
urban development, as wasted lands where a sense of urban unity can still be found, as places 
where a multitude of urban realities can co-exist in juxtaposition.  
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From both perspectives, I showed how such (constructed) debate on urban obsolescence 
overlaps, to a great extent, to the debate on the informal city – on one side constantly 
criminalised and described as a form of failed urbanity, on the other side seen as the locus of 
alternative uses, economies, aesthetics.  

I concluded the chapter arguing that the archetypes of the gated community and the camp are 
no longer sufficient to understand the complexity of the contemporary city. I thefore introduced 
a series of ‘obsolescing’ archetypes: the fenced city, in its obsolescing nature, is made of ruins, 
of voids, of interstices, of margins. Or, respectively, of ruined fences, of forcibly emptied fences, 
of interstitial realities emerging in between fences, of fences that have been displaced and 
confined to a marginal, isolated periurban condition. 

In the next chapter such archetypes will be used to question the fundamental ambivalence or 
urban obsolescence: to reveal what practices, emerging within obsolescing urbanisms, actually 
partake in the production of the fenced city, and which ones emancipate from such production.    
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4. ON THE USE OF THEORY AS METHOD 

 

4.1. INTRODUCTION 

The use of theory in research has been debated (Reeves et al., 2008; Sunday, 2009; Stewart 
and Klein, 2016) as useful to underpin research design. Schmidt, Stanek and Moravanszky 
(2015:16) have posited that “the transversal heterogeneity of the social practices, institutions, 
policy and norms” can be better stressed and understood using theory. Theory can be defined 
as an acceptable general principle or body of principles offered to explain phenomena occurring 
in a certain reality, or as a model or framework for observing and understanding such reality 
(Thomas, 2007) – in so doing shaping both what we see and how we see it. In this thesis, I 
feed on social theories (as frameworks used to study and interpret social phenomena), on 
political theory (as study and critique of topics related to politics, justice, law and its 
enforcement), and critical theories (as theories founded upon a critique of society), to shape 
the methodology of this research. Following Mertens and Hesse-Biber (2013), I see 
methodology as a perspective on a social reality. Such perspective flows from one’s 
philosophical assumptions about reality, and therefore bears an exquisite theoretical character. 

In this research, I want to emphasise the potential, in both Agamben’s and Foucault’s theory,  
to be used to both frame and guide urban research and analysis: Foucault’s and Agamben’s 
theoretical apparatuses have been important to guide scholarly research in interpreting the 
contemporary city. The concepts of governmentality (Foucault, 1991), the figures of the 
panopticon and the carceral archipelago (Foucault, 1995), and the one of camp (Agamben, 
1998) have been widely used by sociologists, geographers, historians, urban and 
environmental activists (Simon, 1998; Elden, 2003; Diken, 2004; see, amongst others: Caluya, 
2010) have widely used to explain exclusionary dynamics at the social and spatial level.  

In line with this, I embed Foucault’s (1980) concept of dispositif – bearing in mind its later re-
elaboration by Agamben (2007, 2009b) – in my research ontology, using it as a lens to read 
the city and its design as an ensemble of practices, subjectivities, discursive formation that 
ultimately aim to control its territories and populations. Additionally, building on the use that 
Foucault (1995) and Agamben (2009a) make of paradigms, I set the fence as paradigm of the 
current urban transformation, embedding it in my research epistemology and using it therefore 
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to enquire an urban reality – deconstructing it through the critical observation of its spatial and 
governmental practices. Such deconstruction informs my methods of data collection and 
analysis, geared toward understanding discursive and non-discursive practices underpinning 
the rise and functioning of urban fences. Importantly, in shaping my methods, I follow a design-
oriented and projective attitude, which emphasises the possibility for this research to have an 
agency in the transformation of the grounds of investigation and in the work of research 
partners, as I elaborate below.  

Why, however, should the use of Foucauldian and Agambenian theories be relevant in studying 
urban realities coming from the so-called Global South, and more specifically from Phnom 
Penh? I start the chapter reflecting on such question. 

4.2. PHNOM PENH: THEORY AS METHOD IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH 

4.2.1. Foucault and Agamben in the global South 

Reference to Foucault (Robinson, 1997; see, amongst others: Brigg, 2002, 2005; Hook and 
Vrdoljak, 2002; Leclair-Paquet and Boano, 2013) and Agamben (see, amongst others: 
Alsayyad and Roy, 2006; Roy, 2009a; Springer, 2012; Boano and Martén, 2013) has been 
made by a number of research works that have focused on contexts belonging to the so-called 
global South. However, the question of whether two bodies of work belonging to the so-called 
‘continental philosophy’ (West, 2010) are appropriate to study an urban environment in a 
Southern context is still relevant, and certainly a difficult one. 

In this research, I define global South as a geography loosely identifiable with the ensemble of 
those countries that have been marginalised in the international political and economic system 
(Medie and Kang, 2018), while building on the assumption that such geography is a non-static 
and discursively constructed one (Grovogui, 2011; Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Tafira, 2019). 
Importantly, building on Grovogui (2011), Davies and Boehmer (2019) and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 
(2015; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh and Daley, 2019)  it is important to notice how such discursive 
construction has happened in both a North-South direction, because of imperial reason and 
colonial racism, and a South-South one, as an idea and a set of practices that are mobilised in 
order to disavow those institutional and cultural practices associated with imperialism and 
colonialism. 
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Advocating for the use of theory in research, Raghuram and Madge (2006) questions first of all 
why we do research in the South, and how we can develop a postcolonial method of research: 
this would entail holding in tension the mutual constitutions of both North and South while 
making sure that the South is not entirely constituted through its relation with the North. While 
never engaging directly with the South, Agamben and Foucault’s bodies of work are strongly 
relevant in the development of a postcolonial research attitude and methodology. Nichols 
(2010) emphasises how Foucault has been heavily used in the field of postcolonial studies, 
starting from the references to the philosopher’s work in Edward Said’s Orientalism (Said, 
1995): for Said, Foucault’s work represents both a conceptual and methodological innovation 
insofar as it allows to understand ‘Orientalism’ as a discourse, and therefore to deconstruct the 
system through which the European culture was able to manage and produce a subaltern 
Orient politically, scientifically and imaginatively. This approach has been contested by Bhabha 
(2004), who has pointed out the necessity to embed alterity and ambivalence in such ‘discourse’ 
of Orientalism, which is not a univocal one. Bhabha calls for using Foucault’s concept of 
dispositif to avoid a search for discursive regularity and, rather, to embed plurality in the analysis 
of a colonising action of making subaltern and other. In the following sub-section, I will introduce 
Phnom Penh as ground of investigation and explain how many of its territories have been 
programmatically constructed as Orient(s) by a multiplicity of powerful urban actors: in this 
research, the use of the dispositif, in line with Bhabha’s remark, serves to investigate such 
territories in their plurality, as a first act to contest their very construction as subaltern.  

As for Agamben, it has been noticed how the relevance of his work is unclear when related to 
non-Western situations (Svirsky and Bignall, 2012; Bignall, 2014; Boano, 2017), as the 
paradigms used by the philosopher spring out from and are (historically) applied to European 
contexts. However, such paradigms can still be applied to analyse the way the West exercised 
its Imperial domination over other cultures, as in the work of Rifkin (2009) on the Native 
Americans, Morton (2012)  on Kenya, Motha (2012) on South Africa, Atkinson (2012) in Libya, 
Whyte (2012) on Haiti, Boano and Martén (2013) on Jerusalem. In section 4.3 (page 110), I 
explain how, in this research, I attempt to do the same through the fence as paradigm in Phnom 
Penh, whereby the formation of camp-like spatialities, the encampment or displacement of 
subaltern populations, and the rise of monumental or iconic spaces, all emerge by forms of 
contemporary urban colonialism (see also chapter 2, page 52): beyond Cambodia being a 
postcolonial reality (the French Protectorate officially ended in 1953), Phnom Penh is marked 
by the rhetoric construction of many of its territories as colonial voids, as terrae nullae (see 
chapter 3, page 88), as empty urban spaces at the disposal of powerful local and international 
elites.  
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Using theory, therefore, allows to rethink and broaden up the understanding of urbanisms in 
the Global South, while at the same time following an ethical desire to find possibilities for 
emancipation and greater well-being (Pieterse, 2013). Theory should therefore be recognised 
as an inherent part of method (Raghuram and Madge, 2006): a) building a theoretical 
framework embedded in and conscious of the power relations structuring a given context; b) 
developing a research committed to have an agency on such power relations; c) acknowledging 
the imperative need to overcome the usual binary opposition between theory and practice, and 
therefore of reconceiving theory as practice (see also: Parnell and Robinson, 2012). In the case 
of this research, reconceiving theory as practice is done through embracing a design-oriented 
projective attitude, focused on having an agency on: a) the uneven power relations embedded 
in the several urbanisms I investigate; b) the activities of research partners working within such 
urbanisms. 

Embracing a decolonising research attitude means therefore to be conscious of the multiple 
and multifaceted power relations, inequalities and injustices in place, and to be committed to 
challenge these across different scales and dimensions. Such challenge can happen only 
through multiple investments, which occur at the personal and institutional level, and that 
overall frame the possibility for change (Raghuram and Madge, 2006).  

While I elaborate further on design research and such possibility for change in the last section 
of this chapter, I here reflect on the challenges of multiple investments with multiple partners, 
after introducing the context of Phnom Penh. What happens to a theory-loaded methodology 
once grounded in the reality of partner organisations which have a strong focus on practice? 

 

4.2.2. Setting Phnom Penh as a ground of investigation 

During the first year of PhD research (2011-2012), through desk-research, I examined several 
cases of residential buildings undergoing ruination.31 Two cases emerged as particularly 
relevant: the Kim Lien Ku Tap The (KTT) in Hanoi, Vietnam (Cerise and Shannon, 2010) and 
the White Building in Phnom Penh, Cambodia (Simone, 2008) – both derelict residential 
buildings, originally housing for civil servants, and on the verge of being demolished. Their 
forecasted or desired demolition hinged upon a rhetoric of obsolescence: such buildings were 
considered as structurally unsound, unhealthy and unfit for the current aspirations of 
transformation of the central areas of respectively Hanoi and Phnom Penh.  

                                                   
31 Dynamics of ruination and their influence on the social fabric of a context were my initial focus of interest. 
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In December 2012 I had the opportunity32 to embark for a preliminary research fieldwork across 
the two cities, where I met with potential research partners (see following sub-section). In Hanoi, 
I met employees from several NGOs,33 involved in projects of community-based transformation, 
and interested in the potential upgrading of public spaces in the Kim Lien KTT. In Phnom Penh, 
a representative from Community Development Foundation (CDF) suggested to visit the locality 
of Borei Keila too, which was unknown to me until then, and would have then become one of 
my primary grounds of investigation (see chapter 6). I decided ultimately to work in Phnom 
Penh, because of both the accessibility of sources – the ease in finding documents in English 
language, the easier access to professionals and authorities, the strength of potential partners 
– and wanting to make a specific contribution to the regional debate, following a series of works 
on the violent transformation of the city’s landscape (Springer, 2008, 2009b, 2009a, 2011a, 
2012; Brickell, 2014).34 The fieldwork then developed between May and December 2013 and, 
for shorter timeframes, in May 2014 (three weeks), May 2015 (four weeks), May 2016 
(seventeen days).  

Studying and working in The Bartlett Development Planning Unit in this particular historical 
period meant to have a privileged channel of connection with South-East Asian grassroots, and 
both an interest in and proximity with the work of the Asian Coalition for Housing Rights (ACHR) 
and its Community Architects Network (CAN) programme. This research fieldwork was 
conducted after three years of engagement of the MSc Building and Urban Design in 
Development, where I teach, in Bangkok, and preceded three years of students’ fieldtrips in 
Phnom Penh, organised precisely in collaboration with ACHR, CAN and their local partner 
organisation CDF.  

I had therefore the opportunity to land in Phnom Penh’s context with solid contacts, and, also, 
with the clear possibility to use my work to build other partnerships in the years to come. This 
was not done with an opportunist spirit: rather, I was pursuing the will for my work to have an 
agency in the current wave of urban transformation. Such agency could have been achieved 
only feeding and building linkages with individuals and organisations working in Phnom Penh’s 
territories, generating afterlives. I discuss such afterlives in the conclusive chapter. 

 

                                                   
32 With the support of a research grant awarded by UCL’s Graduate School.  

33 CAN-Vietnam, Association of Cities of Vietnam (ACVN), Action for City, City’s Women Union of Hanoi. 

34 See chapter 1 (page 34) and chapter 8 (page 412).  
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4.2.3. Partners in Phnom Penh and ethical considerations 

My engagement in Phnom Penh started with a meeting at the Community Development 
Foundation (CDF), whose representatives suggested to visit Borei Keila. While I initially visited 
Borei Keila on my own, I did visit the White Building for the first time along with a young 
development practitioner working for the NGO Sahmakum Teang Tnaut (STT). She introduced 
me at once to one of the village leaders, while acting as translator for a few preliminary 
interviews. 

Both CDF and STT were fundamental in providing me with access to contacts and information 
on urbanisms that would have then become relevant for this research (see below, page 110). 
As for the Railway settlements, CDF brokered the connection between myself and the 
managing director of Community Management Development Partnership (CMDP), who would 
have then invited me to a meeting organised by his organisation with representatives of 15 
communities along the Railway line, some of whom I would have then been able to meet during 
my fieldwork. STT then put me in touch with the managing director of Equitable Cambodia (EC), 
who illustrated their activities with the same network of communities along the Railway. I met a 
representative from People for Care and Learning (PCL) in Andong Tmey thanks to a workshop 
organised jointly by my academic department and CDF, while I initially got in touch with the 
managing director of Manna4Life after a representative from STT invited me to a networking 
event hosted in the relocation site of Tang Khiev. On the same day, such representative took 
me to visit Phnom Bat, and acted as translator for a few interviews I conducted there. A 
representative from CDF took me for the first time to Tuol Sambo, in an attempt to write a 
research project that would have involved the inhabitants of such relocation site: while the 
research proposal was eventually not successful, I had the possibility to go back to Tuol Sambo 
for further research, with the welcome of one former community leader.35  

Dealing and partnering with both CDF and STT entailed one relevant criticality. Mainstream 
accounts on CDF spoke of such organisation ironically as a “go-NGO, a governmental NGO”,36 
referring to the presence in the organisation’s main committee of an important (retired) politician 
belonging to the ruling Cambodia People’s Party, and to the work done in the past in close 
collaboration with the government and other local authorities, in the overall effort of ACHR’s 
network in Cambodia. ACHR is a coalition of Asian professionals, NGOs and community 
organisations committed in fostering opportunities for people-driven development of urban poor 

                                                   
35 I self-organised my fieldwork in Borei Santepheap II and Trapeang Anchhanh, as I could not liaise with possible 
gatekeepers prior to entering those territories.   
36 Quoting a joke made by an STT representative during one of our chats.  
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settlements across a multitude of countries in Asia, and has been in the latest years involved 
in the development of Cambodia’s National Housing Policy (MLMUPC, 2014), working closely 
along with the Ministry of Land Management Urban Planning and Construction. On the other 
hand, STT had once been amongst the government’s blacklist of NGOs (Human Rights Watch, 
2011) because of how its work contested numbers and statements appearing in government’s 
surveys. While these two institutional positions seemed irreconcilable, personal relationships 
amongst workers of both NGOs (in the present and in the past) made sure none of them could 
contest or even put a veto on the Janus-faced engagement I undertook.37  

Other relevant non-governmental organisations that shared information with me have been 
Licadho and Housing Rights Task Force, both contacted independently about their work in 
Borei Keila – though making apparent my linkages to CDF and STT. 

Engaging with such a multiplicity of urban actors has been an effort and a challenge at both the 
personal and institutional level. My research attitude was supporting their agendas, though with 
a critical eye and with the imperative of remaining independent. For instance, I asked such 
organisations for advice while arranging the fieldwork programme, but I always presented 
myself as an independent researcher once in the several grounds of investigation. The contrary 
happened in two design research workshops (see below, page 129) – one in Borei Keila and 
one in the White Building, co-organised respectively with CDF and STT: I led the workshops 
and explained to the participants that I did not belong to the organisations, in spite of the 
workshops being explicitly hosted by them. 

Workshops and individual interviews showed two distinct kinds of relationship with the dwellers 
of the several urbanisms I analysed. In the first case, dwellers were instructed by 
representatives of the NGOs on the workshops’ programme, operation and endeavour – and 
on the relationship between the workshop to other engagement activities that had been carried 
out before (or planned for after) the workshop. In all interviews, instead, I introduced myself as 
a researcher from a university in the UK, explained the purpose of my research and declared 
my aim to share the outcomes of the present work with organisations such as STT and CDF, 
while being independent from them. Mentioning such independency, I wanted to avoid the risk 
of being ‘shadowed’ by people close to the local authorities, as this would have entailed lack of 
freedom for me and for the interviewees.38 These would have indeed been potentially afraid of 

                                                   
37 In official events, for instance a workshops organised by one of the organisations, the other organisation would not 
take part (or simply send a young representative to attend the activities without intervening proactively. 
38 In the workshop co-organised with CDF, my working team had actually been shadowed in several instances: 
representatives from the District authorities followed our group, officially to ensure safety, and eventually not resulting 
in a burden. As for STT, some of their activities have been often deliberately blocked by policemen alerted by local 
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having their interviews overheard. For the same reason I never used an audio- nor a video-
recorder, and I always asked for permission prior to taking any picture of an interviewee or of 
the environment where he/she was living. In this document, I have respected the need for 
anonymity of the interviewees, using either only initials or nicknames (see also Appendix 1), 
avoided the use of pictures of identifiable individuals unless having obtained their explicit 
consent39 and masked pictures of all children, in line with the guidelines of UCL’s Research 
Ethics Committee.40 Below (page 129), I expand on the rationale behind the workshops and 
the selection of interviewees. 

Importantly, I was initially counting on personnel from CDF or STT for translation during the 
individual interviews.41 Both organisations’ workers helped in a first stage, but their tight 
schedule made such collaboration impossible in the longer term. This issue eventually turned 
out to be a possibility to further disentangle my research from the work of CDF and STT. 
Through enquiring different local contacts, I eventually met a Cambodian young student of 
economics, who was very interested in understanding the dynamics of Phnom Penh’s 
contested spaces.42 For him, my research represented the first opportunity to work in such 
settings, hence this short term employment proved to be also a pedagogical experience for 
him. In the latest stages of my fieldwork (May 2015, May 2016), I collaborated with a student 
of architecture,43 met through CDF, who hoped to collect evidence for her final thesis through 
working with me.44 

 

                                                   
authorities: I sought to avoid to be involved in similar situations, for reasons of personal safety and for the risk of 
hampering the whole research process. 
39 In most cases this consent has been obtained verbally, with no use of Consent Forms. This decision followed the 
advice of local partners such as CDF and STT, which discouraged me to ask people to sign anything. 
40 Fieldwork activities had prior received ethical approval by the Head of Department and UCL Doctoral School. 

41 I have basic listening and speaking skills in Khmer language: I was able to introduce myself and ask the first few 
questions, but I needed support for most of the interview process. 
42 I personally paid his participation fees following local rates (advised by CDF and STT) and refunded travel 
expenses. 
43 Same as in footnote 42. 

44 It is important to notice that poor settlements are usually disregarded in Phnom Penh’s faculties of Architecture, 
hence the interest of this student in my work and the grounds of investigation of this research was particularly 
significant. 
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4.2.4. Post-colonising research questions, object, methods: working in a dialogic 
fashion 

The amount of research partners and the complexity of relationships with and between them 
demands the research to be politically engaged and, at the same time, not to be delimited solely 
by my own concerns, as a practitioner and as a PhD researcher representing an academic 
institution based in London – the latter committed to question the role of ‘experts’45 and the 
construction of discourses of expertise in particular contexts (DPU, no date). Rather, research 
questions, object and methods should be embedded into local actors’ agendas, and developed 
in a relational fashion, i.e. in conversation with existing discourses, material processes and 
existing structures of power (Astolfo, Talocci and Boano, 2015). Research in the South, again 
building on Raghuram and Madge (2006) can indeed be post-colonised only if it is produced in 
dialogue, embedded within a certain ground of investigation and taking into account the 
priorities of its stakeholders. 

In the case of this research, specifically, the interest in urban obsolescence was articulated as 
an overall concern on processes of creative destruction and the risk of displacement these 
entail: forced displacement dynamics have been strongly felt by Phnom Penh’s inhabitants, 
activists, practitioners. Hence it was easy to frame my overall concern for ‘opening up’ the 
fenced city and to dig into the ambivalence of obsolescence as an effort to critically interpreted 
processes of forced demolition and displacement, and to supply a design solution for it. Such 
concern was shared with partners and emerged in a dialogic manner, and definitely got 
embedded in the design research question reading: “how to open up, decommodify, repoliticise 
the environments of the fenced city?” 

Methods were developed partially in line with the Community Architects Network’s 
methodology, which is concerned in mapping out and highlight the presence of otherwise 
voiceless subjects within an urbanism (hence the need to do interviews), and to understand the 
aspirations toward the transformation of a certain site from a collective perspective (Community 
Architects Network, 2013b, 2013a). This latter design endeavour is also part of a paradigmatic 
shift put forward by the Community Architects Network toward putting all the stages of the 
design process in the hands of urban poor populations – shift that this research embraces. 
Mapping out urban obsolescence in Phnom Penh means de facto mapping out the presence 
of urban poor groups, hence the data and outputs of this research are definitely valuable for 
organisations concerned with the well-being of traditionally excluded populations. Finally, the 

                                                   
45 Especially of ‘Northern’ experts in the so-called Global South. This attitude reflects the ethical and practical 
tradition of action learning put forward by The Bartlett Development Planning Unit (DPU n.d.).   
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choice of Borei Keila as main case study of this research, has been definitely suggested and 
endorsed by CDF, as such organisation was involved in the early stages of the on-site 
upgrading process46 (see chapter 6)  but has now very limited agency and possibility of 
producing knowledge on such territory. I will discuss in the conclusive chapter how I have been 
sharing research outcomes with partners such as CDF and STT. 

4.3. THE OBSOLESCING FENCE AS PARADIGM  

Following Vial (2015), in juxtaposing concerns that are both philosophical and design-related 
ones, it is important to question how to get them to create knowledge together, how to define a 
common epistemological understanding between them. In this research, the key element to 
address this challenge is the fence, which I use as paradigm (Kuhn, 1962; Göktürk, 2005; 
Agamben, 2009a), i.e. as what filters the process of production of knowledge in this research, 
and the way such knowledge itself gets shaped (Kuhn, 1962).  

Through the use of the fence as paradigm, and the acknowledgment of obsolescing processes 
affecting its spatial and governmental functioning, I pursue an epistemological shift in the way 
of looking at the contemporary city. In so doing I follow the work of authors (see for instance: 
King and Dovey, 2013; Varley, 2013), who have emphasised the need to emancipate from 
Eurocentric epistemologies when looking at the complex landscape of contemporary informal 
urbanisms; and the work of Roy (2005) who has spoken of policy epistemologies to indicate 
how urban policies have configured not only as techniques of implementation, but also as ways 
of knowing – as they produce forms of knowledge that are at the basis of the process of 
diagnosis and solution typical of policy-making.  

In such a process, I follow an epistemology47 that is both constructive and projective. As 
constructive (Crotty, 1998), the epistemology of this research sees meanings as socially 
constructed, rather than objective, and therefore contingent upon human practices – born out 
of the interaction between human beings and the world and developed essentially through a 
social context. The fence itself is a socially constructed reality: its acknowledgement and 
perception might vary between different groups and individuals, according to their daily 
practices and the power relations in place.  

                                                   
46 CDF was at the time called Urban Poor Development Fund (UPDF). 

47 I understand epistemology as what can be known (Bryman, 1988), as “a way of understanding how we know what 
we know” (Crotty 2003:3). 
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As projective (Findeli, 2012), the research sees meanings as subject to change: in this sense, 
the research configures as diagnostic, as it seeks to identify both potential issues and the 
conditions of possibility for their transformative change. Fences are not static artefacts: rather, 
I problematise them in the next section as spatial and governmental apparatuses, that in their 
very nature are subject to change and to obsolesce (Legg, 2011). Following the projective 
epistemology of this research, the fence is interrogated: it is deconstructed in its spatial and 
governmental dimensions, to understand both its functioning and malfunctioning, highlighting 
crevices and possibilities of opening its boundaries. 

Below, I elaborate on the use of paradigms in research, and in the work of Foucault and 
Agamben, to clarify how – in my argument – I understand the fence as both example and 
pattern of the patterns of transformation of the obsolescing fenced city.  

 

4.3.1. On the use of paradigms in research and in the work of Foucault and Agamben 

The concept of paradigm has been introduced by Kuhn (1962), who argued that the practice of 
science is characterised by a particular way of thinking – which he defines precisely as 
paradigm. Paradigms for Kuhn are what filters the process of production of knowledge and the 
way this is shaped: a paradigm therefore tells us what is there to be researched and what is 
known, what should be considered as data and what not. In this sense, when used as paradigm, 
the fence interrogates reality: it is used to explain wider urban dynamics, looking at how, to 
what extent and toward whom these produce fragmentation, separation, exclusion.  

Göktürk (2005) highlights how Kuhn’s original definition has influenced other scholars (Harman, 
1970; Ritzer, 1975; Salter and Wolfe, 1990; Barker, 1992; Capra, 1996) who have all used 
paradigms as categories that describe or construct48 singularities as exemplary ones. While the 
understanding of the paradigm as example is certainly relevant and the most diffused one, 
however, Göktürk explains how another meaning would require further investigation: the 
paradigm as model or pattern,49 which in the context of this research helps bridge my argument 
with the theorisations of Foucault and Agamben. 

                                                   
48 Building on the etymology of the term, from the Greek paradèigma, ‘showing side by side’ (Oxford Living 
Dictionaries, 2019d).  
49 The American Heritage Dictionary (2019) for example defines paradigm precisely as one that serves as a pattern 
or a model; the Merriam-Webster dictionary (2019) groups together the meanings of ‘example’, ‘pattern’, ‘model’, 
adding also the one of a conjugation or declension, showing a word in all its different forms of inflection.  
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Although Foucault does not dig explicitly in the meaning of the term paradigm,50 Agamben 
(2009a) has reconstructed his use of paradigmatic figures starting from Foucault’s (1995) 
description of the panopticon – which represents de facto the model for understanding and 
interpreting the whole disciplinary society. The panopticon for Foucault is a concrete and 
singular historical phenomenon, while at the same time can be understood as representing a 
panopticism: “as a generalisable model of functioning; a way of defining power relations in 
terms of the everyday life of men” (Foucault, 1995, p. 205). In this research, as in Foucault’s 
panopticon, the fence becomes a paradigm for illustrating a mechanism of power in its ideal 
form.  

Agamben as well has made use of paradigms in many of his writings. Agamben explains that, 
while figures such as the homo sacer (Agamben, 1998), the Muselmann (Agamben, 1999), the 
camp (Agamben, 1998), were all actual historical phenomena, he uses such figures precisely 
as paradigms, giving them the role of making intelligible a broader context (Agamben, 2009a) 
– in this case characterised by the state of exception. In other words, for Agamben, not only 
does the paradigm function as a lens to look as a given context, but it actually constitutes such 
context (de la Durantaye, 2009) – precisely as in this research the fence both renders intelligible 
and constitutes the contemporary city.  

In his analysis, Agamben outlines an important feature of the paradigm: the fact that it is a form 
of knowledge that is neither inductive nor deductive, but rather proceeds by analogy, moving 
from singularity to singularity (Watkin, 2014) and therefore neutralising the dichotomy between 
the general and particular (Agamben, 2009a, p. 15).51 It is here that, interestingly, the two main 
etymological meanings of the term paradigm coincide: for Agamben, the paradigm is not only 
an example, but it is also an exemplum – it becomes exemplar of a new intelligible ensemble, 
while allowing practices to be put aside one another and understood.   

In this research, I analyse fences precisely as singularities. I use the fence as paradigm to go 
from the particular to the particular: while acknowledging the existence of ‘archetypical’ fences 
(the gated-community, the camp, the ruin, the void, the interstice, the margin – see chapter 2, 
page 57, and chapter 3, page 94) – I attempt to understand how such archetypes have evolved, 
taken different forms, grounded in different disciplinary techniques [see again Figure 3.5]. 

                                                   
50 Foucault uses the term paradigm only in The Order of Things (2002b). According to Agamben (2009a) this is a 
deliberate choice: Foucault seems to favour, instead, positivity, problematisation, discursive formation.  
51 Agamben goes back to Aristotle in stating that the paradigm does not function as a part with the respect to the 
whole, nor as a whole with respect to the part, but as a part with respect to the part. 
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4.3.2. The fence as paradigm in Phnom Penh 

In the previous chapters, I explained how the contemporary city cannot be understood only 
through the archetypes of the gated community and the camp. Rather, such city is 
characterised by the obsolescence of such archetypes, by their ruination, displacement, 
erasure, interstitiality. As explained in chapter 3 (page 94), I therefore identify a set of 
obsolescing fenced archetypes: the ruin (or the ruined fence); the void (or the emptied fence); 
the margin (the marginal, or displaced, fence); the interstice (in between fences). 

After a preliminary investigation of Phnom Penh, I identified a series of obsolescing fenced 
urbanisms that – while being singularities – represent examples of the evolution of a certain 
archetype of the obsolescing fenced city. At the same time, they work as exemplars of specific 
dynamics of urban transformation, therefore contributing to make intelligible the archetype 
itself, and the overall reality of the obsolescing fenced city. Table 4.1 below clarifies each 
urbanism’s role as example and exemplars, and those features that render each of urbanisms 
singularities. As shown in Figure 1.11, the narrative of the empirical chapters makes reference 
to a series of illustrative cases, too, as exemplars of current dynamics of transformation. 

Drawing from Peck (2015), the use of  a paradigm is instrumental in avoiding the exploration of 
specific urban cases against dominant ones, as an exception to hegemonic trends. This 
reflection is powerful as it is conducive to consider all grounds of investigation as equal parts 
in the attempt to make intelligible a wider urban system, which in this research I see as an 
ensemble of obsolescing fences. In the following section, building on Göktürk’s (2005, p. 9) call 
to embed paradigmatic relationships in research ontologies, I problematise such urban system 
as a dispositif.  
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Archetype Urbanisms  
 

Example of, and 
exemplar for (as 
evolution of a certain 
archetype) 

Features  

The ruin (the 
ruined fence) 

The White 
Building 

Urbanism of ruination, 
developed in a decayed 
monumental building 

Central location with issues of slum 
tourism; multiple informal additions to the 
original structure. 

 Borei Keila: Old 
Buildings D, F, H 

Urbanism of ruination, 
surviving in the leftovers 
of a new development 

Central location but hidden to the gaze of 
passers-by; multiple informal additions; 
units forcibly vacated; in the midst of a 
slum settlement (evicted, then rebuilt, see 
below Borei Keila’s current illegal 
settlement). 

 Borei Keila: new 
housing for the 
poor 

Urbanism of ruination 
developing in newly built 
housing (outcome of 
process of on-site 
upgrading) 

High turnover of the original units’ 
assignees; incremental housing; many 
units kept empty; informal conversion of 
part of the ground floor from commercial to 
residential.  

The void (the 
emptied 
fence) 

Dey Krahorm’s 
redevelopment 

Profit-driven urbanism 
resulting in a series of 
urban voids, 
superseding a slum 
settlement. 

Original lot subdivided in multiple sub-
leases to third party developers. Co-
presence of stuck working sites, temporary 
uses to generate income, leftover spaces.  

 Borei Keila’s 
redevelopment 

Profit-driven urbanism 
resulting in the co-
presence of new 
developments and urban 
voids, superseding a 
slum settlement  

Original lot subdivided in multiple sub-
leases to third party developers. Co-
presence of new developments, stuck 
working sites, temporary uses to generate 
income, leftover spaces. 

The interstice 
(between 
fences) 

Railway 
settlements 

Interstitial urbanism, 
along a semi-abandoned 
infrastructural network. 

Constellation of settlements with different 
morphologies and facing different 
challenges. 

 Borei Keila’s: 
current ‘illegal’ 
settlement 

Interstitial urbanism, 
developed in the 
leftovers of a site’s 
redevelopment 

Slum settlement re-built after a forced 
eviction, with a number of families resisting 
on-site and now occupying all the space 
available between the new developments.   

The marginal 
fence 

Borei  
Santepheap II 

Urbanism of 
displacement, with 
provision of incremental 
housing and services 

Relocation site configuring as a new 
centrality, with a high percentage of 
commercial developments cross-
subsidising the housing for the displaced 
poor families. 

 Tang Khiev Urbanism of 
displacement, with 
provision of land only 

Relocation site at 55km from the centre of 
the city, outside the municipal boundaries. 
Housing built at a later stage through the 
facilitation of an NGO. 

 Trapeang 
Anchhanh Tmey 

Displaced urbanism, with 
provision of land and 
services 

Relocation site with toilet blocks and a civic 
building provided by Australian Aid. 
Housing built at a later stage by the 
inhabitants, with subsidies from the Asian 
Development Bank.  

 Tuol Sambo 
Tmey 

Displaced urbanism, with 
provision of partially 
incremental housing and 
services 

Relocation sites divided in two parts. One 
with housing provided by Caritas 
Cambodia to household with HIV-affected 
members. The other with housing, of a 
lower quality, provided by private 
developer Phan Imex to the other 
displaced families. 

 Phnom Bat Displaced urbanism, with 
provision of land only 

Relocation site at 55km from the centre of 
the city, outside the municipal boundaries. 
Housing built at a later stage through the 
facilitation of an NGO. 

 Andong Tmey Displaced urbanism 
(nearby relocation of part 
of an older relocation 
site). 

New settlement built by an international 
NGO to provide low-rise housing for free to 
families living in the most derelict part of a 
relocation site. 

 
Table 4.1. Obsolescing fenced archetypes, as explored in Phnom Penh (elaboration by Author) 
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4.4. THE FENCED CITY AS A DISPOSITIF  

4.4.1. Research ontology 

Understanding ontology as the nature of the human being in social contexts (Bryman, 1988), 
this research treads between an interpretive and a critical perspective on reality: it studies the 
lived experience of individuals, while stressing the issues of power and control between them. 
Building on Foucault (1980), I see power as circulating through a net-like formation, through a 
dispositif. Foucault understands the dispositif as a heterogeneous set of discourses, techniques 
of government, regulations, laws, architectural forms: an ensemble of discursive practices and 
governance arrangements considered to be an aggregate of physical, social and normative 
infrastructure – amongst which I place urban and architectural design – put into place to deal 
strategically with a particular problem or a situation of emergency (for instance, in this research, 
social unrest in the context of exclusionary dynamics of transformation).  

Oksala (2010) has remarked how Foucault’s idea of power incorporates in itself an ontological 
claim about the nature of reality, as made of social practices and struggles that eventually 
produce and establish an ontological order. Ontology for Foucault (Foucault, 2004; Oksala, 
2010) is politics that has forgotten itself – in the case of this research establishing a spatial and 
governmental order in the contemporary city, as I explain below with the use of the dispositif. 
Agamben (1993), too, traces the connection between ontology and a contemporary order, 
equating ontology to biopolitics, therefore again reading it as a form of politics that has been 
reduced to bare life (Borislavov, 2005).52  

In this research, I use the dispositif concept as ontological lens, i.e. as a worldview allowing to 
understand the circulation and spatialisation of power relations in the contemporary fenced city, 
through a network-like formation of structures of power. Such formation (the dispositif itself) 
stands for an ontological order in the contemporary city that has contributed to reduce the polis 
to an ensemble of techniques of government and management, as I explored in chapter 2. 
However, embracing Legg’s (2011) argument seeing the dispositif – because of its very 
multiplicity – as prone to obsolesce, it is possible to say that a possibility of flight and 
emancipation from such governmental condition can be found. The following sub-sections 
explore the concept of dispositif, how it has been used in research and how I use it as a 

                                                   
52 At the same time though, Abbott (2014) and Whyte (2013) remark Agamben’s concern with what can provide the 
conditions for ontological change: new political forms able to resist the nature of contemporary capitalism and the 
(neoliberal order) it produces. 
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worldview, while section 4.5 below explains how I investigate whether forms of emancipation 
do appear. 

 

4.4.2. The dispositif: genealogy of a concept 

The original definition of dispositif comes from Foucault, and appears for the first time in a 1977 
interview published as The Confession of the Flesh (Foucault, 1980). It reads as “a thoroughly 
heterogeneous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory 
decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and 
philanthropic propositions.” Foucault sees the dispositif as a strategic formation made by both 
discursive and non-discursive elements, whose network is meant to respond to a situation of 
emergency – for instance social unrest and contestation over urban space. The term is also 
used in the first volume of The History of Sexuality, entitled The Will to Know (Foucault, 1990) 
– where Foucault questions the repressive aspect of a dispositif of sexuality.  

It is important to notice how English translations of the French dispositif have used alternately 
the words dispositive, device, deployment, apparatus, machinery. Basu (2011) has highlighted 
how the most common translation, apparatus, has brought confusion and might have 
contributed to the relatively little attention that the concept has received in English language 
scholarship: as Kessler (2007) points out, indeed, the common understanding of apparatus 
does not cover the aspect of ‘disposition’, perhaps the most relevant in Foucault’s argument, 
as arrangement of discursive and non-discursive elements with a strategic aim. While Bussolini 
(2010) invites to revisit the specific philosophical trajectories generated by each translation, I 
use the original French dispositif to emphasise precisely the dimension of disposition, that 
acquires methodological relevance in the analysis of the governmental dimension of urban 
fences and their design practices (see below, pages 117 and 120).  

Foucault did not develop the concept any further, leaving room for revisiting, reinterpreting and 
expanding his argument. The first one to pose the question What is a dispositif? has been 
Deleuze (1992), which has deconstructed Foucault’s definition and, feeding on his own work 
(Deleuze and Guattari, 2004), described the dispositif in an assemblage-like way (Legg, 2011). 
If Foucault highlighted the strategic and governmental endeavour of the dispositif, Deleuze 
exalts the dispositif in its multiplicity, in its being an infrastructure that can supply an array of 
rhizomatic connections between discursive and non-discursive elements. Legg (2011) recalls 
the claims against Deleuze for his ‘mystified’ reading of the dispositif concept: while endorsing 
the fact that Deleuze’s dispositif is “almost comically assemblage-like” (Legg, 2011, p. 130), 
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Legg assumes the two concepts as living dialectically, and therefore supports Deleuze’s 
argument. While not covered in detail by this research, the concept of assemblage has been 
far more popular successful in the recent scholarship, used as both methodological approach 
and ontological worldview. I expand on a potential reconnection between the two concepts in 
the conclusive chapter (page 417), reflecting on directions for further studies.  

About 15 years after Deleuze’s contribution, Agamben asked exactly the same question in 
What is an apparatus?53 Through an etymological analysis of the term, Agamben reflects on 
the latin term dispositio, translation of the Greek term oikonomia (management), which allows 
him to emphasise further the issue of control and government of a multiplicity of human beings. 

Agamben hence formulates his own definition: a dispositif is “literally anything that has in some 
way the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, 
behaviours, opinions, or discourses of living beings” (Agamben, 2009b, p. 14). Agamben 
mentions spatial dispositifs such as prisons, madhouses, schools, factories, but also juridical 
measures, writing, literature, and language itself. Not only physical forms then, not only 
panopticons (Foucault, 1995), but all those measures which contribute to the exercise of what 
is, ultimately, biopower, aiming to control life itself. According to Legg (2011), it is therefore 
straightforward to read dispositifs through Agamben’s previous works, as “those mechanisms 
through which zoe (living beings […]) becomes bios (subjects)” (Legg, 2011, p. 130), as I 
explored in chapter 2 (page 56). 

The dispositif is therefore, for Agamben, a mechanism of subjectivation, and one through which 
biological and social lives can be subsumed to the nomos of the camp (see chapter 2, page 
57). Agamben though does not make direct reference to the urban dimension, if not in a brief 
earlier text entitled Metropolis (Agamben, 2005). In such text, the philosopher speaks explicitly 
of the urban realm as a series of dispositifs: “the metropolis is the dispositif or group of 
dispositifs that replaces the city when power becomes the government of the living and of 
things” (Agamben, 2005, p. 1). We are in front therefore of a new spatialisation that is certainly 
invested in a process of depoliticisation – resulting in a strange zone where it is impossible to 
decipher what is zoe and what is bios, what is oikos and what is polis, what is private and what 
is public. Adopting the dispositif as ontological framework of this research aims to blur these 

                                                   
53 Agamben traces back the definition of dispositif to an argument put forward by Foucault’s in his Archaeology of 
Knowledge (Foucault, 2002a). According to Agamben, the term dispositif does not appear yet in the book but seems 
predicted by the term positivities, that in Hegelian terms refers to what is enforced and obligatory. 
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dichotomies, and to see the urban realm as suspended within relations of power that aims to 
control living being and their environments.54 

Comparing respectively Foucault’s work on the dispositif with Deleuze’s and with Agamben’s, 
Legg (2011) and Frost (2015) have drawn reflections on obsolescences of, and resistances to, 
the dispositif, that are of great relevance for my argument. Legg remarks once again the parallel 
between assemblage and dispositif highlighting their twofold character: as assemblages lead 
to both order (striation, re-territorialisation) and dis-order (smoothing, de-territorialisation), the 
very multiplicity of the dispositif nature leads to create conditions for its own decay, contestation 
and obsolescence (Legg, 2011).  

Frost expands on such dimension of contestation arguing that the understanding of resistance 
to and emancipation from the dispositif is very different between Agamben and Foucault (Frost, 
2015). If for Foucault there is always room for resistance, and this can be found by the single 
individual working at the limits of the dispositif (in those zones of obsolescence highlighted by 
Legg), for Agamben the only possibility for resistance and emancipatory politics is a proper 
ontological shift. According to Frost (2015), therefore, if resistance with Foucault is a political 
matter, with Agamben it becomes an ontological one: the subject is utterly dominated by 
dispositifs, and therefore there are no possibilities for transgression in the current order. The 
only effective resistance for Agamben is the construction of a new form-of-life, of a community 
free from any sense of identity and belonging, and therefore not fully subjugated to dispositifs 
(Agamben, 2009b).  

This research feeds on Legg’s argument seeing the dispositif as intrinsically leading to 
obsolescence, and therefore to possibilities for ruptures and disruptions, resistance and flight. 
I stated that obsolescing urbanisms can be the breeding ground for emancipatory practices, 
and define these as open, decommodifying and repoliticising ones. While each emancipatory 
practice represents per se a form of resistance to a governmental dispositif, whether such 
resistance represents a simple transgression or a proper ontological shift is a much more 
difficult question to be answered: I attempt to do so in the conclusive chapter, after having 
presented the research findings and reflected on the Agambenian concepts of coming 
community (Agamben, 1993), profanation (Agamben, 2007) and destituent politics (Agamben, 
2014). 

                                                   
54 Agamben (2005) makes the example of the G8 meeting in Genoa, in 2001, when the city centre was fenced off to 
keep away the people demonstrating against the meeting. What happened was not different from what occurred in 
Phnom Penh in August 2013, where many roads in the city centre were fenced off to try to keep demonstrators from 
the opposition party to reach strategic point of the city. Agamben recalls Genoa as being an experiment of how a city 
can enact the convergence of the two paradigms of leprosy and plague. 
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4.4.3. The use of dispositif in research 

The concept of dispositif has been heavily influential in social science and is recurrent in the 
literature, being often used as interpretative key for discourses on gender (Bell, 1994; Amigot 
and Pujal, 2009) and for the production and reproduction of spatial and environmental 
injustices. Allen (2012) has spoken of a non-static dispositif of socio-environmental regulation 
based on an exclusionary system of social reproduction, labour exploitation and nature 
expropriation.  

Other authors have used the dispositif to understand security regimes. Velasco Arias (2011), 
for instance, has used the dispositif as a model for explaining the normalisation of the exception 
in biopolitics. In a similar fashion, Ditrych (2013) has spoken of a transition from ‘discourses’ to 
‘a dispositif of discourses’ in the evolution of the approach of States to terrorism. Again on 
terrorism, Caton and Zacka (2010) have used the concept to demonstrate a ‘performativity’ of 
power in the deployment of a condition (real or perceived) of security. Herschinger (2015) has 
spoken of drugs as dispositifs, highlighting the relations of power intrinsical in the practices of 
the global drug prohibition regime. 

Coté, in conversation with Berardi (Coté, 2011), speaks of the relevance of the dispositif 
concept for theorising new networked organisational forms in the context of media, 
communication and culture: the media dispositif emerges therefore as constitutive of the social 
body, comprising and calibrating its elements.  

Bailey outlines the use of dispositif as method for policy analysis (Bailey, 2013): the dispositif 
is then used in order to identify material objects, discourses, practices, and subjectivities. Bailey 
stresses the concept’s enormous potential in overcoming apparent dualisms between macro- 
and micro-politics, macro- and micro-scale, local and central. This is particularly relevant for 
my research methodology, as I pose that urban design processes and governmental dynamics, 
in their complexity, can only be understood through a multidimensional and multi-scalar 
approach [see Figure 1.11]. Power (2013), too, has spoken of the dispositif as an attractive 
methodological device for transcending traditional analytical dualisms and to allow 
organisations to be understood as fluid networks of elements, and as permeated by ideas and 
practices which are assembled and deployed by various actors.  

Daly and Smith (2011) have used the term from an architectural standpoint, interpreting the 
Casa del Fascio by the Italian architect Terragni as dispositif, and remarking how conceiving 
architectural objects as dispositifs can contribute to revisit the role of architecture within society: 
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a fenced, enclosed object maintains the connections with external urban networks, and can be 
designed in order to facilitate them. Secchi and Viganò (Fini and Pezzoni, 2010; Boano and 
Astolfo, 2016) have deliberately used the concept of dispositif in the design of the Antwerp 
Structural Plan, learning from existing practices to create devices for dwelling and living 
together.  

Only a few authors, however, have causally linked the concept of dispositif to the reading of the 
urban realm. Huxley (2006) reflects on how urban spaces and subjects have been 
problematised between nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and identifies several forms 
of spatial (dispositional) rationality, which aims at drawing boundaries and producing order and 
correct behaviours. Recently, Ortiz and Boano (2018) have used the notion of dispositif in 
exclusionary terms, arguing that a particular project in Medellin – the Encircled Garden, as 
expression of a new policy named ‘Civic and Pedagogical Urbanism’ – actually acts as a 
dispositif of civil disenfranchisement – enabling the deprivation of the dwellers’ rights to stay in 
their territories. Boano and myself have spoken of urban design as dispositif, in its being a 
commodifying machine and at the same time object of commodification (Boano and Talocci, 
2014a). Pløger (2008) has emphasised how the dispositif is central to the constitution of 
disciplinarian forces through relations of power, knowledge and space: he remarks space to be 
a dispositif amongst other dispositifs, with a specific emphasis on its subjective dimension (the 
interaction between a dispositif and living beings varies indeed from subject to subject). 

 

4.4.4. The fenced city as a dispositif 

In the previous section I have identified the fence as paradigm par excellence of an urbanisms 
founded on the aim of controlling and governing the urban environment: fences, as paradigms, 
are “shap[ing] a vaster problematic context that they also constitute and render intelligible” 
(Agamben, 2009a, p. 19). Above I discussed how in Phnom Penh, I found a series of urbanisms 
– ruins, interstices, voids, margins – that precisely render the city’s context intelligible, working 
as both examples and exemplars of specific dynamics of urban transformation.  

All those urbanisms, as I explained, must be considered, to a certain extent, fenced. The fence, 
in its most archetypical version, founds on the gesture of confining a subject (or a multitude of 
subjects) in an enclosed spatiality, with a ‘door’ to guarantee access and control. The 
confinement occurs for necessity of either punishment or ghettoisation (see camp-like 
spatialities, chapter 2, page 57), or for protection, as in the case of sacred or forbidden spaces 
(see debate on security-obsessed urbanisms and privatopias, chapter 2, pages 47 and 60).  
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I explained though how a fenced environment works as such beyond a simple logic of 
confinement. Foucault for instance recalls the Jesuit colony, where “existence [was] regulated 
in all of its points” while at the same time “human perfection was effectively accomplished” 
(Foucault, 2008a, p. 22). Rules and codes, mechanism of surveillance, of government and 
ethics of the self (Foucault, 1980, 1991) are introduced. The fence becomes therefore a 
complex spatial and governmental object, which this research analyses in its immanent nature 
of dispositif. Beyond its architectural forms indeed, there lie discourses, institutions, laws, 
norms – aimed to the control of urban spaces and their populations.  

Design as well can be understood as a dispositif. On one side, as tool for separating sacred-
like environments (see chapter 2, page 65) from the rest of the urban realm through dynamics 
of securitisation and fetishization, or for devising controllable camp-like spatialities (page 57). 
On the other side – building on Boano’s (2014) call to broaden the definition of what design is 
– as a complex set of formal and informal acts, that partake into the actions of strategising, 
building, organising, controlling (and also imagining, recounting, and inhabiting) the city and its 
environments. In a similar fashion, Tonkiss (2013) says that the design of the city takes place 
in a wider domain involving legal divisions, entitlements and decisions, economic relations and 
distributions, political infrastructures and deliberations, social institutions and interactions, 
organizational forms and policy processes.  

Through such broad reading, and through acknowledging the agency of design in dynamics of 
power (Boano and Martén, 2013; Leclair-Paquet and Boano, 2013; Boano and Talocci, 2014a), 
design must be read as a dispositif and every dispositif must be read as designed: strategising 
space through defining its uses, controlling it through certain architectural forms and 
governmental techniques, organising it through norms and regulations.  

Such understanding allows me to analyse Phnom Penh’s urbanisms interpreting them as an 
ensemble of design practices, which I deconstruct through a set of spatial dimensions and one 
of governmental dimensions, as I explain in the following section.  

Importantly, such deconstruction happens at multiple scales. It is indeed worth noting how 
seeing the city and its design practices as dispositifs is useful also to remark the multi-scalar 
character of fenced urbanisms. All the design practices I will examine, indeed, should be 
considered as multiple and overlapping dispositifs, which partake into the grand narrative of an 
overall dispositif working at the urban level [see again Figure 1.11]. I therefore explore Phnom 
Penh at multiple scales:  
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- the urban one (using the fence as paradigm as exemplar, contributing to render 
intelligible the paradigm in the wider context), seeking to de-construct the agency and 
relevance of localised processes of transformation on the urban scale, and the 
interconnections between locales;  

- the one of the neighbourhood (using the fence as paradigm as example, 
acknowledging both the peculiarity of an urban environment and its belonging to a 
certain ‘archetype’), traditionally the scale par excellence of masterplanning and urban 
design, and privileged site for the experimentation and observation of techniques of 
government of urban space;  

- the scale of the household and its housing unit, acknowledging each household’s 
peculiarities and again reading it as a spatial and governmental dispositif at the micro-
scale. 

As said in the introduction, such cross-scalar approach is fundamental to grasp the complexity 
of the production and reproduction of fenced and obsolescing urbanisms in Phnom Penh. I did 
also state that such complexity could only be understood thinking in a multi-dimensional 
fashion: the idea of dispositif and an expanded definition of design allows such 
multidimensional thinking, as I explained above and elaborate further in the following section.  

4.5. RESEARCH METHODS  

4.5.1. A designerly way of thinking 

The research feeds on the debate on design research (Archer, 1981; Cross, 1999; Fallman, 
2008; Findeli, 2012; Fraser, 2013; Astolfo, Talocci and Boano, 2015; Poggenpohl, 2015), and 
deliberately takes a positionality that is descriptive and projective, loosely drawing from the 
work of Findeli (2012). Findeli highlights how the aim of designers is to change human-
environment interactions and to transform them into preferred ones. Understanding the 
dynamics occurring in a certain reality (descriptive stance), and what is going wrong (diagnostic 
stance), leads to consider such reality as a project rather than as an object (projective stance). 
This research espouses such endeavour. Assuming a projective epistemological stance is both 
valid and valuable, since it has the potential of delivering original and relevant knowledge about 
the world, “considered from a designerly way of thinking, i.e. a project-oriented perspective” 
(Findeli, 2012, p. 294). 
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In defining what design research is and entails, the emphasis on human-environment 
interactions must be considered as a shift from early attempts that were biased by a narrow 
understanding of design, of the design process and of the figure of the designer. For instance, 
Archer (1981, p. 31) had defined design research as a “systematic search for and acquisition 
of knowledge related to design and design activity”, referring to to such design activity explicitly 
as the one performed by professionals. Cross (1999), again, refers to the professional figure 
when defining design research as the specific logics and thought processes that designers 
adopt, individually or collectively, when doing design. For Cross, the role of design research is 
one of observing, modelling, describing, theorising, predicting such processes. However, the 
emphasis is just on the conception part of the design project, and not at its transformation once 
it lands into the social world.  

Findeli, instead, highlights how the intrinsic interdisciplinarity of design and the inherent 
complexity of design situations is precisely a consequence of the fact that every human activity 
is “an entanglement of various interrelated dimensions and values […], with each dimension 
being due to a systematic enquiry and interpretation” (Findeli, 2012, p. 297) – as I argued in 
the previous section referring to Boano’s (2014) and Tonkiss’ (2013) call for an expanded 
understanding of design.  

 

4.5.2. Interrogating the fence through spatial and governmental dimensions 

I interrogate the complexity of design practices through the twofold perspective embraced by 
this research: on one hand, through an urban design perspective, with urban design understood 
as spatial political economy (see chapter 2, page 63); and, on the other hand, through a 
governmental one. I deconstruct therefore each design practice met in the obsolescing 
urbanisms I explored (see Table 4.1 above, page 110) through a set of spatial and 
governmental dimensions [Figure 4.1]: 55 such dimensions reveal spatial and governmental 
practices that constitute an obsolescing fenced urbanism as such.  

Firstly, I loosely re-elaborate a classical urban design approach to urban analysis (CABE, 
2003), which typically articulates around the analysis of an area’s built and open spaces – urban 
grain, massing, density and typology of the built form on one side, the system of open spaces, 

                                                   
55 This reflection refers to literature (Hesse-Biber 2010, cited in Mertens and Hesse-Biber, 2013) which asserts the 
superiority of mixed methods in grasping the complexity of social life, and therefore in moving toward a more 
inclusive, socially just research process. 
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the access through them, the formation of view corridors on the other – and the socio-economic 
profile of a certain area’s demographics. I look therefore at several spatial dimensions, that are 
mindful on my perspective on the contemporary city as an ensemble of fenced and obsolescing 
urbanisms:  

- spaces of cultures and economies, looking at both mainstream and emergent 
expressions of cultures, and at both formal and informal economic dynamics; 

- infrastructures, looking at both mobility infrastructures (hence to how people, goods 
and information move, or conversely are put in the impossibility of moving) and at any 
other artefact – be it an open space, or a built form, or a form of organisation – which 
facilitates encounter and exchange;  

- public and open spaces, looking at how these are used, built, reappropriated by a 
multiplicity of actors; 

- urban fabric and landmarks, looking at the morphology of a spatiality, and at what 
stands out of its fabric and is perceived as landmark (not only tall and ‘big’ buildings 
but also artefacts able to catalyse urbanites’ attention and imaginations); 

- housing and dwelling, looking at the original design of the housing units and how 
inhabitants dwell their space and change it through their own design acts; 

- leftover and threshold spatialities, looking at apparent idleness or abandonment of both 
open spaces and built environment; at how their re-appropriation by certain actors 
might entail a (physical or psychological) threshold for others; at physical thresholds 
such as fences and walls themselves.   
 

Secondly, referring to the original definition of dispositif as conceptualised by Foucault (1980), 
I highlight several governmental dimensions:   

- architectural forms, in their governmental significance, reflecting on how spatial forms 
are conducive to proving a control over an urbanism;  

- discourses and scientific (or philanthropic) statements underpinning a design practices, 
i.e. how actors justify and supports their strategies of transformation of an urbanism;  

- institutions (in the broadest meaning of the term, involving any group whose existence 
or authority is acknowledged in a specific urbanisms) and the laws (written or oral ones) 
to which they abide in the implementation of a design practice; 

- the policy and regulatory framework regulating how a design practice occurs; 
- the techniques of government and administration that oversee the implementation or 

occurrence of such practice. 
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Such spatial and governmental dimensions are at the core of my analytical process, as I will 
explain below after discussing my research methods. Firstly, I discuss walking, observation, 
and the use of photography as those methods aimed at revealing the spatial dimensions of the 
grounds of investigation. Secondly, I explain how individual interviews and collective design 
workshops were instrumental in understanding each grounds of investigation’s governmental 
dimensions, and in addressing information gaps about the spatial dimensions.  

 

4.5.3. Walking, observing, sketching, photographing: interrogating the spatial 
dimensions of an urbanism 

Through walking, observing, photographing and mapping I sought to understand the spatial 
dimensions of the urbanisms I investigated. 

Building on Careri (2002), I consider walking as both a method of knowledge production and 
as a design practice, with both political and aesthetic significance. Walking in territories that are 
perceived as obsolete, as dangerous, as disposable, is a political act per se, as it casts the 
attention on urban realities that would otherwise be disregarded. In this sense, walking is 
already a design act as it trespasses and contributes to open up fences, putting in relation 
different contexts and placing them in a condition of displacement – the researcher is displaced 
in an unknown territory, and such territory is affected by the presence of a displaced subject. 
Walking therefore entails a dérive (Debord, 1958), a drift through marginal, interstitial, 
abandoned and somehow uncharted spatialities. Or, as in this research, it entails a semi-
planned drift, as I organised each day of fieldwork loosely following a route that I predetermined 
before arriving on site [Figure 4.2]. 

I alternated walk with moments of break, using such moments to observe a certain urbanism 
from a sedentary perspective. The break could have occurred because of a deliberate choice 
– for instance upon arriving in a public space, or on a viewing terrace – or because of the need 
to repair from the sun or rain for a while, or to buy a refreshment. Often, such moments of break 
sparked off an interaction with people that were stopping by the same space – customers of a 
bar, or people seeking repair from the weather. In these cases, starting an informal chat could 
have led to a proper interview (see following sub-section). In other cases, inspired by the 
stationary drift conceived by Bechler (2012), I did simply carried on observations, noting down 
what was happening for – when possible – a standardised amount of time (15 minutes). I 
focused on how people were using the space, crossing apparent thresholds, using roads and 
alternative pathways as mobility infrastructures, or gathering in specific points.  
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Summarising such notes, I was able to produce quick ‘psycho-geographic’ maps [Figure 4.3], 
inspired by the work of Stalker (Careri, 2002, 2014): I used this maps in the attempt to portray 
the ground of investigation ‘at a glance’, highlighting relevant spatial conditions and narratives 
that emerged during the fieldwork, and my personal experience and understanding of a certain 
urbanism. In so doing, I started to relay spatially the information I collected too: I did map out 
where commercial activities were, how the several households had re-appropriated portion of 
public spaces, what kind of fences or thresholds spatialities were present, loosely referring to 
the spatial dimensions I listed above [Figure 4.4]. I compared such maps to satellite images 
and historical maps I found through desk research. Inside the housing units, I sketched plans 
or sections to take quick annotations of how the space was used [Figure 4.5]. This was usually 
done in a rush while an interviewee was talking to me: I therefore used sketches only to highlight 
a particular detail I had observed, especially if such detail seemed to be too ‘private’ (for 
instance a mat, or a children toy, or a frame with a picture) to be photographed.  

Either while walking or standing still, I used extensively the photographic means. I have had a 
long-standing and specific interest for photography in obsolescing contexts, inspired by the 
works of Robert Smithson (1996a) in New Jersey and Andrew Moore (2011) on Detroit. A 
photograph, once it gives exposure to the bare and forgotten realities of obsolete, abandoned, 
marginal, territories, becomes a political statement in itself – in a similar fashion to the act of 
walking in such territories. Once published, the photograph startles the eyes of an audience 
that might find it unexpected or feel a sense of estrangement about what the photograph 
portrays. Building on Apel (2015), I was aware of the risks of the condition of an outsider 
photographer as de facto pornographer – and of the risks of fetishizing (Arnold, 2015) a slum-
like and impoverished context. Although convinced of belonging to the latter category, I have 
always been wary against forms of ruin-gazing, and informed accordingly my ethical approach 
to research photography. On one side, I refrained from publishing pictures including people or 
depicting extreme situations (e.g. spots of Borei Keila or railway settlements fully covered with 
rubbish), especially on social media. On the other side, I did always ask for permission prior to 
taking a picture of specific spaces, regardless of this portraying a public or private space, and 
regardless of having people appearing within the frame.  

When photographing people, either interviewees or dwellers simply using or passing by the 
space I was observing, I made sure I did not take any close-up of their faces but, rather, I 
always portrayed them along with the spatial setting they were inhabiting or using [Figure 4.6]. 
I photographed both inner and outer spaces, loosely framing my action within the spatial 
dimension listed above (page 120). I took both wide-angle photographs of ruined landscapes 
or interstitial spaces, and close-ups of relevant artefacts [Figure 4.7]. Inside a housing unit, the 
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same wide-angle and close-up approach applied, sometimes with a specific interest about the 
way the space was furnished and decorated [see again Figure 4.7].  

Embracing Pink’s (2013) call to develop the use of photography according to the research 
questions and contexts, I acknowledge how it is the researcher itself to ultimately decide what 
is potentially interesting or important enough to photograph (Pink, 2013; Holm, 2014). However, 
such an attitude conceals a risk, as it entails using one’s already established ways of processing 
and organising data, which are constructed in relation to particular methodological and 
theoretical agendas (Pink, 2013). While this was certainly a limitation, I explain below how 
intersecting data coming from photographs and interviews allowed a shift of perspective: it 
refined indeed the understanding about whether the spatial dimensions of a ground of 
investigation held any meaning for the place’s users and inhabitants. As Harper (2002) notices, 
textual and photographic means become therefore juxtaposed, and develop in tandem. Holm 
(2014) reflects then on the possible duality between a photo and a text emerging from an 
interview: during this research, often, the pose assumed by an interviewee in a picture 
attempted to flush away the sense of struggle and despair conveyed during the interview 
[Figure 4.8]; in other instances, the two stories match, as the interviewee deliberately wanted 
to be portrayed against the background of her or his daily struggle – be this a derelict housing 
unit or public space for instance – sometimes even emphasising a sort of suffering pose [see 
again Figure 4.8]. 

 

4.5.4. Individual interviews and collective workshops: interrogating the governmental 
dimensions of an urbanism 

Fences, as dispositifs, are made of both discursive and non-discursive elements. Through 
walking, observing, photographing, sketching, I sought to uncover the spatial dimensions of 
obsolescing fenced environments (non-discursive elements). Through individual interviews and 
collective workshops, I attempted instead to understand the governmental dimensions of such 
environments, in other words discursive elements such as: scientific or philanthropic 
statements underpinning certain design practices; the perception of certain groups (or 
organisations, or administrative entities) as institutions ruling or controlling a space; the 
presence of laws, policies, regulations, administrative measures, and how these were received 
and enforced. Additionally, some discursive elements helped to enhance my understanding of 
the spatial dimensions of an urbanisms: spatial perceptions, i.e. how space was actually 
perceived by its dwellers, beyond my subjective interpretation; spatial imaginations and 
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aspirations, i.e. how dwellers and other stakeholders imagined, designed and aspired to 
transform their space.  

Importantly, both interviews and workshops were fundamental in feeding an incremental 
process of learning, informing the fieldwork I would have undertaken at later stages: such 
process allowed me to focus on spatialities and details that I would have otherwise overlooked 
– without a hint or suggestion by one or more interviewees or workshop participants (most 
interviewees or participants were inhabitants and everyday users of the several grounds of 
investigation) – and to avoid a subjective interpretation of what I was observing.  

Building upon the concept of data saturation (Baker and Edwards, no date; Mason, 2010; 
Marshall et al., 2013), in each grounds of investigation I ran a number of interviewees to the 
point of having replication or redundancy of information. Acknowledging there is no agreement 
on the minimum size of the interviewees sample (Mason, 2010), and that often the concept of 
data saturation is misused to justify small samples (Marshall et al., 2013), I decided to sample 
possible interviewees according to each grounds of investigation’s spatial conformations: even 
if data saturation happened in the early stages of this process, I kept interviewing users and 
inhabitants of a ground of investigation with the aim of gathering as many narratives (Elliott, 
2011) as possible in each of such grounds – I elaborated in chapter 1 (page 34) on the role of 
this research in documenting and stating the legitimacy of Phnom Penh’s obsolescing 
urbanisms, in light of their precarious condition.  

Following these reflections, in Borei Keila’s new housing upper floors I interviewed two 
inhabitants per floor per each building; in Borei Keila’s new housing ground floors I interviewed 
two businessmen or businesswomen per building and two dwellers per building; along the 
railway I attempted to spread homogenously the location of each interview according to each 
zone’s length and density; in the White Building I did distinguish between inhabitants and 
businessmen and businesswomen on the ground floors, and upper floors’ inhabitants, again 
spreading homogeneously the interviewees through the several blocks. Time and distance 
constraints allowed me to speak with a maximum of five people in the relocation sites. In all 
grounds of investigation, importantly, I never knocked on closed doors, but rather tried to 
engage the potential interviewee while approaching him/her on a corridor, or across a public 
space, and so on: it is common in Cambodia to use the space next to the entrance door as 
natural extension of one’s housing unit, and it was such threshold to be of primary importance 
for my interaction with local inhabitants. The availability of interviewees (Baker and Edwards, 
no date), therefore, was a key factor in their selection. 
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Additionally, I spoke with representatives from other stakeholders involved (in the past or 
currently) in the transformation of the several grounds of investigation – mostly representatives 
from NGOs or representatives from local and national authorities – and with people who had 
attended a particular moment in the evolution and transformation of that space, as for instance 
journalists and photographers who were present during an eviction. I collected first such 
information through secondary sources such as online reports and newpaper articles, and then 
contacted all relevant subjects via email or phone call, arranging a meeting in the following 
days. 

While all NGO representatives, journalists and photographers made themselves available (see 
Appendix 1), I could not speak with representatives of private companies involved in the 
redevelopment of the White Building Area (7NG company) and Borei Keila (Phan Imex 
company), as these refused to be interviewed. Another rejection came from Australian Aid, that 
denied being still involved in the Railway Rehabilitation Process. While the refusal to talk still 
represents research data – in this case as one of many techniques of government deployed to 
hold control over knowledge – I did have in these cases to compensate for such rejections: I 
did so intersecting data from secondary sources such as official documents issued by such 
actors, or regarding them, with data from interviews with other stakeholders that might have 
been in a privileged position to share critical information (e.g. a UN-Habitat representative that 
was to an extent involved in the processes of transformation of the three locales). 

Table 4.2, below, shows the breakdown of interviews in the several grounds of investigation, 
while Appendix 1 lists them all in detail.  

The interviews were all semi-structured, following a loose set of questions, with the imperative 
of embracing and appreciating diversions undertaken by the interviewees. Often, interviews 
were conducive to being invited inside a housing unit, allowing to collect data also through 
photographs and sketches (see previous sub-section). 

The first set of questions sought to collect demographic information, gathering data on the 
household composition and its livelihoods. The livelihoods dimension allowed to trace linkages 
between the urbanism object of investigation and a wider context, whereby its dwellers might 
have worked. The same can be said for educational facilities – daily visited by children, 
teenagers and university students – and for big markets, whereby household members (most 
often women) were going to find more affordable prices. I investigated such dimension of 
permeability of fences asking also specific questions on the household members’ provenance, 
in so doing attempting to reconstruct their housing stories too. I asked first the year of arrival in 
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Phnom Penh, the location of their first dwelling, its materiality, the year of arrival in that specific 
ground of investigation, the rationale behind settling there.  

Ground of investigation Interviews 
Dey Krahorm’s new profit-
driven developments 

8 business holders  
7NG Group (developer of the area) refused to concede an interview  

White Building 35 households  
1 representative from STT 
1 representative from Empowering Youth Cambodia 

Railway settlements 77 households 
1 representative from ADB 
2 representatives from Community Management Development Partnership 
1 representative from Equitable Cambodia 
2 representatives from STT 

Borei Keila’s new housing for 
the poor (upper floors) 

90 households (upper floors) 
1 representative from Asian Coalition for Housing Rights 
2 representatives from CDF 
1 representative from Licadho 
1 deputy governor of Pram-Pi Makara district 

Borei Keila’s ground floors 14 households 
Borei Keila’s current illegal 
settlement 

30 households  
2 representatives from CDF (same as above) 
1 representative from Licadho (same as above) 

Borei Keila’s profit-driven 
developments 

10 households 
Phan Imex (developer of the area) refused to concede an interview 

Borei Santepheap II 10 households 
Tang Khiev 5 households 

1 representative from Manna4Life 
Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey 5 households 

1 representative from Asian Development Bank (same as above) 
1 representative from STT (same as above) 
Australian Aid refused to concede an interview 

Tuol Sambo Tmey 10 households 
1 representative from CDF 

Phnom Bat 5 households 
1 representative from Manna4Life 
1 representative from Licadho 

Andong Tmey 5 households 
1 representative from People for Care and Learning 
1 representative from Municipality of Phnom Penh 
1 representative from CDF 

On several issues related to 
Phnom Penh’s urban 
development 

3 inhabitants of informal settlements around the city 
1 representative from CDF (same as above) 
1 representative from STT(same as above) 
1 representative from CMDP (same as above) 
1 representative from Housing Rights Task Force 
1 representative from UN-Habitat 
1 former representative from Urban Sector Group 
3 PhD researcher 
1 independent development practitioner 
1 photographer 

 
Table 4.2. Number of interviews in the several grounds of investigation (elaboration by Author) 

 

Another set of questions related to spatial perceptions and imaginations: starting from simple 
questions relating to what an interviewee might have liked or disliked about her or his housing 
unit, building, neighbourhood, was conducive to discussing, for instance, how a certain housing 
unit was fit to the household needs and aspirations, or what such aspirations entailed instead. 
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The same set of questions often revealed the spatial politics at play, with interviewees 
mentioning for instance other actors living in (or having a stake on) the same ground of 
investigation and aiming to regulate and control the everyday life of its dwellers. This 
information often led to ask specific questions about the relationship with the neighbours or, 
looking at the past, about memories of a significant event in the history of a ground investigation 
(an eviction, a flood, a public celebration, a quarrel, and so on).  

Specific questions related to the materiality of a housing unit (or an adjacent public space), 
seeking to understand how its space had been produced, modified, re-imagined, or what that 
same space represented for the interviewee’s aspirations and his/her will of self-representation. 
Often, an artefact (a photographic frame, a reinforced gate, a wooden table) became the subject 
of the conversation, after I had asked about its history, provenance and materiality.   

For each ground of investigation I also had a specific set of questions revolving around the 
peculiarity of its history and materiality: interviews along the railway involved always a part on 
present concerns regarding the Railway Rehabilitation Project; interviews on relocation sites, 
involved always a conversation on the dynamics of displacement; interviews at the White 
Building sought to reveal vanished linkages with the adjacent and by now evicted settlement of 
Dey Krahorm; interviews in Borei Keila’s multiple territories put a particular emphasis on 
possible conflicts amongst the several groups.  

The table in Appendix 2 summarises the several sets of questions and, for each of them, 
highlights what kind of governmental dynamics such questions could have revealed – and the 
understanding of which spatial dimensions the same questions could have enhanced.  

As for the design workshops [Figures 4.9 and 4.10], these were held at the White Building and 
in Borei Keila, respectively in collaboration with STT and CDF (see ethical considerations 
above, page 103). While pursuing the same aims of the individual interviews, the workshops 
were meant to grasp the collective dimension of the dynamics of transformation of an urbanism. 
Drawing from Moser and McIlwayine (1999), collective activities such as focus groups and, in 
my case, workshops are fundamental in determining the ‘public’ dimension of transformation of 
a certain urban environment. The statements pronounced during an interview might not be 
repeated in the same manner by the same subject during a collective event: this means that 
collective activities might contribute to reveal the politics and power relations (and also conflict 
and alliances) between members of a supposedly homogenous group. At the same time, a 
collective research activity contributes to understand how a collective, shared vision over the 
future transformation, and how shared perspective over specific issues might arise (Moser and 
McIlwaine, 1999). 
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In September 2013, for three days, I held a workshop at the White Building along with a group 
of about 30 young students from several faculties of architecture in Phnom Penh, three 
professionals working with local NGOs, and five young practitioners working in organisation 
whose main venue was in the Building itself (Aziza School, run by Equitable Cambodia, and 
SaSa Bassac). Such participants were selected by STT. Several inhabitants of the White 
Building – selected on the sole basis of their availability and willingness to partipate in the 
workshop56 – took part to all the collective sessions and gave feedback. The collective sessions 
occurred in a small temporary structure set up on the road running adjacently to the Building, 
offering repair for a few tables and boards to allow participants to work. The workshop aimed 
to understand all the instances of transformation occurring at the White Building – through 
several mapping exercises and collective discussions – and to project the inhabitants’ 
aspirations toward a probable future scenario of community-driven upgrading.  

The same endeavour was at the core of the design workshop in Borei Keila, that – in May 2014, 
for 8 days – sought to understand how different individuals and groups were using, living and 
transforming their spaces, and to collectively envision possibilities of upgrading their socio-
spatial environment. In this case, participants were selected by CDF, and interviewees or 
participants to a focus group discussion (see below), based on their availability and willingness 
to talk with us. Again, the number of people interviewed followed the concept of data saturation. 
Significantly, the group working in Borei Keila (including myself) managed to organise, amongst 
other activities, a focus-group discussion involving five out of the original eight community 
leaders in Borei Keila, and the District vice-governor.  

Importantly, both workshops aimed also to offer to a group of young students or professionals 
with no prior experience of working in informal settings and contested spaces, the opportunity 
to touch with their own hands a complicated reality and reflect on its transformation. This 
endeavour must be considered part of the projective stance of the research, and of its 
commitment in having an agency in fostering inclusive dynamics of transformation in its 
grounds of investigation.  

 

4.5.5. Synthesising and processing data 

In the effort to grasp and represent the complexity of the research grounds of investigation, I 
initially gathered the collected evidence on a series of boards: I grouped the pictures I shot 

                                                   
56 The workshop was virtually open to all inhabitants of the White Building. 
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according to the spatial dimensions I listed above [Figure 4.11]; at the same time, I used 
reflections and excerpts coming from interviews, workshops and secondary sources to reach a 
synthetic depiction of each urbanism’s governmental dimensions [Figure 4.12]. For each 
ground of investigation, I sketched a plan where I attempted to relay this information spatially 
[see again Figure 4.3]. 

I therefore drew from such evidence to build a synthetic table for each urbanism I investigated 
[Figure 4.13]. The tables aim to analyse the complexity of each urbanism’s design practices, 
deconstructed in their spatial and governmental dimensions. I consider this to be both a 
retrospective act of design – “where efforts focus on identifying and analysing discursive and 
non-discursive elements in order to decipher/depict the implicit nature of the production space 
(rhetoric, policies, actors)” (BUDD, 2010, p. 4) and a descriptive act of design as it “involves 
efforts of classifying and representing physical and non-physical components that embody a 
situation” (BUDD, 2010, p. 5). While the first column on the left lists those design practices that 
came to the fore in the preliminary investigation of each urbanism, the following columns reveal 
how other designers (all highlighted in bold) and other design practices (spatial or governmental 
ones) emerge through a deeper investigation. For instance, in Table 6.11 (page 277), design 
practice#1 reads as “Phan Imex in collaboration with ACHR, SDI and other local groups 
conceived the housing units as incremental”: the following columns reveal how such 
incrementality has allowed households to establish income-generating activities within the units 
(cell #1A), or to rent out part of their units to newcomers (#1B), or how Phan Imex and the MPP 
have found convenient to keep a number of units vacant (#1F), or how Phan Imex employs 
watchdogs that control each building and ask for bribes57 to allow inhabitant to take advantage 
of the incremental potential of their units (#1K). 

I will enquire all practices (each cell of the synthetic tables) through the research questions, 
questioning whether such practices emancipate from the dynamics of the fenced city 
(contributing to open up, to decommodify, to repoliticise the urbanisms whereby the practices 
occur) or rather partake into such dynamics (leading to the emergence of gated-community-
like or camp-like dynamics). I relay the same analysis spatially, through a series of maps (with 

                                                   
57 In the next three chapters I will often report the use (and request) of bribes in the processes of transformation of 
Phnom Penh. Dynamics of corruption in Cambodia are a sensitive topic, and certainly one that affects the everyday 
life of citizens, and the country’s legal, educational and health systems, not to mention processes of housing 
provision, issueing of land and housing titles, leasing of land, and tender processes for the construction of 
infrastructures and public facilities (see for instance: Calavan, Diaz Briquets and O’Brien, 2004). Given the sensitivity 
of the topic, it was not possible to gather strong empirical evidence of actually occurred bribes. In the text, therefore, I 
will mention the use of bribes only in those instances where I have been able to triangulate information amongst 
several interviewees, solidifying oral evidence across different sources. An exception is represented by direct 
excerpts from interviews, where I use the term ‘bribe’ if the interviewee used it explicitly.   
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the exception of the White Building, where I will use an elevation) and through the graphic 
elaboration of a selection of relevant photographs [Figure 4.14]. The overall analytical process 
presented in this section is illustrated in Figure 4.15. Noticeably, such process should not be 
understood as linear but as iterative: the elaborations in Figure 4.14 are not simply the outcome 
of my research process, but have served to refine it, to highlight the need to address possible 
gaps in my research fieldwork, or to revise the synthetic tables and the answer to the research 
questions. This process is in line with Rendell’s (2013) reflection on the iterativity of the design 
research process – which reverses the order of research methods, producing works at the 
outset that may then be reflected upon later. 

4.6. CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In this methodological chapter, I first reflected on the challenges of using a theoretical 
framework drawing from the bodies of work of two continental philosophers such as Foucault 
and Agamben. Building upon Raghuram and Madge (2006) I argued that this can be done if: 
a) the theoretical framework is embedded in and conscious of the power relations structuring 
the research context; b) the research is committed to have an agency on such power relations; 
c) the research acknowledges the need to overcome the usual binary opposition between 
theory and practice. I explained how I carefully crafted linkages and partnerships with 
individuals and organisations working with urban poor populations in Phnom Penh, I presented 
the ethics of engagement with such actors and reflected on how I think this research has been 
to an extent developed in dialogue with them and can have an agency in their future work.  

I then presented the research epistemology, explaining the use of the fence as paradigm, to 
produce knowledge about obsolescing urbanisms. I reviewed how paradigms are used in 
Foucault and Agamben’s work, emphasising how drawing from the philosophers’ work is 
conducive to use paradigms to examine urban obsolescing fences in their peculiarities: not 
‘against’ a supposed ideal archetype, but rather trying to understand how such archetype has 
evolved, taken different spatial forms, articulated in different disciplinary techniques. I explained 
how the introduction of four ‘obsolescing’ archetypes – the ruin, the interstice, the void, the 
margin – allowed me to investigate the fenced city taking into account its obsolescing dynamics.  

I then moved to present my ontological perspective, explaining how this research ontology 
treads between an interpretive and a critical perspective on reality: while it studies the lived 
experience of individuals, the research stresses the issues of power and control between them. 
It does so using the Foucauldian idea of dispositif as ontological lens to read the city as an 
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ensemble of discourses, techniques of government, regulations, laws, architectural forms, 
working together in order to deal strategically with the issue of controlling urban territories and 
subjects. I then explored the genealogy of the dispositif concept in the works of Foucault and 
Agamben and how this has been used in diverse ways in research. I then presented the use I 
make of such concept and how and why I see the obsolescing fenced city, and its design 
practices, as an ensemble of spatial and governmental dispositifs. 

I finally presented my research methods, explaining how I interrogate Phnom Penh’s 
obsolescing archetypes through a series of spatial and governmental dimensions. I enquired 
such dimensions of urban transformation through a series of research methods – walking, 
observing, using photography, running interviews and holding design workshops. I emphasised 
how I ground this research in a wider debate on design research, and therefore how I seek – 
through my projective stance – to take a critical stance on reality in order to change it and 
improve it. I then presented how I synthesised and processed the collected data, enquiring 
each spatial and governmental practice through my research questions – hence highlighting 
the emergence of, one side, camp-like and gated-community-like dynamics and, on the other 
side, emancipation in the form of openness, decommodification and repoliticisation of an 
obsolescing urbanism.  

The following three chapters will explore Phnom Penh’s obsolescing urbanisms: each chapter 
closes with an analysis of the presented grounds of investigation, answering research 
questions 1 and 2. 



142 

5. INVESTIGATING OBSOLESCING URBANISMS IN PHNOM PENH 

 

5.1. INTRODUCTION: A CITY PROFILE 

Phnom Penh rises at the intersection of the rivers Mekong, Sap and Bassac,58 and initially 
developed as commercial node for the traffic of goods along the Mekong (Fallavier, 2003b). 
The city’s fabric has grown through the landfill of wetlands, through the use of dikes – the 
alignment of dikes eventually defined the city’s main avenues (Khemro, 2000; Fallavier, 2003b). 
The landfill of inundated areas is a pattern that continues still today, with major flooding 
problems during the rainy season caused by a long term lack of maintenance of the hydraulic 
infrastructures (Fallavier, 2003b).  

The city today counts about 1.5 million inhabitants, and develops around a dense historical 
core59 – that contributes to shape the image of what is advertised as ‘the charming city’, with 
heritage landmarks, portions of fabric coming from the colonial past,60 and modernist buildings 
from the so-called New Khmer Architecture period (see below, page 143). Most of such urban 
fabric is today facing dereliction and potential demolition. Groups of rooftop squatters and other 
dwellers of dilapidated and often overcrowded buildings are facing eviction threats, as well as 
informal settlements rising on once idle or interstitial land (Lindstrom, 2013; Fukuzawa, 2014). 
Such fabric is being superseded by projects of public space beautification, new infrastructure 
development, programmes of urban boosterism, shopping malls, and the proliferation of new 
residential developments in the form of fancy condos and gated communities for the upper-
middle class (Paling, 2012b; Percival and Waley, 2012; Fauveaud, 2016).  

                                                   
58 The rivers Sap and Bassac are often referred as, respectively, Tonle Sap and Tonle Bassac, with tonle being the 
Khmer term for river. 
59 Phnom Penh is traditionally divided in four inner districts that represents its historical core, and nine outer districts 
that have been recently introduced to expand the municipal boundaries and facilitate the city’s growth in the 
periurban areas. There is no difference in the powers held by inner vs. outer districts, but the differentiation still 
proves relevant as it often used in censuses and surveys. Districts are subdivided in sub-districts (sangkat) and 
villages (phum). For the former, in the text, I will use the terms sub-districts. For the latter, (to avoid any confusion), I 
will stick to the Khmer term phum.  
60 The French Protectorate over Cambodia was established in 1867, while independence was achieved in 1953. 
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In peri-urban areas – the five outer districts – the creation of a number of gated developments 
– satellite cities and a multiplicity of borei developments61 for the upper-middle class – is leading 
to a tremendous physical growth, allowed by landfills and the consequent displacement of 
populations once living on wetlands. Next to such new developments, tens of relocation sites 
testify the social cleansing and displacement occurred in the city centre and look today as 
marginal and isolated geographies – their populations being ghettoised and excluded from 
urban life, their built environment looking already dilapidated. 

The chapter follows a historical trajectory [Figure 5.1], showing: the efforts toward modernising 
Phnom Penh in the post-independence period (1953-1975); the city’s reduction to a giant void 
during the Khmer Rouge era (1975-1979), with the evacuation of most of its population toward 
rural provinces; the informalisation of Phnom Penh after the fall of the Khmer Rouge, with most 
of the city’s land and built environment available on a first-come-first-served basis; a new 
modernisation of the city after the promulgation of the Land Law in 2001 (RGC, 2001) – de 
facto a framework for the accumulation of capital in form of land (Springer, 2012) – and the 
appearance of multiple forms of fenced urbanisms (borei developments, gated communities, 
satellite cities); the corresponding emergence of a multiplicity of obsolescing urbanisms (urban 
voids, ruins, interstitial urbanisms), put under threat — along with the urban poor groups62 
inhabiting them — by the fast pace of the new developments.  

5.2. INFORMALISING PHNOM PENH 

5.2.1. A first modernity in Phnom Penh, and its abrupt end 

Cambodia was a French protectorate until 1953. Between the two world wars, urban policies 
aimed to reconstruct and beautify cities in both French and colonial territories (Grant Ross and 
Collins, 2006), providing housing and public services, reclaiming wetlands, modernising the 
road network, building a railway (see below, page 207). The city was modernised to meet the 
needs of the industrialisation wave, while at the same time establishing the image of a 
‘charming city’ (MPP, no date) that would survive till today [Figure 5.2].  

                                                   
61Borei is the Khmer term for ‘village’. The wording borei development has come to indicate a particular form of 
development, to a certain degree gated, for the upper-middle class. 
62 This research refers most often to urban poor ‘groups’ rather than urban poor ‘communities’. When using the word 
‘community’ I refer specifically to an organised group. For an explanation on this see Appendix no.2 
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Following Cambodia’s independence, and a period of economic and demographic growth in 
the early 1960s, King Norodom Sihanouk wanted to establish a new national identity through 
the creation of new monumental public spaces, building housing for civil servants, upgrading 
the infrastructural networks (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006). In order to proceed with such 
ambitious new plans, authorities put great emphasis on the need of internationalising the 
planning and design process: although in a little time Cambodia had locally managed to have 
a good body of architects and engineers, and its own buildings industry, authorities did not 
hesitate to use the services of talented technicians from all over the world, contributing to the 
exchange of ideas, crossing of cultures, and a stimulating intellectual environment (Grant Ross 
and Collins, 2006).  

Vladimir Bodianski63 – who was an active member of the Team X64 and had been the engineer 
for Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation in Marseille – formed a team of town planners led by 
Gerald Hanning65 to assist the two main figures of Phnom Penh’s post-independence urban 
development: Vann Molyvann, who worked at the Ministry of Public Works66 as Head of the 
Urban Planning and Housing Department, and Lu Ban Hap himself, who was the director of the 
Municipal Town Planning and Housing Department.67 Vann Molyvann and Lu Ban Hap – who 
both had studied architecture in Paris68 – became prominent figures of the movement defined 
as New Khmer Architecture.  

In this period, Phnom Penh’s image changed profoundly with the creation of monumental 
complexes such as the Royal University of Phnom Penh, the Tonle Bassac Tribune, Borei Keila, 
and other public buildings such as the Olympic Stadium and the Chaktomuk conference centre 
[Figures 5.3 and, above, 2.6]. Such new developments were meant to catalyse civic pride and 
to renew the international image of Phnom Penh (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006) – as testified 
for instance by the images of French President Charles De Gaulle’s visit to the city (British 
Pathé, 1966), with several ceremonies happening in such new monumental public spaces and 
buildings.  

                                                   
63 Bodianski was in Cambodia as an expert from the United Nations. He had been the engineer for Le Corbusier's 
Unité d'Habitation in Marseilles and an active member of the Team X.  
64 Team X was a group of architects established in 1953 that challenged the approach to urbanism of the 
International Congresses of Modern Architecture (CIAM).  
65 Hanning was another UN expert of urbanism that worked intensely in Cambodia in the early sixties, and had 
studied architecture under Le Corbusier at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris. 
66 This Ministry is today the Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction. 

67 Corresponding to today’s Bureau of Affaires Urbaines (BAU). 

68 Vann Molyvann had worked with Le Corbusier, too. 
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Norodom Sihanouk was deposed in 1972 by a filo-American regime led by General Lon Nol, 
then toppled on 17 April 1975 by the Vietnamese-backed Khmer Rouge. The Khmer Rouge 
victoriously entered Phnom Penh, and established the state of Democratic Kampuchea: Radio 
Phnom Penh sent messages of hope talking about a new historical era, celebrating the 17 April 
as "a glorious date [that] has ushered in an era more remarkable than the age of the Angkors" 
(Radio Phnom Penh, 1975, p. 1). However, after a few days it became clear how, for the new 
era to supersede the previous one, the latter had to be declared obsolete: “The city is bad, for 
there is money in the city. People can be reformed, but not cities. By sweating to clear the land, 
sowing and harvesting crops, men will learn the real value of things” (Radio Phnom Penh, 1975, 
p. 2). Phnom Penh was literally emptied: in a few days, its population decreases from one and 
a half million residents to just three thousand – mostly Khmer Rouge cadres and personnel of 
international embassies, many of which will shut down quickly. 

Phnom Penh remained a giant void for almost five years, until the 7 January 1979, when the 
Vietnamese troops defeated the Khmer Rouge and established the People’s Republic of 
Kampuchea. 

 

5.2.2. Informality in Phnom Penh 

The 7 January 1979 can be set as symbolic date for the birth of urban informality in Phnom 
Penh, as the Vietnamese authorities: a) decided to let the city’s abandoned built environment 
be reappropriated on a ‘first-come first-served’ basis (ACHR, 2004);69 b) established the ‘dey 
samaki’ policy (the translation literally reads ‘land solidarity’), allowing to settle on empty land 
(Guillou, 2006). 

It would be naïve, however, to think of the built stock and of urban land as free and available 
assets: such policies meant in most cases the emergence of dominant groups of power who 

                                                   
69 Although evidence from interviews shows how there had been significant exceptions – see specifically the White 
Building (below, page 187) and Borei Keila (chapter 6) – the informal and spontaneous reappropriation of buildings 
can be assumed to be the rule in the early 1980s. Many of those urbanites who had been displaced in 1975 came 
back to the city in the hope to access again their old housing units, often finding them already occupied by 
newcomers. 
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were able to control their territories, often renting or selling housing units or plots of land through 
informal transaction,70 and acting de facto as slumlords.71  

The great majority of Phnom Penh’s informal settlements (87%) was precisely established 
during the dey samaki regime (ACHR, 2004),72 before the privatisation of land occurred in 
1989.73 However, an immense afflux of immigrants, in search for livelihoods from the rural areas 
and other provinces, occurred in the period between 1991 and 1993 – with the establishment 
of the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) (Keller, 2005), the 
repatriation of Cambodian refugees from Thailand (McLellan, 1993), and a period of overall 
economic boom (Hughes, 2003). Such demographic boom meant the densification and 
overcrowding of already existing settlements, along with the birth of new ones. In those years, 
the city started to grow much faster and finding vacant land or housing became difficult, with 
property values rapidly increasing due to the high demand: most immigrants settled on public 
land (Khemro and Payne, 2004). With the end of the dey samaki regime in 1989, informal 
settlements were deemed as illegal, as it would have then been stated by the current Land Law 
(RGC, 2001) and by the Circular 03 (RGC, 2010a).  

Table 5.1 below shows how the total number of informal settlements reached a peak in 2004, 
and then gradually decreased till 2013 – year when the last urban poor settlements survey was 
conducted (Fukuzawa, 2014). Such decrease can be partially explained by the period of relative 
economic prosperity experienced by many informal settlements in the inner districts 
(Fukuzawa, 2014), and their consequent moving out from the list of poor settlements. Another 
reason lies in the high number of evictions perpetrated at the expenses of urban poor groups 

                                                   
70 As explained for briberies (see footnote 57, page 136), informal transactions are a sensitive topic, being de facto 
illegal. An informal transaction involves usually the use of bribes toward a local authority (or local leader, or watchdog 
– as in the case of Borei Keila’s new housing for the poor, see below), who oversees and approves the process, and 
an exchange of money between two or more parties. Though housing or land titles are neither issued nor exchanged, 
the incoming households might eventually be issued other titles (such as for instance a so-called ‘family book’) 
registering and making de facto legal their presence in a housing unit or their use of a piece of land. Throughout the 
text, I mention the use of informal transaction only when I was able to triangulate the information amongst multiple 
interviewees. An exception is represented by direct excerpts from interviews, where I use the words ‘informal 
transaction’ if the interviewee used it explicitly.   
71 A slumlord is a subject controlling land or housing properties in informal settlements, typically charging 
extortionate rents. 
72 The concept of ‘dey samaki’ would have then survived in Cambodian imagery and vocabulary about land for urban 
poor settlements. Some of the first relocation sites in the early 2000s, for instance, were named as Samaki 1, 2, 3 
and so on. Today, in some poor settlements, inhabitant still build upon the claim that “land was originally dey samaky 
and therefore it would be unfair now for the government to pursue our eviction: we settled when it was allowed and 
legal” (interview 331). 
73  With the establishment of the State of Cambodia and the following opening to the free market. 
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in the last 15 years (STT, 2012d; UNHR, 2012; Brickell, 2014) – I expand on this below (page 
150).  

 1997 
 
(SUPF 1997, 
cited in 
ACHR 2004) 

1999 
 
(SUPF 1997, 
cited in ACHR 
2004) 

2003 
 
(SUPF 1997, 
cited in ACHR 
2004) 

2009 
 
(STT 2009) 

2012 
 
(MPP 2012) 

2013 
 
(Fukuzawa 2014 – 
survey by STT) 

settlements 379 502 569 410 281 340 
households 30100 35165 62249 40548 - 33605 

  
 

Table 5.1. Number of Phnom Penh’s informal settlements between 1997 and 2013 (elaboration by Author. Source of 
data: ACHR, 2004; Fukuzawa, 2014; MPP, 2012; STT 2009) 

 

Data and written accounts on Phnom Penh’s informality put an emphasis on the character of 
interstitiality and dereliction of the several informal settlements. The former director of UN-
Habitat Cambodia wrote that “the poor in Phnom Penh have found shelter for themselves in 
[…] places like the areas besides railway tracks, canals, lakes and rivers and on the sides of 
streets and roads, [b]ut [also in] some very unusual locations” too, referring to rooftops, 
abandoned buildings, grounds of pagodas (Swan, no date, p. 3). Poor settlements in Phnom 
Penh have indeed emerged nearly anywhere, finding space where apparently there was not 
[Figure 5.4]: the most recent survey conducted by the NGO STT in 2013 (Fukuzawa, 2014, p. 
11), highlighted how 177 settlements out of 340 (52.1%) were located next to rivers, canal, 
lakes, or ponds (141 in total), or encroaching roads and highways (5), or occupying the space 
of official dumping sites (2), or emerging along railway infrastructures (31). Below (page 147), 
I explore further the manifold ways through which informal populations settled on the semi-
abandoned railway network, and how are now resisting its rehabilitation project.  

The same survey points out how 23 settlements (6.8%), including 13 rooftop communities, 
emerged within the structure of derelict buildings: from an abandoned crematorium used by the 
Khmer Rouge as a centre for tortures and then reappropriated by families of the Smor San 
settlement in the early 1990s; to the abandoned Cinema on street 19, with a huge hall  occupied 
by housing units, lying under a high ceiling populated by bats; from the rooftop of Block Tampa, 
one of rooftop squatter communities in the central Chamkarmom district; to the ruination of the 
White Building (page 187)  and Borei Keila’s Old Buildings (page 257).  

The remaining 138 settlements occupy plots of otherwise idle land of different sizes – most of 
such plots were identified as ‘state public land’ or ‘state private land’ (RGC, 2001; Guillou, 
2006): I elaborate on such distinction discussing the Land Law (see below, page 160), de facto 
the legal instrument setting up a framework to dispossess the urban poor groups of their land 
(Springer, 2011b, 2012), justifying forced evictions. 
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5.2.3. Forced evictions and the role of NGOs in the production of knowledge on informal 
settlements 

“Although reliable figures are extremely hard to come by, it is estimated some 150,000 people 
have been displaced in Phnom Penh alone over the past two decades, representing 11% of the 
city’s current population. Amnesty International stated in a 2008 report that between 2003 and 
2008 some 30,000 people were forcibly evicted from the capital, while another estimate puts the 
figure of those evicted in Phnom Penh between 1998 and 2003 at 11,000. Currently, at least 36 
settlements have received eviction notices, while some 100 report rumours of impending eviction” 
(Lindstrom, 2013, p. 11) 

The gradual shift of the urban poor from Phnom Penh’s inner districts to the outer ones has 
been caused on one side by the search for a cheaper rental market in the city’s periphery (STT, 
2009b) and, on the other side, more apparently, by forced evictions. In Table 5.2 below, it is 
striking to see the dramatic decrease, occurred over fifteen year, of number of informal 
settlements (from 258 to 82) and households (an overall decrease of 58%) in the inner districts. 
In the same time span, in the outer districts, such numbers underwent a huge increase between 
1997 and 2003, and then a mild decrease until 2013.  

 

 1997 
 
(SUPF 1997, cited in 
ACHR 2004) 

2003 
 
(SUPF 1997, cited in ACHR 
2004) 

2009 
 
(STT 2009) 

2013 
 
(Fukuzawa 2014 – survey 
by STT) 

settlements in 
the inner 
districts 

258 (68%) 256 (45%) 127 (31%) 82 (24%) 

households in 
the inner 
districts 

14,448 (48%) 24,277 (39%) 11,353 (28%) 6,049 (18%) 

settlements in 
the outer 
districts 

121 (32%) 313 (55%) 283 (69%) 258 (76%) 

households in 
the outer 
districts 

15,652 (52%) 37,972 (61%) 29,195 (72%) 27,556 (82%) 

Total 
settlements 379 569 410 340 

Total 
households 30,100 62,249 40,548 33,605 

Households 
undergoing 
eviction  

- 7,470  
(12%) 

7,299  
(18%) 

2,688 
(8%) 

Households 
threatened with 
eviction 

- 28,635 
(28%) 18,652 (46%) 10,418 

31% 

 
 

Table 5.2. Number of Phnom Penh’s informal settlements in inner and outer districts between 1997 and 2013, and 
settlements under threat of eviction (elaboration by Author. Source of data: ACHR, 2004; Fukuzawa 2014; STT 2009) 
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About 100 evictions have been perpetrated since 1990 (STT, 2011),74 paving the way toward 
the construction of new upper-class developments (condos, gated communities, satellite cities), 
gigantic malls and, in a few cases, new infrastructures and public buildings or services (ACHR, 
2004), as I elaborate in section 5.3 below. At the same time evictions have followed class 
cleansing purposes (Tudehope, 2012) and, more generally, have been used as tool to control 
urban poor populations within the city’s boundaries (Talocci and Boano, 2015, 2016). Evicted 
settlements and their narratives have been constructed as disposable and criminalised: 
informal settlements have been turned into giant urban voids, informally occupied derelict 
structures have been evicted and gradually demolished, urban interstices have been gradually 
cleansed and re-absorbed into the circuits of formal urban development [Figure 5.5]. I expand 
on such dynamics in section 5.4, focusing on the cases of Dey Krahorm’s redevelopment, of 
the White Building’s demolition, of the Railway Rehabilitation Project and the following eviction 
of the Railway settlements. 

Evictees have been led to leave the city for good, to relocate autonomously,75 or to accept 
displacement toward one of the fifty-four relocation sites built in Phnom Penh’s outskirts 
(Fukuzawa, 2014)76 with the consequent disruption of their livelihoods and social networks (Chi 
et al., 2010; Amnesty International, 2011; COHRE, 2011; Springer, 2012; UNHR, 2012; Brickell, 
2014): “the situation is particularly dramatic once households relocate, as adults commonly 
abuse alcohol and children drop out from school”.77 The map in Figure 7.1 (page 323) shows 
the current location of the fifty-four relocation sites, with an indication of the ones I explored in 
depth through this research. 

Evictions have fed a collective imagery about unscrupulous authorities and developers, in many 
occasions heightening the level of contestation within the urban landscape (Springer, 2009b). 
A 40 year old man living in the White Building’s upper floor78 (see below, page 187) told me he 
often recalls with fear his brother’s house being destroyed by a fire – an arson attack – occurred 

                                                   
74 Precisely 82 between 1990 and 2011 (STT, 2012d) : I give an approximate number as comprehensive reports 
after 2012 have not been published. 
75 In one case only (relocation of a series of urban poor groups to Aphiwat Meanchey) with the support of UN-
Habitat, UPDF and ACHR (STT, 2006). 
76 the report warns against different methodologies between the survey of 2013 and this one – and overall toward the 
high number of displaced families (up to 10000 since 2003), of which some could have left the city. This is a normal 
trend when an eviction happens, since the data are often good in representing the families that have accepted 
moving to the relocation site but do not take into account those who have moved somewhere else – because of 
separate agreements with the authorities (for instance a compensation agreed at an early stage of the process) or 
because lacking enough documentation to be granted a lot on the relocation site. 
77 Interview 333. 

78 Interview 27. 
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in 1998 in Dey Krahorm (see page 177), which almost destroyed the whole settlement. One 
fifty year old woman now living on the ground floor of the White Building recalls how her 
settlement, originally lying next to the Western side of the Building, suffered smaller fires in 
2000 and 2001, and was eventually destroyed through arson in 2005: “I had to jump into the 
water of a sewage to save my life, while other people were carrying water with wooden buckets 
in the attempt of extinguishing the fire. I was able to rent a unit in the White Building after that, 
but most households had to accept relocation to Samaki 1”.79  

International attention has risen over constant human rights abuses against the evicted 
populations, with concerns amongst donors (CAS, 2006), and the interest and support toward 
the groups under threat of local and foreign activists (Amnesty International, 2011), 
photographers (Vink, 2012b), and cinematographers (Kelly, 2015). The recent literature on 
Phnom Penh has strongly focused on forced evictions (Durand-Lasserve, 2007; COHRE, 2011; 
Springer, 2012; Brickell, 2014; Connell and Grimsditch, 2016), and on their significance within 
the wider goal of creating a neoliberal order (Springer, 2008, 2009b, 2010, 2015b) in an 
increasingly globalised, spectacularised and privatised Phnom Penh. 

Importantly, in the late 1990s, the focus of the work of many non-governmental organisations 
in Phnom Penh decisively shifted toward producing knowledge on urban poor settlements, to 
counter and document evictions and relocation processes. Solidarity for Urban Poor Federation 
(SUPF) carried on the first comprehensive and city-wide surveys of urban poor communities in 
1997, 1999, 2003 (cited in: ACHR, 2004; Fukuzawa, 2014) – which I used as sources for tables 
5.1 and 5.2 above. The emphasis was put on communities at risk of eviction and on the causes 
of such risk, in so doing creating the basis for a critique of the current stage of Phnom Penh’s 
urban development. Urban Resource Centre (URC), in publications supported also by UN-
Habitat and Cambodian Volunteers for Community Development, started in-depth studies of 
evictions and consequent relocations (see for instance: Fallavier, 2002) and put forward the 
first comparative studies between several resettlement processes (Fallavier, 2001, 2003a).80 
The NGO called Sahmakum Teang Tnaut81 (STT) took up the role that was of SUPF and URC82 
in conducting surveys and detailed studies on urban poor displacements, starting also a series 
of publications giving constant and periodical updates on the number, condition, and population 

                                                   
79 Interview 25. 

80 These studies were framed within the framework of the MPP’s Urban Poverty Reduction Strategy (Fallavier, 2007), 
and therefore looking at three dimensions of ‘desirable improvement’ for the relocated populations: 1) access to basic 
services (including housing); 2) income generation opportunities; 3) communities’ mobilisation and role in decision 
making. 
81 Literally translatable as Palm Tree Organisation. 

82 SUPF stopped its activities following corruption allegation. URC dissolved and some of its leaders founded STT. 
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of the relocation sites in Phnom Penh (see for instance: STT, 2006, 2007, 2009a, 2011, 
2012d).83  

It is important to notice how such surveys and reports have never been acknowledged by the 
Royal Government of Cambodia or the MPP, whose ‘Urban Poor Assessment Report’ (MPP, 
2012), instead, completely overlooks dynamics of displacement (see again table 5.1 above), 
and generally attempts to downplay the dramatic numbers exposed by the work of NGOs.  On 
the other hand, NGOs’ data have served often as weapon in the hands of activists and 
communities in order to claim for their rights, defend the evictees in Court trials, and sensitise 
national and international civil society toward the increasing exclusionary character of the urban 
realm – as in the cases of Borei Keila and Dey Krahorm for instance (Licadho Canada, 2008; 
Licadho & Licadho Canada, 2012) or of the Railway settlements (Bugalski and Medallo, 2012; 
STT, 2012c).  

Connell and Grimsditch (2016) emphasised how, in numerous cases where communities were 
threatened with eviction, the legal system has proved inaccessible. The process to apply for 
land title is long and complex, and often deliberately made difficult by the authorities: in the 
Land Law (RGC, 2001), the term ‘possession’ refers to the status of occupying and use a piece 
of land: possession is defined as ‘lawful’ when satisfying five criteria, hence being 
unambiguous, non-violent, notorious to the public, continuous and in good faith. Lawful 
possession might lead to legal ownership: article 4 of the Land Law states that proving lawful 
possession gives the right to just request a definitive title of ownership. Such nuance creates 
confusion amongst poor communities, as for instance in the case of a 65 year old man living in 
a house built upon wooden stilts in Boeung Salang, a settlement next to the Railway (see below 
page 207): “we have been here since 1984, now we should have a Land title, but the sub-
district leader told us that we have to wait further”.84 Poor households find often hard to prove 
a five-year long legal possession, and encounter objections from authorities seeking for bribes85 
and other parties having an interest in dispossessing them of their land: “a district 
representative told us there is a sum of money to be paid in order to be issued the land title 
safely… but we do not have that amount of money, and we are afraid we could be displaced 

                                                   
83 The issues 11, 19, 21 of 'Facts and Figures', STT’s periodic publication, refer to evictions at the urban scale, 
helping to understand the process through tables and maps (STT, 2009a, 2011, 2012c).  
84 Interview 50. 

85 See footnote 57, page 136. 
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even after receiving the title”,86 told me a a resident of an informal settlement developed in the 
middle of Anlong Knang relocation site. 

The agency of legal protections is therefore quite limited in practice, although local legal 
frameworks might get supplemented by safeguard mechanisms when international funding 
institutions (as the World Bank or ADB) are involved in the process (Bissell and Nanwani, 2009). 
In such a context, attempts to organise urban poor communities prior to the enforcement of 
eviction orders gain particular importance, as I explore in the sub-section below.  

  

5.2.4. Land-sharing and other forms of on-site upgrading of urban poor settlements 

In July 2003, Prime Minister Hun Sen announced the intention of upgrading on-site at least 100 
slum settlements per year (Goad, no date; ACHR, 2003a), through a public statement later 
known as One Hundred Slums Policy (UPDF, 2006; UN-Habitat, 2016). Hun Sen’s statement 
remained (mostly remained an electoral promise)87 had followed a fertile dialogue between 
authorities, local and transnational non-governmental organisations and grassroots groups 
(UPDF, 2008; Boonyabancha, 2014). Amongst those, there were the Asian Coalition for 
Housing Rights (ACHR) and Slum/Shack Dwellers International (SDI). ACHR were 
fundamental in proposing an innovative programme of land-sharing, initially targeting four urban 
poor groups in Phnom Penh.   

Such programme de facto opened up Cambodia’s landscape of urban and housing policies to 
the influence of international experiences, in this case feeding on pioneering experiences 
occurred in the 1970s and 1980s in Bangkok, precisely through the activity of ACHR (Goad, no 
date; Shlomo and Boonyabancha, 1988; Rabé, 2005, 2010; Adler, Ketya and Menzies, 2008), 
and that would have then influenced experiences of slum upgrading in other countries, including 
India, through the activity of SDI (see also: Talocci and Boano, 2018). 

Land-sharing is a powerful tool for slum-upgrading, essentially consisting in partitioning a piece 
of occupied land in two, in so doing allowing on-site upgrading: informal occupants are 
accommodate only on one portion of the site, so that the rest can be given back to the 
landowners for, for instance, future commercial development.  Phnom Penh’s pilot projects 
(Railway A, Railway B, Dey Krahorm, Borei Keila) were targeting urban poor groups settled on 

                                                   
86 Interview 330. 

87 Elections were then held in October 2003 (Hun Sen was confirmed as Prime Minister). 
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State Public Land (see Land Law below, page 160):88 such land was purposely converted into 
State Private Land and then divided into a Social Land Concession (SLC) for the poor and an 
Economic Land Concession (ELC) for private developers. Developers, in exchange, would 
have ensured the construction of housing for the poor on the SLC thanks to the use of cross-
subsidies from the commercial development of the ELC. 

In the original intentions, the urban poor would have obtained the legal right to stay in the city, 
and on the land  they used to occupy – although on a smaller portion of it and therefore at a 
higher density. Therefore, potential land disputes would have been solved through a 
compromise and avoiding evictions. However, Rabé (2010) shows how the lack of adequate 
institutional support and mediation brought the programme to a deadlock and provoked 
divisions and clashes amongst the urban poor groups. With the partial exception of Borei Keila 
(see chapter 6), this has been the case for all the four-land sharing projects in Phnom Penh, all 
ended up with the total or partial eviction of their populations (I expand on Dey Krahorm’s case 
below, page 177, while the entire next chapter focuses on Borei Keila).  

The One Hundred Slums Policy had not been the first attempt to tackle the upgrading of urban 
poor settlements in Phnom Penh. The city’s Urban Poverty Reduction Strategy (Fallavier, 
2003a) was introduced in 2000, with the aim of achieving adequate living conditions and 
economic opportunities for the urban poor, and of improving local governance through 
partnerships for urban poverty reduction. Two years later, with the support of the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund, the Royal Government of Cambodia devised the National 
Poverty Reduction Strategy (RGC, 2002): however, such programme was soon stopped 
because its core team was deemed as operating in a regime of opacity and widespread 
corruption by the World Bank, which had provided part of the funding for the Strategy (World 
Bank, 2003). In 2002, the World Bank supported the implementation of the Land Management 
Administration Project (LMAP), “an ambitious agenda of legal drafting, capacity building, 
dispute resolution, land management, and, crucially, land titling and registration” (see also: 
World Bank, 2011; Williams, 2013). The programme’s primary focus on agricultural land meant 
that urban poor populations remained ultimately vulnerable to land grabbing (Williams, 2013). 
A significant case is the one of Boeung Kak lake (Grimsditch and Henderson, 2009; Schneider, 
2011; Bugalski, 2012), that I recalled at the beginning of this thesis (chapter 1, page 19): a 
World Bank panel highlighted important violations of the Project’s policy, with the Cambodian 
developer Shukaku Inc. found guilty of evicting thousands of households (Schneider, 2011; 

                                                   
88 For Dey Krahorm and Borei Keila, see respectively page 187 and chapter 6. As for Railway A and Railway B, such 
settlements were part of the galaxy of Railway settlements I will explore below (page 207), and located just South of 
Boeung Kak lake. 
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STT, Water and Ket, 2012). The panel decided the indefinite suspension of the programme in 
2009 (IDI, 2013). 

In recent years, social and spatial upgrading of urban poor settlements has been carried out 
with little or no coordination amongst NGOs and between NGOs and public authorities. Projects 
[Figure 5.6] have been mostly targeting infrastructural upgrading, income-generating activities, 
structures for education, means of community organisations such as saving groups and, rarely, 
housing (Boonyabancha, 2000; Fallavier, 2007; UPDF, 2008). 

In May 2014, the RGC approved the first National Housing Policy (MLMUPC, 2014). The Policy 
acknowledges increased land and housing needs, and the necessity of housing and spatial 
planning policies in order to limit the proliferation of new informal settlements, reduce the risk 
of forced evictions and provide “adequate housing to reside with welfare, peace and dignity” 
(MLMUPC, 2014:3).89 The Policy was developed by personnel of the Ministry of Land 

Management, Urban Planning and Construction, with the support of the German Cooperation 
Agency (GTZ, then GIZ) and of both UN-Habitat and the Asian Coalition for Housing Rights, 

following the momentum of their early involvement with the land-sharing programme. It is not a 

surprise, therefore, to find commonalities between the National Housing Policy and the 

processes and projects who followed the ‘One Hundred Slums Policy’: there is an emphasis on 

the need to avoid displacement of urban poor communities and, rather, pursue on-site 

solutions; on the necessity of setting up multi-stakeholder participatory platforms; on the roles 

that public and private sectors, civil society, and urban poor communities should play, working 

together. The Policy sets as enabling tool to spark off solutions to the housing demand and 
pursue access  “to adequate housing to reside with welfare, peace and dignity, especially [for] 
low and medium income households and vulnerable groups” (MLMUPC, 2014:3). It does 

however abstain from clearly stating the right of the poor to live in central urban areas, simply 
stating that relocation should be considered as last possible option (MLMUPC, 2014; Talocci 

and Boano, 2018). 

Talocci and Boano (2018) have recently put forward a critique of the Policy, emphasising how 

it does not acknowledge the necessity of a governance mechanism able to recalibrate uneven 
power relations between (and within) several groups of stakeholders; and 

                                                   
89 Three drafts and concept notes had been issued in the previous ten years (Meng, 2004): the text and founding 
principles amongst the several drafts have not changed significantly. From interviews with several stakeholders and 
government officials (interviews 328, 333, 343) it appears that the delay in reaching its approval was mainly due to an 
internal fight between different members of the ruling party CPP and between different ministries (mainly the 
MLMUPC on one side and the Ministry of Interior on the other, with a smaller role played by the Ministry of 
Infrastructures): each ministry supposedly wanted to take the lead on the Policy and place the final signature on it. 
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how it fails to outline a framework for the participation and empowerment of urban poor groups 
throughout all stages of the housing process (from surveying to financing, from design to 
construction, to management and so on). The Policy depicts a scenario where housing units 
would be provided by the private sector. Such criticisms have been put forward by the local 
press too (Post Staff, 2015; Siv, 2015; Vida, 2015), that has often reported talks between 
authorities and representatives from the private sector: journalists have expressed a concern 
over the construction of non-affordable and non-public housing units, with little or no 
involvement of the urban poor groups in the process, highlighting the risk of further exacerbating 
the exclusionary character of the current urban transformation processes — which I explore in 
the next two sections.  

5.3. MODERNISING PHNOM PENH 

5.3.1. Phnom Penh’s modernisation: The Land Law as a framework for capital 
accumulation 

The constant pressure and threat of eviction over informal settlements tremendously increased 
with the approval of Cambodia’s Land Law (RGC, 2001; Springer, 2012). Springer (2012, p. 3) 
has read the Land Law as capstone for Cambodia’s political economic transformation and rapid 
neoliberalisation: “with its enactment, significant land reform was implemented and widespread 
land conflict ensued”. The Land Law is relevant for this research insofar as it creates the 
conditions for, on one side, widespread commodification of land and, on the other side, for the 
systematic denial of any right of poor populations to stake claims over the land they occupy. 
The Law indeed entitles the State to deprive a person of his/her property for reasons of public 
interest. The following Expropriation Law (RGC, 2010b) “adopts a broad definition of ‘public 
interest’ which includes a catch all category of infrastructure projects” (Bugalski and Medallo, 
2012, p. 10), providing the legal basis to justify evictions for purposes that exceed the ones 
permitted under international law, as Bugalski and Medallo (2012) point out. 

Springer (2012, p. 3) states that “high-ranking government officials and military personnel have 
become emboldened by what they view as a carte blanche to capital accumulation in the form 
of land.” The instrument for such accumulation has been the institution of the ‘State Private 
Land’ category. State Public Land is clearly defined by the Land Law as land of public use or 
service: it includes schools, hospitals and administrative buildings, but also public gardens, 
archaeological areas, railways, roads and land of natural origin such as rivers, lakes and 
seashores – all informal settlements defined above as ‘interstitial’ are therefore on State Public 
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Land. State Private Land is instead a ‘catch-all’ category comprising all the land that is neither 
privately nor collectively owned: State Private Land may be subject to sale, exchange, 
distribution or transfer of rights to private individuals or companies (RGC, 2001; Lindstrom, 
2013). Through the State Private Land ‘expedient’, authorities have been able to lease massive 
amounts of land to private developers (Thiel, 2009; Bugalski and Medallo, 2012; Neef and 
Touch, 2012). The borei developments and satellite cities’ projects presented below, and the 
land-sharing attempts in Dey Krahorm (page 177) and Borei Keila (chapter 6), have all been 
made possible through the introduction of the State Private Land category. 

 

5.3.2. An ordinary modernisation 

With a focus on the clearance of homelessness in central areas, Springer (2015a) speaks of 
an urban ‘gentrification’ process happening in Phnom Penh: he defines such phenomenon as 
an effort to “transform the aesthetic of the city from an ‘undeveloped’, anachronistic space of 
chaos into a ‘developed’, modern site that is well ordered for facilitating the inflow of investment 
capital and tourist revenue” (Springer, 2015a, p. 3). A new modernity, therefore, replaces an 
urban environment singled out as obsolete, as disposable, to make room for new iconic 
projects, in the general pursuit of a globalised image of the city and of an increase of 
investments. 

A number of recent real estate developments geared toward the upper-class testify how the 
urban environment is getting increasingly exclusionary [Figure 5.7]: high-rise residential condos 
in prime central areas such as Boeung Keng Kong 1 quarter (Chamkarmom District) or North 
of Sihanouk Boulevard in Daun Penh District; rows of shop-houses being built literally 
anywhere, from inner districts like Pram-Pi Makara and Tuol Kork to outer parts of the city; new 
gated communities and borei developments (to some extent gated), containing several types, 
from shop-houses to high-rises to individual villas; and satellite cities, de facto augmented 
gated communities.  

While satellite cities and other spectacular developments, such as towers raising in central 
areas, are increasingly on the spot on both media (Son, 2012; Chen, 2017; Siv, 2017) and 
academic debate (Paling, 2012a; Percival and Waley, 2012), Fauveaud (2013, 2016) has 
analysed real estate dynamics and demonstrated how the dominant typologies of development 
are actually very ordinary ones: the so-called borei developments and the traditional shophouse 
type (see also: Wakita and Shiraishi, 2010; Weinberger, 2010). Borei developments are gated 
developments occurring in the city’s outskirts: they most often incorporate traditional housing 
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types (usually detached villas) that sell quickly on the market, being an object of desire for 
Phnom Penh’s upper middle class. Shophouses are instead townhouses on 3 or 4 storeys, 
characterised by their ground floor —traditionally used for commercial activities. Endless rows 
of shophouses are being built everywhere in Phnom Penh, targeting different groups of buyers 
from the upper to the middle class – as I explore in Borei Keila (chapter 6, page 301). 

Fauveaud (2016) acknowledges how “new urbanised spaces […] seem to be more and more 
fragmented: the multiplication of new residential projects and new individual houses leads to 
the multiplication of walls and private urban space. As a consequence, older neighbourhoods 
appear to be more and more spatially enclaved” (Fauveaud, 2016, p. 8). However, Fauveaud 
stresses how such spatial condition is not reflected in the social dimension of the urban 
transformation, since the class difference between the inhabitants of the new developments 
and the residents of the surrounding areas do not impede an interaction between them. Rather, 
the arrival of the new population generates new economies and a reconfiguration in the 
relationship between the different groups (I will discuss such dimension of interaction looking 
at the profit-driven developments in Borei Keila, see chapter 6, page 301).  

Nevertheless, social fragmentation still is an issue. Overall, the production of shophouses and 
other ordinary types in Phnom Penh has profoundly affected the city’s fabric, contributing to a 
general shift of lower income populations toward the periurban areas. Moreover, the production 
of borei developments has worsened social and environmental issues in the periurban areas. 
As an example, I recall the words of a community leader in Boeung Chhoeuk Meanchey Tmey 
II, a settlement in District Chbar Ampov,90 when he took me to the top of a house to show me 
the extent of a nearby borei development [Figure 5.8]: “the new development is massive, and 
since they built it the level of water during the rainy season has strongly increased here in our 
community and in all the surroundings… They made a big landfill before starting to build. Now 
the situation for us is very grim during the rainy season”.  

While I will discuss further such fragmentation in my conclusive chapter, below I explore another 
element of rupture in Phnom Penh’s periphery: the satellite city type, whose construction has 
caused further socio-spatial fragmentation and has had huge environmental impacts on Phnom 
Penh’s natural landscape. 

 

                                                   
90 I worked in Chbar Ampov in the framework of the May 2015 workshop “Cambodia: Transformation in Time of 
Transition”, jointly organised by DPU and ACHR. 
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5.3.3. An extraordinary modernisation: satellite cities 

Phnom Penh is certainly not the only case of city in the South-East Asian region to be 
expanding through privately developed and managed global enclaves (Douglass and Huang, 
2007; Percival and Waley, 2012), as the purest form of inter-referenced urbanism (Shatkin, 
2011b) and overall partaking to the worlding process (Ong, 2011; Roy, 2011, 2017) discussed 
in chapter 1 and 2 (pages 31 and 65). Satellite cities are a form of augmented gated 
communities “contain[ing] villa and condominium housing marketed to emerging upper-middle-
class urbanites and expatriates, consumption spaces such as shopping malls, office space, 
and private hospitals, schools and other facilities” (Percival and Waley, 2012, p. 2873). 

The history of satellite cities in Phnom Penh dates back to 2007, when the masterplan of Phnom 
Penh (then approved eight years later) identified a number of ‘secondary centres’. in the 
outskirts of the city (BAU, 2007). These were satellite cities ante litteram. The masterplan’s text 
speaks of four new sectors: the area around the ‘new railway station’ of Samrong, on the 
Western access of the city; two ‘great projects,’ Chroy Changva and Chbar Ampov peninsulas, 
aimed  to increase the value of the Sap and Bassac rivers’ areas;91 and a big ‘administrative 
city with structural facilities’ in the North, surrounded by a green landscape and a ‘waterscape 
of great quality’. 

The Masterplan documents did not give further details. However, such secondary centres will 
materialise again a few years later, in a different shape and with different branding, in a report 
titled “Overview of Urban Development in Phnom Penh Capital City” (MPP, 2011). Here the 
2007 Masterplan is cited along with the ‘Land Use Plan’ it proposed, though listing a number of 
seven (instead of four) “large scale urban developments by private sector” (MPP, 2011, p. 65) 
– as the map in Figure 5.9 shows. The document offers a few details for each project, using 
the term ‘satellite city’ a few times. Chroy Changva and Chbar Ampov were among the elected 
locations for two of these large-scale developments, while the idea for a new quarter in the 
Western access of the city is no longer present. Two new centres instead appear in the North 
of the city, though not corresponding to the initial prevision of an ‘administrative city’ contained 
in the original masterplan (BAU, 2007). Rather, these now configure as two independent and 
self-contained satellite cities, named respectively Grand Phnom Penh International City and 
CamKo City. Table 5.3 below summarises the current landscape of satellite cities being built in 
Phnom Penh, starting from the ones that are closer to the city centre.  

                                                   
91 Respectively with a cultural and touristic programme for Chroy Changva and a business and residential centre in 
Chbar Ampov. 
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The table shows how the ‘satellite city’ typology is far from being a homogeneous one. The built 
area varies a lot, from the 119ha of Camko City to the huge plan for AZ City, that forecasts a 
total of more than 2600 built hectares, and to nearly double the current footprint of the city. The 
same can be said in terms of distance from the centre: for two of these satellite developments, 
actually, the term 'satellite' is not really appropriate since they are being built in central areas, 
respectively on the remnants of what used to be Boeung Kak Lake and on the island of Koh 

 
 

Table 5.3. Satellite cities in Phnom Penh (elaboration by Author. Source of data: MPP, 2011) 
 

  

Name Approval 
date 

Built 
area (ha) 

Distance 
from the 
centre 

Main investors 
(country) 

Further info provided by the MPP (2011) 

Boeung Kak  Late 2003 133 1km NW Shukaku Inc. 
(Cambodia) 

Not provided. 

Chroy 
Changva 
(formerly 
Sunway City) 

Not provided 387 2km NE Overseas 
Cambodian 
Investment 
Company 
(Cambodia) 

It will feature a botanic garden, an international 
stadium, the ‘Asean plus 3’ zone for meeting 
and events,  
housing complexes and business centres, 
banks, schools, theaters. 

Diamond 
Island (Koh 
Pich) 

Not provided Not 
provided 

2KM SE Not provided Not provided. 

Chbar Ampov 
(Boeung 
Chhouk / 
Boeung Snor)  

Not provided 238 5km SE Sokimex 
(Cambodia) 

Not provided. 

CamKo City 
(World City) 

February 
2003 

119 5km NW World City 
(Korea), CamKo 
(Cambodia and 
Korea) 

It will be characterised by high speed 
information and telecommunication lines and 
systems, electronic security systems and 
'sustainable environmental system', along with a 
"new residential system that will enhance the 
Cambodian life style" (2011:68). It will boast the 
"first introduction of modern high-rise 
condominiums in Cambodia" (2011:68). 

Grand Phnom 
Penh 
International 
City 

August 2006 233-260 7km  
NW 

YLP 
(Cambodia) and 
Ciputra Group 
(Indonesia) 

It will provide 4000 households, next to a 18 
holes golf course. The residential areas 
incorporate a gated cluster system of 200-300 
units per cluster. "This concept will provide 
privacy, safety and comfortable environment for 
the people. Convenient pedestrians along the 
green and flowery road network bring the 
neighbourhood a convenient, healthy and safe 
activities" (2011:68) 

AZ 
International 
City (Green 
City) 

May 2006 2634 "immedi
ately 
South of 
existing 
PP" 

ING holding co. 
ltd (Cambodia) 

ING is working together with MLMUPC "to 
develop a new township” with the 
"approval by the Council of Ministers to develop 
two lakes into an eco-friendly city expansion" 
(2011:68). AZ city "helps to reduce pressure off 
existing area, preserves large part of the history, 
culture and urban fabric of the existing core" 
(2011:68). Its 
"transport and infrastructures [are] planned for 
large scale modern developments necessary for 
the efficient modern city" (2011:68). It will be 
"the largest modern urban development project 
in Kingdom of Cambodia and South-East Asia” 
(2011:68). A system of ring roads and a future 
rail system will link the satellite city centre to 
Phnom Penh, of which AZ city will become the 
new gateway. 
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Pich, separated from the mainland by two short bridges and therefore availing itself at the same 
time of the close proximity to the city centre and of the physical separation from it. 

From the table, it is apparent how all projects are constructed and managed by private sector 
organisations, and funded by Cambodian companies or by intra-Asian foreign investors (MPP, 
2011; Percival and Waley, 2012). Importantly, it is possible to see how the discourses 
supporting the construction of satellite cities – in line with what I discussed in chapter 2 (page 
60) – revolve around the creation of prime infrastructural networks and of securitised spaces, 
and the provision of a new healthy life-style, often intersecting with claims of environmental 
sustainability. Percival & Waley (2012) demonstrate how most satellite cities: present a degree 
of influence from other East Asian countries, in terms of invested capital, planning concepts or 
urban design and architecture; are based on governance practices of other East Asian cities; 
extract and simulate other cities’ best practices. In sum, satellite cities symbolise the complete 
adoption of urban planning and design principles ‘‘based on an interpretation of how a global 
urbanism should look and function’’ (Percival and Waley, 2012, p. 79), and how the new life-
style of their inhabitants should work accordingly.  

Camko City [Figure 5.10] for instance is celebrated for its high speed information and 
telecommunication lines, its electronic security systems and 'sustainable environmental 
system', along with a "new residential system that will enhance the Cambodian life style", being 
also the "first introduction of modern high-rise condominiums in Cambodia" (MPP, 2011, p. 68). 
In a promotional video (World City Co., 2009), a huge alien starship gravitates above the rural 
landscape of Cambodia, hinting to a new civilisation arriving from the sky, with a shade of 
technological perfection and a supernatural aura [Figure 5.11]. While Wagnerian music plays, 
CamKo City flies above Khmer ruins and the narrator evokes a “mystical Khmer culture, the 
legacy of Angkor Wat” (World City Co., 2009, p. 0'05''), claiming that the myth will become new 
history. New shining towers and glass pyramids appear suddenly to symbolise “the new civic 
pride of Cambodia” (World City Co., 2009, p. 0'40''). The video stands for an allegorical but 
scaring manifestation of an urban design artefact as quasi-supernatural phenomenon: 
programmatically detached from the actual reality of the city and, rather, being born from an 
otherwise supposedly lost ancient culture. A very similar video has been released for presenting 
AZ satellite city, the biggest and southernmost satellite development (Archetmedia, 2014).  

Currently, however, CamKo City looks quite different from the city presented in the promotional 
video. Only a small part of the project has been built thus far or is still under construction. A 
series of fifteen-storey residential buildings border threes sides of such portion’s perimeter 
[Figure 5.12]. The façades of these blocks are mute and repetitive, marked only by the recessed 
terraces of the several flats (and by the duplex apartments’ volumes on top) and finished in 
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green and grey plaster crossed by white horizontal lines. On the South-Eastern corner, a small 
triangular public square was built, marked by two symmetrical circular volumes, hosting no uses 
yet [Figure 5.13]. The square seems just an attempt to beautify with greenery and flowers a 
leftover space at the extreme corner of the development and does not establish any dialogue 
with the urban environments lying on the other side of the crossroad. Significantly, the square 
ends in a bench placed against a fence: there is no entrance to a complex designed only for 
pedestrian use. The other entrances, marked by checkpoints, cater mostly for to car traffic, on 
the Eastern and Southern sides of the complex [Figure 5.14]. On the Eastern side, the complex 
lies along Angkor Boulevard, that connects thus far only to a borei development called Borei 
Angkor [Figure 5.19]: such boulevard is shut, at its beginning, by a checkpoint – although this 
is loosely enforced,92 supporting to some extent Paling’s (2012b) remark on the ‘openness’ 
ensured by the very slow construction pace of Phnom Penh’s gated developments. The ground 
floors host commercial activities, though only a few commercial units were occupied by a 
business at the time of my fieldwork [Figure 5.15]. In the open spaces between the several 
building blocks, lie car parks and small green spaces, with a small artificial lake and a swimming 
pool. The inner side of this CamKo City’s fragment hosts a mix of two-storey detached villas 
and terraced housing, with each unit enjoying a private garden. Looking at it from its Northern 
side [figure 5.16], CamKo City looks suspended in a periurban reality, a series of vertical quasi-
monumental buildings embracing a fine fabric of villas, separated from the outside world 
through a metallic fence. Such periurban reality was once occupied by a massive lake [Figure 
5.17], filled between 2003 and 2005 (Tudehope, 2012).  

Mauret (2008, cited in Percival and Waley, 2012), one of the advisors for the 2020 Masterplan, 
commented on how satellite cities mega-projects, although defined initially as ‘secondary 
centres’, were actually caring only about the development of their own locations – turning blind 
eyes on the development of the rest of the city. While an observation of CamKo City seems to 
confirm such perspective, another satellite development, Diamond Island — benefitting of a 
very close distance from the city centre (see Table 5.3) — renders Mauret’s comment 
questionable, along with Percival and Waley’s definition of "integrated, purpose-built 
developments that are normally to some degree gated, providing access only to residents" 
(Percival and Waley, 2012, p. 2873). 

While hosting a gated community (‘elite town’) and other environments where access is 
regulated (such as an area for fairs and a golf club), Diamond Island [Figure 5.18] has also 
become a new pole for the city’s public life. Most of its roads are freely accessible, and many 

                                                   
92 Cambodian nationals were apparently not allowed beyond the checkpoint. I was able to pass through but guards 
discouraged to take pictures of the new developments. 
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new shops and public facilities – such as gardens [Figure 5.19], restaurants and halls for 
celebrations and public fairs [Figure 5.20] – attract people from a wide social spectrum and 
from all the surrounding areas, as evidence from my observation suggests. Interestingly, such 
interactions happen against a background of built forms that are completely exogenous to the 
ones of Diamond Island’s surroundings: from a neoclassical city hall93 [Figure 5.21] to Elite 
Town’s mix of traditional and contemporary-looking terraced housing and villas [Figures 5.22 
and 5.23], from the bright red volume of the fire station to the high-tech and spectacular 
architecture of the soon to be built Riviera complex [see again Figure 2.5], which is expected 
to configure as one further gated development (Son, 2012). 

5.4. OBSOLESCING PHNOM PENH 

5.4.1. Creating voids, demolishing ruins, reconquering interstices in Phnom Penh 

The developments explored in the previous section represents the attempt to establish a new 
modernity in Phnom Penh. Paraphrasing Scott’s (1995) you work on governmentality, for a new 
modernity to take place, all the other modernities must be removed: pre-modern possibilities 
are no longer allowed and must therefore be eradicated. In Phnom Penh, the establishment of 
such modernity has put decayed portions of the built environment under threat, purposely 
leaving them in a state of dereliction or rhetorically constructing them as ruins to justify their 
demolition; it has created urban voids, demolishing and cleansing informal settlements and 
often superseding them with fenced construction sites, whose development often got slowed 
down or stuck; it has confined unwelcome urban realities to an interstitial life, and still 
threatened such realities with eviction because of infrastructural redevelopments and issues 
related to environmental safety.  

As outlined in chapter 3 (page 94), voids are stuck construction sites with buildings left in a 
perpetual unfinished state, or simply empty and fenced-off spaces waiting for development 
plans. Ruins take the shape of rundown monumental buildings, or of derelict pieces of historical 
urban fabric, of abandoned buildings, of once-abandoned or parts of buildings that have now 
acquired a new use through an informal reappropriation. Interstitial urbanisms develop along 
rivers or canals, on lake shores, along infrastructural networks, in residual pieces of land, with 
built forms responding to the morphological and environmental challenges of their sites. 

                                                   
93 The building is actually a sub-district hall, but has been branded as Koh Pich City Hall causing clashes with the 
MPP. 
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If urban voids are the tangible manifestation of a removal that has already occurred, of the 
erasure and displacement of the settlements they once hosted, ruined and interstitial urbanisms 
are at risk of running into the same destiny. The following sub-sections explore the cases of the 
eviction and attempted redevelopment of Dey Krahorm’s land, which has resulted in a massive 
void; of the adjacent White Building, the most famous urban ruin in Phnom Penh until its 
demolition in 2017; of the informal settlements along the railway line, under threat of eviction 
because of the Railway Rehabilitation Project.  

 

5.4.2. Creating voids:  the case of Dey Krahorm’s redevelopment 

The informal settlement called Dey Krahorm [Figures 5.24, 5.25] was amongst the ones 
targeted for the land-sharing pilot programme in 2003 (see above, page 156). On a total area 
of 4.7 hectares the Council of Ministers granted a social land concession of 3.7 hectares, where 
to build new housing for 1465 poor households, while the remaining hectare would have been 
available for commercial development by the private company 7NG (Licadho Canada, 2008). 
Amidst pressures and claims of unviability, 7NG and the MPP managed to reject every 
upgrading proposal elaborated by the households assisted by community architects from Urban 
Sector Group (USG).94 In the meantime, community leaders – allegedly bribed95 by 7NG – had 
managed to convince a relevant number of households to accept relocation to Borei 
Santepheap II: I explore the discourses behind such relocation in chapter 7 (page 328). Such 
situation created divisions and tensions amongst the poor groups, resulting in their forced 
eviction. 

A few interviewees in the once-adjacent White Building (see following sub-section) recalled the 
ferocity of Dey Krahorm’s eviction in January 2009: “The bulldozers woke us up at dawn, and 
immediately started to destroy a few houses… We managed to save just a few things” told me 
a former resident of Dey Krahorm, a 40 year old woman96 now living in the relocation site called 
Tang Khiev (see chapter 7, page 338), adding that “the government was not allowing foreigners 
to take pictures in that moment”. A few videos were actually shot and are now available on 
YouTube (Ngeth, 2009; Licadho/Licadho Canada, 2011; Amrith, 2013), and show the subtle 
play of provocations by the armed forces against the evictees, some of them trying to resist 
[Figure 5.26]. A restaurant owner, now living in the White Building’s ground floor recalled the 

                                                   
94 Interview 334. 

95 See footnote 57, page 136. 

96 Interview 13. 
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presence of many violent guards, adding sadly that “I hope they were foreigners hired by 7NG. 
Cambodian people wouldn’t do that to other Cambodians… It is terrible when the government 
evicts people, we all belong to this country after all”.97 

After the eviction, 7NG Group was eventually given a concession to develop the whole site 
(Licadho Canada, 2008). 7NG Group is the parent company of 7NG Construction Co. Ltd., 7NG 
Real Estate, 7NG Saving, 7NG Microfinance, 7NG Agriculture and Mining, and overall one of 
Cambodia's largest companies (7NG Group, 2010). 7NG group became an incorporated in the 
1990s, and works for both private and public sector clients in the delivery of new development 
areas and infrastructures (7NG Group, 2010). As explained in chapter 4 (page 103), during the 
course of my research I have not been able to talk to 7NG representatives, that declined to 
provide information. Information on 7NG is available on the web, though not necessarily easy 
to find: the group's website has been off since July 2013,98 and their Facebook page (7NG 
Group, 2012a) has been updated only a few times, the last one in March 2012. The last update 
on their Facebook page was about the project named Borei Santepheap III – just a link to a 
video, actually the only one present on the group's YouTube channel (7NG Group, 2012b). The 
project was the last one in the series of ‘Villages of Peace’ (literal translation of ‘Borei 
Santepheap’): while Borei Santepheap II, though, was conceived partially as relocation site 
(see chapter 7, page 328), Borei Santepheap I and III were born and built solely with 
commercial development purposes (7NG Group, 2010; Sun and Blomberg, 2014). The three 
developments are presented as great achievements in "providing new development areas [...] 
to satisfy the market needs. There are flats, markets, schools, roads, offices and so forth" (7NG 
Group, 2010, p. 5). The company boasts about its technical and infrastructural achievements, 
remarking the provision of 30-metre-wide main roads, of electricity and water supplies, of 
sewage, of parking for buses. In the current urban condition – where sewages and drainages 
fail most time to provide a barrier against floods, where roads are stuck because of traffic jams 
and in bad conditions, where security is often on the top of the urban agenda – 7NG attempts 
to present itself as a builder of a city that is effective and functional.  

Additionally, 7NG boasts about its work in housing development for the poor, citing the provision 
of small loans for Cambodian residents to start up new businesses or growing their current 
ones, to build or upgrade their houses, or simply to solve other financial issues (7NG Group, 
2012b). Not only 7NG, but also another private sector giant such as AEON has now entered a 
microfinance market that – in spite of doubts and criticisms (Simanowitz and Knotts, 2015) and 

                                                   
97 Interview 42. 

98 I personally was able to access it only up to that date. 
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occasional scams (Sen, 2015) – is constantly growing (Kang and Ho, 2015). In the context of 
this research, it is particularly significant how the private sector gets into micro-finance 
programmes (Bylander, 2015): playing the double role of landlords and creditors, private 
developers grant themselves a high level of control on the populations occupying the housing 
they have built. 

In a slide-presentation99 by 7NG Group (2010), the original project for the re-development of 
Dey Krahorm is defined as "the most modern building in Cambodia [and also] the highest [one, 
with its] 45 floors" (7NG Group, 2010, p. 67). The building supposedly includes apartments, a 
five-star hotel, a business centre, a fitness centre and a 'super store'. In the drawings, the 'most 
modern building’ lies on a multi-storey platform (9 floors on the front and 5 on the back) that 
occupies most of the lot [Figure 5.27]. A small open public space is present at the ground level, 
facing the main road where today also the National Assembly lies. The platform hosts parking 
space in the back and, in the front, rental shops in the first two floors and offices from the third 
floor on. From the platform’s terrace, amongst deck gardens with water and plants, rise three 
towers with views toward the Mekong and the Tonle Bassac River – one for offices and two for 
apartments, each of them counting 45 floors and topped by a heliport. 

Overlapping the project’s plan with the map of the area [Figure 5.28], this leaves free the 
northernmost part of the lot, whose future use is not specified. The 12-metre-wide road planned 
in the Western side of the plot should have run next to the where the White Building’s footprint 
used to lie. The White Building itself, though, is forgotten, and replaced by a hatch of parallel 
lines, as if suggesting future shophouses developments there – at the expenses of the Building 
itself, whose demolition was clearly already part of 7NG’s plans (see following sub-section for 
the project currently being built over the White Building footprint). 

This project has been stopped for uncertain reasons. No development information has been 
made available on site, apart from a board with a faded drawing100 featuring two towers, 
depicted through a dramatic perspective [see again Figure 5.27]. The original project has been 
scrapped: Dey Krahorm’s site has today been parcellised and is marked by a multiplicity of 
fences, most of them occupied by construction sites or temporary uses. The following 
paragraphs take the reader for an exploration of the area, starting from the South-Eastern 
corner of the adjacent White Building and moving counter-clockwise along the site’s perimeter. 
I deliberately move beyond the original perimeter of Dey Krahorm’s land, as the wider area, 

                                                   
99 This presentation was not supposed to be released publicly but was leaked and available online through a simple 
search with keywords ‘7NG’ and ‘Dey Krahorm’. 
100 In the last visit to the site (mid-May 2015) this board had disappeared too. 
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overall, is undergoing similar dynamics – Dey Krahorm was part of a wider landscape of slum 
settlements in the area of the Tonle Bassac river, and the last one to be evicted (Vink, 2012b).  
Noticeably, as explained in chapter 4 (page 129), none of the people involved in the businesses 
or construction sites were available to share information, and refused to interact with me, hence 
the data below come from a solely morphological exploration.   

On the Southern side of the plot there lies a fence made of thick bars painted in white, which 
reduced the visual permeability toward the White Building [Figure 5.29]. Not surprisingly, a new 
board mentions that the site (or part of it) has been sold to another company, named 'Wonderful 
168 Group’, a Chinese company registered in Cambodia (Open Corporates, 2018) – no other 
information is available on the web. Most land here is completely empty and looks abandoned, 
although there is a small road bordering it on the Eastern side: its entrance is guarded, and I 
have been denied access several times; two dogs are kept in a cage and are let free at night 
to keep away possible intruders. Until 2012, there had been a few football pitches right next to 
this area, that, as per evidence from the interviews, were rented by the hour and open to 
everybody.101 It is not clear why these spaces for sport have been dismantled, but a new scaled-
up version has been built in a different part of the lot, as I explore below. Prior to the White 
Building’s demolition (see below), only a volleyball pitch had remained next to it: its access was 
free and evidence from observation and interviews102 at the White Building suggest that it was 
used by young people from the White Building itself.  

Moving toward the South-Eastern corner of the block, there lie a series of constructions, of 
which only the very first one seems permanent, built through an armed concrete structure 
[Figure 5.30]. These are restaurants, BBQ places and clubs, with terraces or roofed open 
spaces [figures 5.31]. A big sport centre with two football pitches [Figure 5.32] lies next to the 
relic of an abandoned building that was part of the Tonle Bassac Tribune [Figure 5.33]: in the 
first stages of my fieldwork, back in 2013, this was inhabited by a few individuals who had 
illegally occupied it after the land had been fenced off and Dey Krahorm had been demolished, 
as observation and evidence from interviews suggest.103 The building was still standing in the 
last stage of my fieldwork in May 2015, but it had been forcibly vacated. 

Further North, a space has been rented out to a traditional Cambodian circus. On the North-
Eastern corner, the huge construction site of NagaWorld 2 – that will double the current Hotel 

                                                   
101 Interviews 32 and 38.  

102 Interviews 20 and 28. 

103 Interviews 23 and 36. I did not manage to talk to the inhabitants of such building. 
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and Casino just one block away – is replacing Vann Molyvann’s National Theatre, destroyed in 
1994 by one of the many arsons that vexed the area (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006). In the 
North-Western part of the site, there is the the only open public space that survived the 
transformation of the area: here, public life is always really vibrant, with many families gathering 
and eating street food, especially at night. Parallel to such public space, there runs one 
temporary one-storey structure, hosting a few restaurants, one small phone shop and a 
supermarket. On the public space’s southern side, there are a few more restaurants and shops 
for clothes and, immediately next to the space where the White Building lay, a luxury car dealer 
– that was in stark contrast with the White Building’s ruined image in the background. 

Beyond this line of commercial spaces, is the long slab of the Build Bright University, a 
renovation that has completely transformed the original Grey Building built by Vann Molyvann. 
In 1996, the Grey Building was sold to a Malaysian developer, which wanted initially to 
transform it into a high-class hotel (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006). All the balconies and façades 
were walled to gain internal space, then sold for commercial purposes [Figure 5.34]. The 
building is today known all around Phnom Penh as the Build Bright University – the institution 
that eventually rented out its spaces – and no memory of the original project by Vann Molyvann 
has remained.  

On the Western side of the White Building, finally, it is possible to find a triangular parcel of land 
that has been intensely densified after the eviction (in 2001) of about 560 families then 
displaced to Samaki I, in the Chung Ruk locality (Fallavier, 2001, 2002; URC, 2002). A K-TV104 
building [Figure 5.35], which evidence from the interviews105 at the White Building says to be 
hosting drug-dealing and prostitution, is followed by a long series of four to five-storey 
shophouses – which hosts commercial activities on the ground floors, including sauna & spas 
that are used by Cambodian and foreigners in search for sex-workers.106 A hotel and the 
building for the Ministry of National Assembly and Senate Relations and Inspection complete 
the picture, right opposite the Southern end of the Building. 

Table 5.4 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in Dey Krahorm. I will analyse such synthesised information in section 
5.5 below. 

                                                   
104 K-TVs are facilities where people gather to play video-karaoke. While not all K-TVs are places where illicit 
activities occur, many Cambodians see them as receptacles for sex-workers and drug traffickers. 
105 Interviews 15, 21, 24. 

106 I personally have been approached by ‘middlemen’ every single time I cycled next to that block. 
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5.4.3. Demolishing ruins: The White Building 

The White Building [Figures 5.36], or simply Building,107 was a 335 metre long residential slab, 
originally part of the monumental complex called Tonle Bassac Tribune [Figure 5.37]. The Tonle 
Bassac Tribune was a monumental expression of the Cambodian wealth and economic growth 
in the early 1960s, strongly wanted by King Norodom Sihanouk as part of a wider momentum 
toward the beautification of the city, and acknowledging the need to cater for “the construction 
of low-cost apartment buildings that can be rented or sold to average and small-income 
families” (Norodom Sihanouk, cited in Grant Ross and Collins, 2006, p. 16). The Tribune was 
meant to catalyse civic pride and collective imaginations of Phnom Penh, and was part of an 
ambitious plan to redevelop “24 hectares of reclaimed land along the Bassac River with low-
cost housing and public buildings that completed the perspective up to the Independence 
Monument” (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006, p. 16). The construction started with the demolition 
of a nearby slaughterhouse, amongst discourses of urban hygiene, and with a massive landfill 
of the Bassac River, whose original path was partially diverted. 

The original project, by local architect Lu Ban Hap dates back to early 1960s, with the Building’s 
construction ended in 1963 (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006): the Building configured as a slender 
slab, sustained by an armed concrete structure and covered by a layer of white plaster, from 
which the name ‘White Building’ derived [Figure 5.38]. The Building articulated through six 
blocks (A to F), four to five storeys’ tall, separated by five open-air staircases, that ensured 
visual permeability toward both sides of the Building [Figure 5.39]. Spatial permeability was 
ensured through raising the Building on a typically modernist pilotis structure on the ground 
floor. The upper floors were cut by long corridors, which distributed to flats on both sides of the 
Building [Figure 5.40]. The rectangular layout of the flats [Figure 5.41] extended over the 
protruding balconies, that were hosting services. The balconies strongly characterised the 
Building’s façades, turning them into an interesting play of volumes and shadows services. 
Adding to such play, a composition of white-plastered bricks concealed the secondary 
staircases’ volumes (one per block). 

The Building was initially meant for Civil Servants working in the nearby National Theatre and 
in the Ministry of Culture. After the fall of the Khmer Rouge Regime, Vietnamese authorities 
had initial kept the Building for their soldiers, then assigned the units again to artists and to 
policemen (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006). From this moment on, the Building will be described 
as roughly divided in a Northern part, where artists reside, and a Southern part, where 
policemen do (see also: Simone, 2008). However, evidence from the interviews shows how the 

                                                   
107 Sometimes simplified to ‘Boding’ in the Cambodian pronunciation.  
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Building’s situation prior to its demolition was quite a different one, as many households had 
moved out and sold to newcomers.108  

According to a 2012 survey by STT, the Building hosted 293 households109 (Sok and STT, 
2012): of these, only 93 households out of 293 (31.7%) had arrived between 1979 and 1982, 
years when the flats had actually been assigned. The rest of the households can be considered, 
to different extents, newcomers. A total of 145 households (49.5%) said to have settled in the 
Building during or after 1991, i.e. during or after the period of economic and demographic boom  
(Sok and STT, 2012). Of these ones, noticeably, 35 households (11.9% of the total) got to the 
Building after the eviction of the adjacent Dey Krahorm settlement – occurred in January 2009, 
as I explained in the previous sub-section – to which the Building’s life had been inextricably 
connected. After the eviction, a long brick wall – about 2.50 metres tall – was built to physically 
separate the Building from the series of construction sites and plots I explored above [Figure 
5.42]. The wall stood until the Building’s demolition in January 2018. 

The original subdivision between artists and police officers had therefore become blurred 
through the massive affluence of newcomers. The physical structure of the Building changed 
profoundly, with informal subdivision of the flats, or flats joined two by two by richer newcomers 
or bigger households [see again Figure 5.41]. Flats had been strongly changed, with the 
opening of new windows, the tracing of dividing walls, and most noticeably the modification of 
the balconies [Figure 5.43]. There, households had often carved out often the space for one 
more room, covered by a roofed structure, in so doing significantly altering the original 
modernist façade of the Building. 

The Building’s collective open spaces were further appropriated by the households, with their 
productive, leisure and income-generating activities exuding the private space of their units. 
While the Building’s open-air staircases had always been meant as a space of encounter, 
evidence from the interviews110 show that, with the arrival of newcomers, the informal 
appropriation of common spaces became a widespread phenomenon. Households started 
using the inner corridors to open commercial activities, the secondary staircases to dump 
rubbish, the open-air staircases to lay hammocks [Figure 5.44]. Many households personalised 
the entrances to their flats, painting the wall of their units or decorating the entrance door. 

                                                   
108 Interviews 17, 22, 33. 

109 This number would gradually decreased until the White Building’s demolition, in January 2018, with the Japanese 
private company Arakawa  (Chea, 2017; Muong, 2017; Robertson, 2017) gradually buying out households (see 
below). 
110 Interviews 10 and 33. 
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Importantly, a multitude of households had settled on the ground floor, turning the Building’s 
otherwise entirely permeable built fabric into a much coarser one. As visible in Figure 5.45, 
ground floor units had been built with accesses either from the two sides of the Building (blocks 
A-B-C), or from an internal road (blocks D-E-F), or from the space underneath the open-air 
staircases (between all blocks). Noticeably, the occupation of the ground floor had meant also 
the parcellisation and commodification of the adjacent strip of land, facing the road running 
parallel to the Building. Here, households living on the ground floor had built a multiplicity of 
commercial units [Figure 5.46] and either run the businesses themselves or rented out their 
spaces to other Building’s inhabitants, or to businessmen living elsewhere.111 Most often, 
members of the household had to enter their residential units passing through the commercial 
spaces.   

Evidence from the interviews112 shows how expansions and modifications of the Building’s units 
had happened after the payment of a bribe113 to local authorities, and how the same mechanism 
had applied to the opening of commercial activities and to informal transactions114 of flats and 
land on the ground floors. The Building was indeed divided in two phums,115 whose leaders 
were connected with authorities at the sub-district and district level, and in such a way were 
able to maintain a level of control over the inhabitants. One of the phum leaders told me that 
squatting on the rooftop [Figure 5.47] would not have been permitted, following my question on 
whether there had been any attempt to do so in the past.116 Modifications to the flats involved 
negotiations amongst neighbours too, often with more powerful groups of households being 
able to exercise control over a certain space – as for instance in the case of the privatisation of 
the fourth floor of block A, which is accessible only by the 5 households inhabiting there (de 
facto blocking one of the accesses to the rooftop terrace). 

Another source of conflict was represented by the increasing rate of vandalism, robberies, drug 
trafficking and prostitution activities (Nag on the Lake, 2010; Wills, 2015): evidence from the 
interviews117 shows how the original assignees of the flats blamed such issues on newcomers. 
A specific area of the Building, on the two sides of the Northernmost open-air staircase, and 
right in front of a K-TV building, became known as the sex-workers’ area: evidence from 

                                                   
111 Interviews 39, 40, 42. 

112 Interviews 39, 40, 42. 

113 See footnote 57, page 136. 

114 See footnote 70, page 148. 

115 See footnote 59. 

116 Interview 12. 

117 Interviews 12, 24, 30, 36. 
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observation and interviews118 suggests the presence of at least two brothels in the upper floors. 
A 40 year old woman, living on the second floor of block B, told me that she would have never 
used the secondary staircases to go downstairs: “those are the places that criminals use to 
exchange drugs or to hide when the police is raiding the area. Sometimes they are there for 
many hours: that is why those spaces are so stinky, because they use them as toilets too, when 
they need”.119 

Although eventually spared from 7NG’s development plan for Dey Krahorm [see again Figure 
5.35], the Building remained under threat. With all the urban poor settlements around the White 
Building treated as disposable and eventually evicted and erased, the Building stood as the 
only remnant of an area that had originally become a prominent receptacle of urban poverty in 
central Phnom Penh. While its surroundings transformed, the Building looked like a locality 
under siege [see again Figure 5.24]. In its immediate proximities, soon appeared the new 
developments of Dey Krahorm (see previous sub-section). A little further, it is possible to find 
the AEON mall (the biggest one in Cambodia – Hor, 2014), the luxury hotel and Casino 
Complex Naga World (with NagaWorld II under construction just one block away), the new 
National Assembly, the Embassy of Australia. Beyond three bridges running over the Bassac 
river, rises the satellite development of Diamond Island, and its gated community branded as 
Elite Town (see above, page 164). In such a landscape, a structural study (Pho, 2010) was 
commissioned by the MPP in 2010, making the case for the White Building’s demolition.  

The Building, however, survived until 2017, and its somehow awkward presence in the area 
catalysed the attention of artists, architects and activists and civil society organisations – whose 
actions often met the opposition of local authorities. A survey by STT (Sok and STT, 2012) 
could not be officially published because of threats from the MPP.120 In the same fashion, the 
outcomes of an architectural competition for the Building’s upgrading, held by STT, were 
systematically ignored by the local authorities. STT organised also a saving group allowing to 
entirely re-paint (in green) three open-air staircases [Figure 5.48]. A local artist painted a mural 
on the Northern façade which was, however, immediately covered in white paint by the 
authorities [Figure 5.49] – with ironic comments by the press (Aun and Ford, 2015; Muong and 
Jackson, 2015), remarking how that was the first time in years in which authorities had taken 
care of the ‘whiteness’ of the White Building.  

                                                   
118 Interviews 15, 21, 24. 

119 Interview 19. 

120 Interview 44. 
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A series of video-makers (Heng, 2017; KramaAcademy, 2018) and photographers (Zarattini, 
2011; Hale, 2016) realised documentaries or short clips on the Building, contributing to expose 
its reality to a wider audience – such as for instance locals and tourists attending projections in 
local cultural centres such as Metahouse (literally one block away from the Building) and 
Bophana Centre. Evidence from the interviews shows how, in realising such videos, the 
engagement with the local community was extremely low – merely an interaction to gain 
permission to shoot in the Building’s premises.121 

The project Open Photography Cambodia (OPC) and the Sa-Sa Art practice have used a 
similar interest in visual arts production to play a catalytic role in the everyday life dynamics of 
the Building. OPC, funded by UNESCO and by the Bophana Centre in Phnom Penh, aimed to 
build critical discussion and engagement on urban planning and development in Cambodia 
(Stott, 2012). OPC attempted to do so through the use of different research methodologies: 
participatory photography processes; archival research to recover lost pictures of the Tonle 
Bassac Tribune; collection of everyday life stories of the Building’s inhabitants; a workshop with 
children and a local artist (Neang and Studio CLA Film, 2011), resulting in painting the bottom 
of a few staircases with colourful drawings [Figure 5.50]. In so doing, OPC attempted to 
revitalise the image of the Building as both past and current living landmarks of the city, while 
at the same time exposing the everyday narratives of its inhabitants (Stott, 2012). Evidence 
from the interviews122 shows how OPC was never perceived as an exogenous and alien 
practice, and how inhabitants of the Building, especially youngsters, felt close to the researcher 
and engaged with the research process. 

Sa-Sa Art is a well-known foundation in the landscape of Cambodian visual arts, and has 
contributed to give international visibility to many young Cambodian artists (see for instance: 
Barsch, Gleeson and Fischer, 2013). Sa-Sa art rented out a space within the Building’s second 
floor (block D) to host exhibits of its artists in residence [Figure 5.51]: one artist every six months 
was awarded a research fund and given the possibility to live in the Building. The rooms serves 
also as archive and library, with an online version at www.whitebuilding.org (Sa Sa Art Projects 
and Big Stories Co., 2014), created as database for the living history of the White Building [see 

                                                   
121 Interviews 341 and 342. 

122 Interviews 20, 26, 31. 
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again Figure 5.51]: the website gathers visual and audio materials produced by art and media 
students and residents of the White Building, and selected materials from projects 
collaboratively created by Cambodian and visiting artists in the neighbourhood. While definitely 
opening up and exposing the reality of the Building to outer contexts, evidence from the 
interviews shows how the activity of Sa-Sa Art has created an internal threshold between the 
Building’s inhabitants and visitors – with the former feeling unwelcomed in the Sa-Sa Art’s 
space and the latter at risk of fostering a dynamic of slum tourism.123  

Similary to Sa-Sa Art, the NGO Empowering Youth Cambodia (EYC) had rented out two spaces 
on the ground floor of block C [Figure 5.52] to set up an educational structure (named Aziza 
School) for children and teenager of the White Building. The school was initially established in 
Dey Krahorm and then, after the eviction, rebuilt in the White Building. Not only did Aziza cater 
for the education of children and teenagers – through, amongst others, English language and 
IT classes – but it also helped teenagers in their professional development, putting them in 
relation with a wider network of businesses and opportunities. Professional development 
activities were also extended to adults, renting out a room on the second floor where techniques 
for productive activities are taught and carried on in groups, fostering in such a way also a 
sense of community. Evidence from the interviews shows how Aziza acted as landmark for 
many households and their youth. EYC representatives, in an interview, emphasised how their 
work revolve around the capitalisation of local skills and the reactivation of ‘old’ spaces.124  

The Building was eventually demolished in 2017 [Figure 5.53], after the Japanese company 
Arakawa, through the mediation of the Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning and 
Construction, agreed to compensate each household with 1400USD per square metre (Muong, 
2017; Robertson, 2017). Arakawa Co. will supersede the Building with a 21-storey mixed use 
structure, with residential units geared toward Phnom Penh’s upper-middle class. There had 
been reports of pressures over the dwellers (Muong, 2017) and evidence that the amount of 
money initially offered was much lower: it was however rounded up to 1400USD per square 
metre, after a ‘recommendation’ by the local authorities to vote for the ruling party CPP in the 
upcoming elections (June 2018), as this would have granted a speedier and better deal (Chea, 
2017). I conducted my fieldwork prior to the demolition: at the time most households agreed 
that a similar amount of money would have meant a displacement toward a peripheral area of 
the city125 – a compensation of roughly 50’000USD for, for instance, a 35sqm flat, de facto 

                                                   
123 Interview 339. 

124 Interview 45. 

125 Interviews 22, 40. 
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forces households to consider a faraway relocation, given the current market prices in the Tonle 
Bassac area.126 Some households did even consider to go back to their hometowns in the 
provinces.127  

Table 5.5 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in the White Building. I will analyse such synthesised information in 
section 5.5 below. 

 

5.4.4. Reconquering interstices: the case of the Railway Settlements 

The Railway Settlements [Figures 5.54] are a complex system of squatter settlements, built 
since the early 1980s in the immediate proximities of quasi-abandoned railway tracks, on land 
that was sold for very cheap, through informal transactions.128  

The first line of the national railways, from Phnom Penh to Poipet, on the border with Thailand, 
was built by the French colonial government between 1930 and 1940, with Phnom Penh’s 
Railway station inaugurated in 1932 (L’eveil de L’Indochine, 1932). The second line, from 
Phnom Penh to Sihanoukville was built between 1960 and 1969 with support from France, 
West Germany and the People’s Republic of China, in order to cut down the maritime 
dependence from Vietnam and Thailand, building a harbour in Sihanoukville (ARHS, 1960). 
Within Phnom Penh, both such lines run on what below I refer to as Western branch of the 
railway. In the same period a short Northern branch was added, connecting the central station 
to a harbour on the Sap river, to facilitate exchange of goods.129 

With the advent of the Khmer Rouge in 1975, the railway services ceased their activities. 
Activities partially resumed in the early 1980s, although often disrupted by guerrilla attacks. 
This is the period during which most informal settlements along the railway were built, with 
people flowing back into Phnom Penh: out of 95 interviewees in the railway settlements, 66 
stated to have settled between 1980 and the early 1990s. Significantly, 10 interviewees stated 
to have settled along the railway in the years between 2001 (year of the promulgation of the 

                                                   
126 Housing units in the Tonle Bassac currently sells for about 4000USD per sqm.  

127 Interviews 15, 36.  

128 Interviews 46, 70, 84, 101, 117. See also footnote 70, page 148. 

129 Interviews 129 and 333. 
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Land Law) and 2013 (year when the interviews took place), after having moved several times 
within the city, in search for a cheaper housing market and easier access to livelihoods:  

“I have settled here in 2011, after having been displaced from Boeung Kak lake to Borei 
Santepheap II. I could not live there; I had no way to get a job. I decided to move back to the 
centre, not far from where I was living before the eviction: I know some people around here and I 

could easily find a job as a construction worker, it’s full of construction sites around here!”130 

The groups of households have settled along the railway tracks in multifarious ways. The 
housing typology is remarkably diverse, and comprises housing built directly on the ground, 
with shallow foundations, and housing built on stilts, in the areas more affected by flooding. The 
units were mostly built for one family, although I documented the widespread presence of 
housing for rent built by slumlords. In this case, a common open-air corridor distributes to the 
several units, which include one single room and do not have en-suite services (collective toilets 
are usually in another part of the same lot).  

The railway service was suspended entirely in early 2009. In 2010, a rehabilitation project was 
launched, emphasising the obsolete status of the tracks. The so-called Railway Rehabilitation 
Project (RRP) was sponsored by the Asian Development Bank and Australian Aid and aimed 
to rehabilitate a total of 612 kilometres of dilapidated railway tracks, within the wider framework 
of the construction of the Mekong Sub-Regional Corridor. Once completed, the RRP will 
connect again the capital Phnom Penh to Sihanoukville in the South, where a new harbour has 
been planned, to achieve competitiveness against the neighbouring Ho Chi Minh City; and to 
the border-city of Poipet, toward North-West, in order to intensify economic exchanges with 
Thailand. The total investment amounts to 125 million USD, of which 84 provided by ADB, 21 
by AustralianAid, and 20 by the RGC. In the same year, the Australian company Toll Holdings 
was awarded the contract to begin reconstruction of Cambodia’s rail network, and to run it once 
completed.  

The RRP has been object of contestation through the action of many local and international 
NGOs, as its implementation entails the displacement of a high number of families. Besides 
undermining the evictees’ livelihoods and social networks, the displacement process 
contravenes ADB’s policy itself, that condemns displacement. The project, in fact, would have 
initially displaced the households living within the so-called Corridor of Impact (CoI), 17.5 
meters on each side of the railway axis. This number was then greatly reduced, and the 
parameter of reference became the so-called Right of Way (RoW), 3.5 metres on each side of 

                                                   
130 Interview 110. 
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the Railway axis. Accordingly, the number of families under threat of eviction decreased. 
Nationwide, a the project has affected total of 1400 households: 1050 of those had to relocate. 
In a document published by ADB (2007), the rationale for not providing possibilities of on-site 
upgrading or, at least, nearby relocation lies apparently in the poor construction of the overall 
built fabric lying in the proximity of the railway tracks, and of the rather irregular shape and 
small size of the plots available in the immediate surroundings. However, STT and Equitable 
Cambodia (EC) accuse ADB’s surveys to be inaccurate, resulting in increased evictions and 
cost overruns.  

Although only the households within the RoW should have been directly affected by the RRP, 
the households within the CoI worry about their future, too, feeling under threat because of both 
the RRP and the regeneration of many adjacent areas. Walking through the 15km of railway 
extending within the municipal boundaries, it is easy to realise the complexity of such situation. 
In the next paragraphs, I outline a series of exemplary conditions. 

The Westernmost settlement counts about thirty households living next to an industrial area 
[Figure 5.55]. Evidence from the interviews shows that the totality of these units was built by 
the factory owners:131 

“We arrived here in 2001 from the province of Kandal and found this place by ourselves. When we 
arrived, there were only two factories and about ten houses, all the rest was built about two years 
later. Our landlord is the factory owner, everybody around here pays a rent to him. We do not work 
in the factory but most people living on the other side of the railway track do. I am happy here 
because we are all sellers and it is very easy to sell food products to factory workers at lunchtime. 
Now it is much better than in the past… It was full of criminals and I was assaulted once. It was 
mostly smugglers, but they often got violent, one guy got hit in the head when they tried to steal 
his phone. I don’t know much about the RRP, we’re worried even we are simply renters, as we 
wouldn’t know where to move… The prices in the close surroundings have strongly increased in 

the last few years”.132 

Getting closer to the centre, a few sparse houses are built on both sides of the railway, on stilts, 
connected to the road along the tracks by short bridges [Figure 5.56]:  

“we settled in 1986, it was all wetlands around here. We purchased the land by a neighbour for 
very cheap, and were able to build a pretty big house [roughly 60 sqm with a veranda]. We like to 
live here, it is very close to the centre, but in the rainy season it gets quite difficult, as the road gets 

                                                   
131 Interviews 79 and 81. 

132 Interview 79. 
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often flooded. Nobody has come to inform us about possible risks coming from the RRP, as far as 

we know our house should be fine”.133 

A much denser settlement develops beyond the fencing wall of the Royal University of Phnom 
Penh, with quite different housing conditions on the two sides of the track. The Southern side 
[Figures 5.57] reports massive problems of drainage and flooding,134 while the Northern side 
was able to mobilise funds with the support of the phum and sub-district leaders in order to 
upgrade the main road, parallel to the railway tracks, now built in concrete. Housing on the 
Northern side looks richer and is often fenced off: these dwellers say not to be worried about 
the RRP – “we have recently upgraded the road, the phum leader would have told us if there 
was any risk."135 A sixty year old woman, living in a guesthouse, complains about the increase 
of rental prices: “after the upgrading of the road our landlord is asking us for more, and I’m 
worried the situation will get even worse with the RRP”.136 On the Southern side, the dwellers 
are organised in two community groups. One of the community leaders tells me: 

“You’ve arrived late, as many houses here have been demolished already. There was no way to 
negotiate, as they were too close to the tracks. Most families have got a monetary compensation 
and moved away. We still feel under threat here, as we are very close and once the train service 
will be restored they will want to expand more. We are in touch with CMDP’s representatives [see 
below], that keeps us informed and helps us to communicate with other groups along the railway, 
but otherwise it’s very hard to speak with the authorities. We are lobbying the phum leader to sort 
out the drainage issue, which is our the most urgent need. Now it’s better rubbish-wise, but during 
the elections period rubbish was never collected – they punished the settlement because they 

know I am close to the opposition party.”137 

Getting closer to the central station, settlements become very dense and their urban fabric 
resembles an intricate maze [Figure 5.58]. A fencing wall runs parallel to the railway tracks, on 
the Southern side, only 1 metre away. The housing units are often built with lightweight and 
poorer materials. Two groups of households (known as phum 104 and phum 105) have recently 
suffered great physical damage due to a fire. In collaboration with STT,138 

                                                   
133 Interview 85. 

134 Interview100. 

135 Interview 113. 

136 Interview 90. 

137 Interview 60. 

138 Interview 128. 
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these dwellers are trying to rebuild a wooden bridge that would serve as important pedestrian 
connection within the local fabric.  

Moving further toward the station, the two landmark towers of the Vattanak Bank and Canadia 
Bank shines brightly in the background, while in the foreground some abandoned carriages 
have been turned into a playground by children and are used as public space by a few dwellers 
[Figure 5.59]. The housing units in some cases are right next to the tracks. In one instance, 
during my fieldwork, I ran into an officer from Toll Holdings. talking to a few dwellers with the 
help of an interpreter: as soon as he noticed me, he did invite me to go away, claiming that I 
had trespassed private property and could be legally prosecuted. 

Further on, a dense settlement develop on the southern side of the tracks, though half of it has 
been demolished [Figure 5.60] to make room for a new road that will connect the Russian 
Boulevard to the new road surrounding the development of Boeung Kak lake (see chapter 1, 
page 19). The space of the station itself is not accessible to the public.  

Leaving the station behind and walking North, one runs into a linear settlement of housing 
whose dwellers have settled in the 1980s or early 1990s, as evidence from interviews suggests 
[Figure 5.61].139 A few interviewees mention how they lived in symbiosis with the settlements 
rising around Boeung Kak lake, that now has been filled up and fenced off: 140  

“They started building that wall in front of us one year ago. It seems they are hiding us. It is very 
frustrating. When we settled, we used to live along with the communities of Boeung Kak lake. Then 
they filled up Boeung Kak with sand, evicted everybody and built a wall to impede us access. Now 
they’re building one more wall parallel to the first one, to keep us out of the new main road 
surrounding the former lake, too. They are putting us away; they don’t even want to see us”. 

Walking further, fifteen households still resists [Figure 5.62; see also Figure 1.5] to the Boeung 
Kak redevelopment and, in the interviews, seems more worried about such redevelopment than 
about the RRP. One interviewee141 mentions he works part-time for Equitable Cambodia (EC), 
and that thanks to the support of EC and other organisations this group of households is hoping 
to reach an advantageous deal with Shukaku Inc. However, he does realise how this will entail 
simply, at best, a fair monetary compensation – all households will certainly have to move away.  

                                                   
139 Interviews 81, 83. 

140 I hereby deliberately repeat the quote with which I opened this thesis – interview 73. 

141 Interview 69. 
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Further North, it is possible to find a venue of Empowering Youth Cambodia [Figure 5.63], 
following precisely the same programme implemented in Aziza School at the White Building. 
The urban fabric seems under siege between new developments on both sides. Activities are 
frenetic: dwellers playing cards in the units’ open spaces, repair shops are always open, 
construction sites mushroom everywhere, sellers’ carts and motorbikes come and go. The 
situation is grimmer once reached the area of Tuol Songkae [5.64], which has suffered many 
demolitions and evictions:  

“many of our neighbours had to leave, we had to reduce the layout of our unit but it costed us a lot 
and what ADB gave us as compensation was not enough at all. The units on the other side [the 
Eastern one] are in an even worse condition, as they should move backwards but they cannot 

because there is a public road open to cars… the units cannot really get any smaller than that!”.142  

All along the railway, inhabitants falling within the RoW area have engaged in land disputes 
with ADB. As seen, some of them say they will not move until a fair compensation will be 
granted. Others – when having space – have reduced or moved backward their houses to fall 
beyond the RoW zone.  

Despite the presence of fifteen community organisations, the RGC and ADB have deliberately 
decided to negotiate with the affected households on an individual basis. The RGC has set up 
an Inter-ministerial Resettlement Committee, to which claims must be submitted.143 
Households do complain about the legal procedure being convoluted and the paperworks using 
a legal terminology that they do not understand.144  

Within this picture, several organisations have been supporting the struggle of the affected 
households. EC (2012) has issued a handbook which translates the main legal documents in 
easier language and through the use of illustrations. Most affected households have been 
supported by EC, though the claim process is often lengthy and leave the households in a 
suspended condition for a long time. STT has collaborated with EC in such a process, 
producing data on a few affected settlements, which have been mapped out through a detailed 
survey [Figure 5.65]. Community Management Development Partnership (CMDP) has 
organised regular meetings with all community leaders and with representatives of the non-
organised groups, in so doing creating a network across the several railway settlements and 
fostering a sense of community across them, at scale. Meetings are held in CMDP’s office 

                                                   
142 Interview 63. 

143 Interview 126, 127, 333. 

144 Interviews 59, 90, 101. 
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letting all the community representatives talk and explain their situations, with members of 
CMDP facilitating [Figure 5.66], and often visiting the communities on site to document their 
conditions.  

The reality of the railway settlements is therefore under threat because of the Railway 
Rehabilitation Project. Through claims of infrastructural modernisation, ADB is de facto 
contributing to polish an interstitial space that, for about thirty years, had been left unplanned 
and open to squatting populations. While such populations are gradually evicted, a series of 
middle-class residential units are being built, with richer materials and often fenced away from 
the poorer urban fabric of the surroundings [Figure 5.67]. Evidence from the interviews show 
that such households were able to settle buying the land for very cheap through informal 
transactions, bribing145 local authorities in order to be issued land titles: they do not seem to be 
worried about the RRP, though there are chances that a future improvement of the railway 
network might affect them too.     

Table 5.5 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in the Railway settlements. I will analyse such synthesised information 
in the following section.  

5.5. THE AMBIVALENCE OF URBAN OBSOLESCENCE IN DEY KRAHORM, THE WHITE 

BUILDING, THE RAILWAY SETTLEMENTS: ANSWERING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following two sub-sections answer respectively research questions no. 1 and no. 2, 
connecting the empirical data presented in this chapter to relevant aspects of the thesis’ 
literature review, and analysing it through the research methodological framework. The text 
builds upon the analysis in Figures 5.68, 5.69 and 5.70. 

5.5.1. Answering RQ1: Dey Krahorm, the White Building and the Railway settlements as 
partaking into the production of the fenced city 

In chapter 2 (page 2.4.1. The camp archetype, and camp-like spatialities57), I defined camp-
like spatialities as marked by dynamics of control, exclusion – or, better, inclusive exclusion 
(Agamben, 1998) – and depoliticization. Camp-like dynamics were apparent during and after 
the eviction of Dey Krahorm [Figure 5.68, colour purple], in January 2009, with the forced  

                                                   
145 See footnote 57, page 136, and footnote 70, page 148. 
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relocation of the population and fencing off of the whole site (including the White Building, 
separated from the construction sites for the new developments with a high wall running parallel 
to its Eastern side, to avoid trespassing and encroachment). The failure of the land-sharing 
process showed how the systematic use of bribes,146 violence and an exclusionary rhetoric 
contributed to the depoliticisation of the whole transformation process: the proposals of 
community architects were deemed unfit and financially unviable, by 7NG, by local authorities, 
but also by corrupted community leaders and NGO workers; NGOs themselves, initially 
attempting to facilitate the process, were soon put at the margins and asked to drop any 
engagement with the local populations; the built and social fabrics of the informal settlement 
were thoroughly dismissed as anarchic, violent, unhealthy, jobless; the bulldozing of the sites 
de facto provoked psychological traumas and loss of material goods for many informal 
households, while 7NG boasted about transforming a slum into a modern neighbourhood.  

Gated-community-like dynamics, which I defined as entailing phenomena of securitisation, 
commodification and fetishization (see chapter 2, page 60), are equally prominent on the site 
[Figure 5.68, colour blue]. Dey Krahorm has been parcellised into smaller plots, sub-leased to 
private third-party developers, completely transforming its landscape: establishing a much 
coarser urban grain; erasing all existing public spaces and pathways; not providing any new 
public space; turning almost every single bit of land into a possibility for profit, through the 
establishment of either temporary or permanent uses, in an overall totalising process of 
commodification. While security is currently enforced on the whole site through the use of 
private guards and CCTVs, the exclusive clubs in Dey Krahorm and the redevelopments of its 
surroundings add another element to the general picture of security-obsessed urbanisms in 
Phnom Penh: the use of regulated access and checkpoints. Such dynamics of securitisation 
overlaps to ones of fetishization. The developments in Dey Krahorm – be these temporary or 
permanent ones – are characterised by discourses of exclusivity that are not different, in 
character, from the ones supporting the construction of gated communities and satellite cities. 
Clubs are open only to customers from Phnom Penh’s upper-middle class (a strict outfit-check 
happens at the entrance), and sometimes just to foreigners (as in the case of the adjacent Naga 
World Casino and the soon to be completed Naga World 2, on Dey Krahorm’s same site). Such 
current forms of fetishization of Dey Krahorm’s uses can be considered an indirect legacy of 
the uncompleted project for the ‘most modern building’ in Cambodia (7NG Group, 2010), that 
sought to establish on site as the tallest one in the country, and that was marketed through the 
image of its shiny glazed façades and slim towers, populated by luxury apartments and offices. 

                                                   
146 See footnote 57, page 136. 
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My analysis shows how gated-community-like dynamics were affecting the everyday life of the 
White Building, too [Figure 5.69, blue colour]. The informal transactions of housing units in the 
upper floors of the White Building (initially provided for free) and the consequent turnover of 
inhabitants were the main agent of commodification of the Building. Other commodification 
dynamics affected the Building’s ground floors, initially meant as open public spaces and 
eventually used to generate profit by local slumlords – privatising even the space over the 
adjacent road – and eventually turning the whole ground floor into a constellation of housing 
units, guest houses, shops and other private business. The increased perception of criminality, 
as evidence from the interviews shows, caused the emergence of forms of security obsession, 
too. Reinforced gates were used sporadically: however, five households living on the top floor 
of block A have used a series of gates to impede public access to the corridor serving their 
units, making impossible the free circulation from the landing of the third floor to the open 
terrace on top of the Building. In a similar fashion, the accesses to and from the secondary 
staircases have sometimes been blocked to avoid their use by drug-dealers. The White Building 
was not exempt from processes of fetishization either, having been the object of the work of a 
series of photographers, videographers and artists (see for instance: Neang and Studio CLA 
Film, 2011; Zarattini, 2011; Hale, 2016). In these works, while the Building is effectively turned 
into a distant object, through a form of ruin gazing – now possible even from remote localities 
through the use of the internet and the media.147 Not a form of ruin porn (Apel, 2015), though,  
as in each of such experiences there was always a level of engagement between the artists (or 
photographers, or videographers) and the local dwellers, along with the aim of sensitising 
potential viewers toward urban realities under threat – as I explore below when questioning the 
same experiences as emancipatory practices. It must be noted, however, how the experience 
of Sa-Sa Art became to an extent problematic, as it contributed to foster phenomena of slum 
tourism, not entirely addressing the disconnection between tourists themselves and dwellers.  

There emerged gated-community-like dynamics, too [Figure 5.69, colour purple]. The turnover 
of inhabitants has been overseen by the phum leaders, who have been involved in briberies148 
to allow modifications and transactions of units, and reported such transactions and other 
issues to local authorities. Further, newcomers themselves were often accused of anti-social 
behaviours, and blamed for the rubbish on the common spaces, and the increased level of 
criminality was partially blamed on them. Other exclusionary dynamics occurred at the 
expenses of the inhabitants of the Building through verbal and sometimes even physical 
violence, exercised by either authorities or non-identifiable individuals: inhabitants have been 

                                                   
147 I mentioned in chapter 5 (page 187) the creation of the website whitebuilding.org by Sa-Sa Art. 

148 See footnote 57, page 136. 
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even threatened with arson, with the aim of accelerating a relocation and a following demolition 
of the premises. In the latest stages, it must be noted how any possibility of struggle by the 
inhabitants was systematically depoliticised: Arakawa Co., with the complicity of phum leaders, 
pursued a ‘divide and rule’ strategy, conducting negotiations on a household to household 
basis, and impeding de facto the emergence of an alternative discourse or proposal. At the 
same time, any effort put on surveys (Sok and STT, 2012)) or community organisation was 
systematically denied or rejected, eventually creating the condition for the disposal the Building. 

Similar camp-like-dynamics affects the Railway Settlements, too [Figure 5.70, colour purple]. 
As the phum leaders in the White Building, a series of slumlords along the Railway were able 
to control the newcomers’ arrival and settling process. In the present day, the Railway 
Rehabilitation Project has caused a series of exclusionary dynamics to arise in the settlement’s 
everyday life. First of all, the remnants of the demolished housing can be considered as a visual 
reminder of the violence of the eviction impacting the Railway territories, and of the power of 
ADB and public authorities in the transformation process. Other camp-like dynamics include: 
the fact that ADB’s documents are written in a legal language that is inaccessible to the 
dwellers; the fact that the future of the households whose units fall within the wider Corridor of 
Impact buffer area is uncertain, and their current condition suspended; the fact that the IRC 
refuses to negotiate with groups of households, favouring a household to household approach; 
the way NGOs such as EC and STT, involved in the support of the dwellers, are systematically 
denied the possibility of taking part to the meetings between households and IRC; the fact that 
local authorities have been given the responsibility and power to supervise partial demolitions 
and eviction processes by the RGC. Local authorities are also involved in the pacification of 
other contested situations along the Railway (not necessarily connected to the Rehabilitation 
process), as seen for instance through the provision of small infrastructural upgradings. 

Gated-community-like dynamics [Figure 5.70, colour blue] have emerged along with camp-like 
ones. The settling of newcomers, for instance, entailed the commodification of an otherwise 
valueless land, parcellised and then sold out – or turned into income-generating asset through 
the construction of guesthouses. An extreme consequence of such process of commodification 
are the few examples of middle-class housing. In terms of securitisation dynamics, such middle-
class’ detached houses make use of proper fencing walls, barbed-wire and surveillance 
systems. The middle-class housing is also an example of fetishization of the built form, in its 
programmatic socio-spatial and linguistic disconnection from the urban settlement in its 
adjacencies – also entailing a level of exclusion toward the poorer classes inhabiting the 
surroundings. ADB’s policy can be read as agent in the commodification of the relocation 
process, too, as it calculates compensation for the evicted households (or for the ones whose 
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units are partially demolished) only on the basis of the material value of the units, not taking 
into account losses of social and cultural capitals, or the fact some households ran commercial 
or productive activities in their (partially or completely) demolished unit. Another potential 
dynamic of fetishization – the hijacking of local styles and values by a big international NGOs 
– is evident in the housing upgrading proposed by Habitat for Humanity – whose projects, as 
evidence from the interviews suggests, were rejected because of the supposedly ‘westernised’ 
style and layout.  

 

5.5.2. Answering RQ2: Dey Krahorm, the White Building and the Railway settlements as 
emancipating from the production of the fenced city 

In chapters 1 (page 36) and 3 (page 94), I discussed obsolescing urbanisms as potentially 
emancipating from the dynamics of production of the fenced city. Emancipating from the 
enclosure and isolation of its environments (opening up practices, highlighted in yellow in 
Figures 5.68, 5.69, 5.70); from the overall commodification (and, consequently, fetishization) of 
the urban realm (decommodifying practices, highlighted in orange); from dynamics of 
depoliticisation (repoliticing practices, highlighted in red). The analysis of Dey Krahorm, the 
White Building and the Railway Settlements certainly indicates the presence of a series of 
emancipatory practices that I review in detail below.  

In Dey Krahorm [see Figure 5.68 above: colours yellow, orange and red], the appearance of 
multiple investors and businesses – big size activities such as restarurants, car-dealers, 
rentable sport structures – can be read as contributing to open up the site to a wider range of 
users and customers flowing from several areas of the city. As seen above, however, such 
openness has entailed the further commodification of land uses and the emergence of other 
gated-community-like dynamics. The presence (though a temporary one) of a cultural centre 
and adjacent circus, and of a volleyball pitch that was open to the White Building inhabitants, 
can be read as a partial decommodification of the site, as it establishes uses that do not respond 
to logics of profit and consumption. 

The White Building, as a whole, was conceived as decommodified forms of housing provision, 
with flats assigned for free to either civil servants or former slum dwellers. The following 
turnover of inhabitants, sparked off by a series of informal transactions, can be read as both an 
agent of commodification (as seen above) and, conversely, as a mechanism that allowed to 
open the Building to a multitude of newcomers. Households were able to transform their flats, 
enclosing the balconies’ volumes or modifying the housing units. Such modifications can be 
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read as a form of spatial emancipation from the otherwise rigid modernist structure of the 
Building: they entailed a level of repoliticisation, too, as all expansions and modifications did 
happen through negotiations between neighbouring households, implying a degree of 
organisation. Importantly, the modifications contributed to the emergence of a new, 
decommodified aesthetics: they changed for good the ‘white’ and pure modernist image of the 
Building, turning it into a palimpsest of materials and narratives.  

Noticeably, the White Building’s open-air staircases were designed to favour interaction 
between households, and were the space where the Building opened up to a wider public.  

Important opening-up agents were also the series of non-governmental organisations and 
cultural associations existing once in the Building. EYC’s establishment of new educational 
uses on the ground floors was possible through reclaiming some underused spaces or 
residential units, de facto decommodifying part of the ground floor. EYC offered free 
educational activities and courses of professional development for teenagers and grownups: in 
so doing, previously privatised or abandoned spaces were given back to a wider collectivity. 
The activities of EYC contributed to the emergence of a decommodified aesthetics, too, turning 
a ruined environment into a work of art, reflecting the imagination of the people (both children 
and grownups) attending EYC’s classes and using EYC’s spaces. This research has shown 
how the Building’s dwellers actively sought an interaction with EYC’s personnel, seeing the 
organisation as infrastructure to learn something in a safe environment, and to regain the 
capacity to ‘speak’ in the wider urban realm. In this sense, EYC’s work can be read as a 
repoliticising practice. 

The project Open Photography Cambodia (OPC) contributed to open up the space of the White 
Building through the initiative of a foreign scholar in conjunction with some of the local 
inhabitants and a local organisation (Sa-Sa Art, see below) committed to the study and 
dissemination of visual arts. The practice started by OPC fostered a degree of openness also 
within the White Building, successfully involving a wide range of residents – carrying out 
interviews with young inhabitants and small projects with the elderlies. OPC’s dissemination 
activities contributed to further open up the Building, using Sa-Sa Art’s space within the White 
Building to showcase photographic archival material about the story of the Tonle Bassac 
Tribune, but also getting in touch with a cultural foundation such as Bophana Centre and 
making the produced materials available to the wider public. OPC therefore contributed to the 
repoliticisation of the Building’s inhabitants – although within a limited time span. Importantly, 
OPC contributed to reclaim the ‘ruined’ aesthetics (a decommodified one, in contrast with the 
spectacular developments of the surroundings) of the Building as a valuable one, and the 
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Buildings’ existence as ruinous monument as relevant for the wider urban image of Phnom 
Penh.  

In the same fashion, the work of Sa-Sa Art gave visibility to the Building tracing linkages with a 
wider reality made of artist, curators, film-makers. As seen, with the creation of the website 
whitebuilding.org, Sa-Sa Art highlighted the material reality of the Building, celebrating its 
character of living monument and amplifying the voice and exposure of its inhabitants and uses. 
Sa-Sa Art also established a decommodified use within the Building, renting a space that 
served to host the artists-in-residence periodically funded by Sa-Sa Art itself, and gave such 
artists and their works (often focusing on Phnom Penh and the Building itself) visibility at the 
local and international level. 

As for STT’s activities in the White Building, the survey about household composition (Sok and 
STT, 2012) challenged the official vision of the Building as a disposable element of the urban 
fabric, while  providing households with ‘numbers’ to support possible compensation claims in 
the event of an (eventually occurred) eviction. The survey therefore configured as a 
repoliticising practice, although having limited agency because of the MPP not acknowledging 
it and the local dwellers not being involved in the survey process. Other activities of spatial 
upgrading organised by STT established new forms of participatory politics (hence promoting 
openness amongst households along with a level of repoliticisation), contributing also to the 
emergence of a new de-fetishised aesthetics. However, this research showed how the 
community mobilisation itself did not manage to outlive the duration of the spatial upgrading 
processes. 

As for the Railway, in a similar fashion to what happened in the White Building, the birth of the 
settlements along the semi-abandoned railway tracks can be read as an opening practice, 
making accessible to a multitude of newcomers an otherwise unused infrastructural interstice. 
As shown above, fifteen groups of households did get organised as community groups, 
achieving a level or repoliticisation and mobilisation against the Railway Rehabilitation Project, 
and opening the space of the Railway reaching out to external actors such as CMDP and EC. 
CMDP’s activity has aimed to empower community groups through increasing the level of self-
awareness on the condition of their settlements and on the mechanisms of the Railway 
Rehabilitation Project. Further, CMDP has opened the boundaries of such community groups, 
enabling them to network with each other and with other organisations such as Habitat for 
Humanity. Despite the overwhelming control exercised over the RRP by both ADB and the IRC, 
also the activities of BABC/EC should be read as repoliticising and opening ones. With their 
reports, surveys and legal aid such organisations managed to build agency (although a limited 
one) against the RRP for the populations under threat of eviction. As in the White Building, 
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EYC’s educational activities along the railway (especially in the area of Tuol Songkae) entailed 
the creative reappropriation of an otherwise under-used building and the exposure of the local 
youth to a wider network of experiences and possible contacts. EYC’s actions manage 
therefore to open-up the Railway settlements’ spatialities, to establish decommodified uses in 
a part of the Railway’s built environment, and to repoliticise its young population, empowered 
through EYC’s activities. 

5.6. CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In this chapter I showed how Phnom Penh’s transformation, since the independence of 
Cambodia from France in 1954, has articulated through the establishment of different forms of 
modernity and their consequent obsolescence. A first idea of modernity was sought in the early 
1960s in order to celebrate a rediscovered Cambodian identity and project it toward the future: 
the monumental transformation of some areas of the city and an internationalisation of the 
planning and design process were instrumental in such process, with architects such as Vann 
Molyvann and Lu Ban Hap rising as prominent figures. Such modernity came to an abrupt end 
once Phnom Penh was taken over by the Khmer Rouge and reduced to a giant void, 
abandoned, in April 1975.  

I showed how the 7 January 1979, when the Khmer Rouge regime ended, could be read as 
symbolic date for the birth of informality in Phnom Penh: with the victory of the Vietnamese 
forces and the establishment of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea, land became available 
to newcomers, while the built stock was left available on a first-come first-served basis. I 
showed how informality got increasingly criminalised, with frequent evictions justified by goals 
of infrastructural modernisation, redevelopment of the urban fabric, public spaces 
beautification.  

In 2001, the promulgation of the Land Law allowed Cambodian elites to accumulate capital in 
the form of urban land, making them able to lease out land in concession to local and foreign 
private investors. Such mechanism entailed the rise of a new modernity, often represented and 
advertised as an extraordinary one, thanks to the development of several satellite cities and 
their massive media exposure. However, confirming Fauveaud’s argument (2016), I showed 
how most of the urban fabric is transforming in a very ordinary way, following traditional urban 
and housing typologies (shophouses and borei developments).  
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While new gated developments are built, the informal city is increasingly condemned, cleansed, 
displaced. New urban voids appear, following forced evictions and the impossibility to 
redevelop a plot of land immediately after eliminating the informal encroachment. Urban ruins 
such as the White Building are first singled out as structurally unstable and as receptacles of 
illegality, then slowly or abruptly vacated and demolished. Interstices are polished through 
projects of infrastructural upgrading, as in the case of the Railway Rehabilitation Project and 
the manifold settlements it has put under threat of eviction. In the section above, through my 
analysis, I showed the fundamental ambivalence of such obsolescing urbanisms in the process 
of transformation of Phnom Penh into a supposedly fenced city: in such territories, indeed, there 
emerge both design practices partaking into the production of such fenced city, and practices 
emancipating from such production.  

While I will analyse more in depth the aftermath of practices of forced displacement in chapter 
7, the following chapter will focus on one single area of Phnom Penh, Borei Keila, and show 
how cycles of modernisation and obsolescence have functioned at the scale of the 
neighbourhood.  
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6. INVESTIGATING OBSOLESCING URBANISMS IN BOREI KEILA LAND-
SHARING PROCESS 

 

6.1. INTRODUCTION 

Borei Keila is a well-known locality in the heart of Phnom Penh's very central Pram-Pi Makara149 
district. Its fame derived from being one of the densest and most dangerous slum settlements 
in the centre of Phnom Penh, up to the early 2000s.  

Borei Keila was born, in the 1960s, as a ‘Sport Village’ (which is the literal translation for ‘Borei 
Keila’) for athletes, hosted in eight four-storey concrete slabs – exemplars of the so-called New 
Khmer Architecture [Figure 6.1]. After the fall of the Khmer Rouge regime in 1979, Borei Keila’s 
buildings were assigned to police officers and soldiers by the Vietnamese authorities, as one 
amongst those exceptional cases150 where informal reappropriations on a first-come first-
served basis had not been allowed. 

In the early 1990s, however, local authorities and Borei Keila’s dwellers themselves began to 
partition the land around the original buildings, and to sell it off through informal transactions.151 
In this way, some inhabitants started to act de facto as slumlords,152 profiting from the massive 
affluence of newcomers during the years of the UNTAC and the economic boom (see chapter 
5, page 147). Shortly after, an informal settlement was extending homogenously over the entire 
site [Figure 6.2].  

Today’s image of the site, however, is a quite different one. The fine, almost atomised grain of 
the informal settlement has been replaced by coarse monolithic blocks  [Figures 6.3 and 6.4], 
following a land-sharing operation in 2003 (see chapter 5 for details on Phnom Penh’s land-
sharing programme, page 156). Through such operation, a local private developer (Phan Imex 
Co.) provided the poor with free housing on-site (along a thin strip of land on the site’s North-

                                                   
149 Pram-Pi Makara means 7 January, date that recalls the liberation from the Khmer Rouge, operated by the 
Vietnamese troupes in 1979. 
150 See footnote 69. 

151 See footnote 70, page 148. 

152 See footnote 71. 
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Western corner). Such housing was built using cross-subsidies from the profit-driven 
development of the rest of the site, whereby new residential and office buildings, one university, 
a public building hosting a Ministry, have been built.  

While the site today looks scarred by a multiplicity of fences, protecting new developments or 
construction sites, it is clear how the transformation has produced a series of leftover 
spatialities. A few plots are not yet redeveloped, and some areas are dedicated to temporary 
uses, while waiting for clearer investment plans. A series of interstitial and derelict spaces at 
the core of the site, importantly, have been inhabited illegally by poor households who were 
excluded from the land-sharing agreement. While nearly three hundred households were 
evicted between 2009 and 2012, about one hundred dwellers resisted for six more years. Under 
constant threat of eviction, they strove to defend their claims, with the support of several NGOs 
concerned with human and housing rights: they inhabited three153 rundown buildings of the 
original Sport Village, and a multitude of shacks and tarpaulin tents. They would eventually get 
relocated between January 2016 and January 2018. 

Mainstream accounts on Borei Keila have revolved around the binary opposition between such 
illegal housing and the new housing for the poor – and therefore between households which 
have been respectively excluded or included in the land-sharing agreement (Licadho, 2007; 
see for instance: Khuon, 2014).154 A narrative of sanitisation and modernisation – of 
monumental provision of housing for the poor, of correction of an unruly slum settlement into a 
new urban centrality – has been rigidly opposed to one of obsolescence, referring to the illegal, 
precarious and disposable remainders of the original slum. A series of photographic works on 
Borei Keila’s ruined landscape (Forsyth, no date; Chea, 2011; Andersen, 2016) has contributed 
to both give exposure to the settlement’s issues and crystallise such narrative of obsolescence, 
crystallising Borei Keila’s image as impoverished and derelict site..  

This chapter shows how the current picture is far more complex, and impossible to reduce to 
any binary logic. The new housing for the poor itself is experiencing forms of obsolescence of 
its physical and social structures. On the upper floors, there has been a massive turnover of 
inhabitants, with a great number of newcomers who have accessed the units through informal 
transactions,155 either buying or renting from the original assignees; inhabitants have gated the 
units’ entrances because of the high risk of crime, and several groups of power are in clash 
with one another. On the new housing for the poor’s ground floors, a high percentage of 

                                                   
153 The other seven buildings have now been demolished.  

154 See also interviews 229, 332. 

155 See footnote 70, page 148. 
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commercial spaces have been converted into residential units – often with no natural light, poor 
ventilation and lack of sanitation facilities. Such forms of obsolescence exude into the illegal 
settlement, where this research has identified – contrarily to the homogenised portrait outlined 
by official discourses (HRTF et al., 2012; Licadho & Licadho Canada, 2012) – at least three 
different groups of dwellers, which are living in different conditions, have different stakes, and 
pursue different objectives.  

6.2. BOREI KEILA, A FIRST MONUMENTAL MODERNITY  

Borei Keila’s complex was built to host athletes for the 1966 Games of the New Emerging 
Forces (GANEFO),156 and then used also for a domestic version of such Games in 1968. It was 
financed and designed by personnel of the Chinese government157 as a gift to the Cambodian 
ally. It eventually rose to be a celebrated example of New Khmer Architecture, and part of the 
effort toward a modernisation of Phnom Penh’s and Cambodia’s identity after the independence 
(Grant Ross and Collins, 2006).  

The complex comprised a gymnasium with seating for a thousand spectators (that would have 
then become the boxing stadium (Vink, 1999),158 an administration building with a lounge, 
offices and rooms for conferences and eight four-storey building to lodge a thousand athletes. 
The buildings were all raised on pilotis to allow circulation of air and people (today most of the 
ground floors have been filled up by informal housing units). In the first, second, and third floor, 
each building included 12 rooms per floor. Relevantly, the rooms did not have en suite services 
– each floor had common toilets and showers at the Eastern ends of the buildings. Each of the 
eight slabs was connected by a short pedestrian bridge to a 'service' building, probably159 
hosting dining spaces and kitchens (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006). I show below how such 
service structures have today been informally occupied, too – when not demolished. 

After the 1966 GANEFO, the complex was taken under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of 
Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS), who housed government staff in the eight slabs that had 

                                                   
156 The GANEFO were set up by Indonesia as a counter to the Olympic Games, for athletes of the so-called 
‘emerging nations’, mainly newly independent socialist states. The first GANEFO were hosted in Jakarta, while the 
second and last edition was hosted in Phnom Penh in 1966, between the 25 November and the 6 December. 
157 The name of the architect has remained unknown (Grant Ross and Collins, 2006). 

158 In the publication by Grant Ross and Collins (2006) the gymnasium was said to be used as a television studio 
and the administration building to be used by the Ministry of Women's Affairs. 
159 I could not find futher evidence to support Grant Ross and Collins’ (2006) assumption. 
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been originally built for the athletes (Pred, 2003). During the regime of Lon Nol (1970-75), Borei 
Keila was used as a camp for soldiers, with chronicles of a massacre of the government staff 
living in the apartment blocks (Boonyabancha, 2014).  

Between 1975 and 1979 Borei Keila was emptied, as the rest of the city. There are no accounts 
of whether it had been used for any activity under the Khmer Rouge. There are nevertheless 
pictures (Cambodia Tribunal, no date) reporting Khmer Rouge officers' meetings and events in 
the adjacent Olympic Stadium – and therefore reasons to believe Borei Keila's structures might 
have served also as exercise ground and as residence for Khmer Rouge comrades.  

Were this assumption confirmed, there would be a substantial continuity of Borei Keila’s main 
use as academy and residence for soldiers and policemen, at least between 1970 and the early 
1990s: after the liberation in 1979, indeed, the site was taken over by the Ministry of National 
Defence, then by the Ministry of Interior (in 1982), which used the buildings precisely to house 
staff of the National Police Training Academy (Adler, Ketya and Menzies, 2008; Rabé, 2010).  

The oldest map of the area I could find (DMA, 1971), produced for military purposes, shows the 
original layout of the site, with the eight main buildings, a few other buildings, a small running 
track and three water ponds [Figure 6.5]. The number '64' on the map corresponds precisely to 
a Police Training Academy in the legend, confirming Borei Keila’s character as training camp. 
Another building, the biggest one toward the Southern part of the area is easily identifiable as 
the boxing stadium, which kept working at least till 2005 (Vink, 1999, 2004, 2005). 

6.3. INFORMALISING BOREI KEILA 

6.3.1. The informal occupation of Borei Keila’s land 

After 1991 – because of the economic boom, the repatriation of Cambodian refugees from the 
Thai border camps, and the establishment of the United Nation Transitional Authorities in 
Cambodia (UNTAC) – hundreds of families moved to the area: many of them being relatives of 
the police officers, many others simply attracted by its central location. Newcomers started 
colonising the land around the original buildings, sold through informal transactions160 by 
policemen and authorities: "it seems that the [Ministry of Interiors’] committee was also involved 
in selling land informally, which contributed to the mushrooming of slum settlements outside 
the buildings" (Adler, Ketya and Menzies, 2008, p. 25). Additionally, many of the original flats 

                                                   
160 See footnote 7070, page 148. 
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were sold or rented out informally by their original inhabitants – and then changed through new 
additions built on cantilever structures on the back (for toilets or room expansions). According 
to Pred (2003), newcomers were paying their rent to soldiers and policemen who owned the 
properties – being these either flats in the original blocks or plots of land around those.  

Combining interviews from households in the new housing for the poor (the 62 households who 
claimed to have lived in Borei Keila’s informal settlement) and from households currently living 
in the informal settlement (17 interviewees in total), Table 6.1 below shows how more than 
three quarters of the interviewed households stated to have settled in Borei Keila after 1991. 
Noticeably, 58 interviewees said they had arrived directly from one of Cambodia’s provinces, 
while 21 said to have settled in Borei Keila after having lived in another area in Phnom Penh. 

 

Year of arrival Number of interviewed 
households 

Percentage of interviewed 
households 

Between 1979 and 1984 12 15.2% 
Between 1985 and 1990 7 8.9% 
Between 1991 and 1996 22 27.8% 
Between 1997 and 2003 38 48.1% 
TOTAL 79 100.0% 

 
Table 6.1. Borei Keila’s informal settlements: year of arrival of interviewed households (Source: Author) 

A 50-year-old woman, now living in the the new housing for the poor (New Building B, fifth 
floor), recalls that her family 

“bought a piece of land from a resident that had a lot of land for sale, in 1996. Overall, the cost 
amounted to 200 USD. We did not know anybody in Borei Keila – we came straight from Kandal 

provice – but the position of the settlement was so central that was really our first choice”.161 

Immigration dynamics toward Borei Keila were also internal to the city of Phnom Penh, 
especially in later years, as in the words of a 40-year-old man living in the new housing for the 
poor (New Building D, sixth floor): 

 “We arrived in Borei Keila in 1998, prior to that we were living in Boeung Salang [an area lying 
about 5km North of Borei Keila], having initially settled from Kampong Cham province. I found this 
place by myself as there was a notice board mentioning the land was for sale. There was a small 
construction already on the land, so we had to pay for both land and a house. We then expanded 

the house”.162   

                                                   
161 Interview 144. 

162 Interview 167. 
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Other households had originally settled following the word of friends or relatives:163 a 25-year-
old man living now in the new housing for the poor (New Building B, fourth floor) mentions that 

“a friend of my father told us that we could have got land for free in Borei Keila, hence we moved 
here. The other option would have meant asking for help to the Don Bosco community nearby the 

central market, where we lived till 1992, but that would have not been convenient”.164  

Drawing from a survey dating back to 2001 (SUPF, 2001), the housing units built by (or for) 
newcomers in Borei Keila were spreading on a strip running from East to West along the central 
part of the site [Figure 6.6].165 The Northernmost and Southernmost areas were free from any 
encroachment (with the exception of eight units close to the Northern boundary), probably 
because of the presence of a water pond (North) and of the boxing stadium (South). One main 
distribution axis cut the settlement from North to South, while two perpendicular roads supplied 
access from East and West. It is possible to divide the area in four quadrants, proceeding 
counter-clockwise [see again Figure 6.6]: a South-Eastern one, whereby most informal units 
were following the footprints of the Old Buildings (A-B-C-D-E), literally mooring at them or 
around them, till defining the North-South axis border on the Western side and a uniform front 
along one of the water ponds (at East); a North-Eastern one were the the units tend to fill up all 
the interstitial spaces between the original buildings (two bigger volumes, a rounded one and 
a rectangular one, whose use this research has not been able to identify);166 a North-Western 
one, where again the units follow the alignment of the old buildings but where they are most 
often detached from their footprint (i.e. the ground floors of the old buildings have not been 
expanded); the South-Western one, where the units, following multiple alignment, define a 
square with an irregular open space in its core.  

The units were a mixture of permanent masonry and lightweight materials (corrugated iron, 
wood, plastic panels, fragments of tarpaulin) [Figure 6.7]. Each of the housing units had a direct 

                                                   
163 Interviews 147, 159, 175. 

164 Interview 147. 

165 From the interviews, I managed to build only limited knowledge about the social and spatial organisation of the 
settlement, as most interviewees referred generically to the ‘old settlement’ without adding details. Some of them 
were able to name the area where their units were, for instance “close to the Olympic Stadium” (interview 134), 
“close to the Ministry of Tourism” (interview 151), “close to the Northern pond” (interview 164). I therefore attempted a 
morphological analysis through the analysis of survey maps (SUPF, 2001), aerial views (Digital Globe, 2019) and 
through looking at pictures shot prior to the eviction occurred in January 2012 (Axelrod, 2012). 
166 They have both got demolished after August 2008 and before January 2010, according to satellite pictures 
(Digital Globe, 2019). 



247 



248 

access to the road, although from the interviews it appears that at least a few households167 
were sub-letting rooms in the upper floor of units belonging to a different household. 

Apart from the old buildings’ remnants, nothing of Borei Keila’s original informal settlement has 
survived the land-sharing operation. Housing types, urban fabric, transportation routes, public 
spaces, economies, forms of community organisation, were all ‘corrected’ and transposed into 
different forms. The tracing of the new roads seemed to have followed rather arbitrary paths, 
possibly decided after the land was sub-leased to third parties (see below, page 301). The rich 
housing typology has been translated into one single type, although a very a flexible and 
incremental one. Public and open spaces have almost disappeared. The fine grain of the 
original site has been turned into a very coarse one [Figure 6.8]. I explain such transformation 
in detail from the next section on.  

 

6.3.2. Before the land-sharing: Borei Keila’s informal settlement and its conflictive 
numbers 

Borei Keila’s land was ultimately conceded to the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport in 
1996 (Adler, Ketya and Menzies, 2008). In the meantime, the area had become one of the most 
populous and conspicuous slum areas in central Phnom Penh, and famous for the presence of 
criminal gangs.168  

In spite of a few surveys (URC, 2002; ACHR, 2003b; Pred, 2003; Adler, Ketya and Menzies, 
2008), Borei Keila’s censuses have always been uncertain and contested. Such contestation 
became particularly fierce after the announcement of the land-sharing programme, as urban 
poor families had a strong interest in being included in the agreement and thus assigned a flat 
for free in the new housing.  

Table 6.2 offers a breakdown of the several surveys run in Borei Keila between 2000 and 2003. 
A survey conducted in 2000 (Adler, Ketya and Menzies, 2008) initially set the number of 
households to the amount of 1246. Another survey made in 2001 (ACHR, 2003b) raised this 
number to 1482 households (indicating the presence of about 7000 people). The same survey 
stated that urban poor households were organised in eight communities, plus two not formally 
organised groups (SUPF, 2001). This survey – which produced a map too [see again Figure 

                                                   
167 Interviews 138, 154, 164.  

168 Such presence was confirmed by a few interviewees (interviews 174, 180), who however felt the need to clarify 
how criminals did not create problems within Borei Keila itself. 
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6.6 above] – was conducted in April-May as a joint effort amongst three NGOs – the 
coordination was by Solidarity for Urban Poor Federation (SUPF), which collaborated with the 
Urban Poor Development Fund (UPDF), and Urban Sector Group (USG). Activities were 
facilitated by community leaders and local authorities.169 Noticeably: only 142 households 
indicated to be renters (versus 1340 owners); almost half (48%) of the units were measuring 
less than 24 sqm; only 139 households said to participate to saving groups, versus 1338 (90%) 
that did not;170 only 19% of the families (275) were from Phnom Penh, while the rest were 
migrants from other provinces (including 17 households that were returning to Phnom Penh 
from refugee camps on the border with Thailand); 7% (108 households) had established since 
1979, whereas most people (82% of the total) had arrived between 1991 and 2001.  

 

Year of 
survey  

Author of survey Number of 
households 

Other info Cited in 

2000 Unknown  1246 n.a. Adler et al 
2008 

2001 SUPF, UPDF, USG  1482 - 7000 inhabitants 
- 8 communities  
- 2 not formally organised groups 
- 139 households participating to 
saving groups 

UPDF 2003a 

2002 ACHR  1016 n.a. URC 2002 
2003 Unknown  1478 - 7125 inhabitants 

- 8 communities 
- 2 not formally organised groups 

Pred 2003 

2003 Harif Asan and ACHR  1700 - 200/300 households participating to 
saving groups 
- 129 households organised for 
garbage cleaning 

Asan 2003 
 

2003 Public committee for 
the land-sharing  

2329 - 1766 households eligible for a unit in 
the new housing for the poor 
- 563 non eligible households 

Adler et al 
2008 

 
 

Table 6.2. Summary of Borei Keila’s surveys between 2000 and 2003 (elaboration by Author. Sources of data: 
ACHR, 2003b; Asan, 2003; Pred, 2003; UPDF, 2003a; Adler, Porter and Woolcock, 2008) 

 

ACHR's (2002, cited in CAN-Cam, 2014) field notes from December 2002 , while confirming 
the presence of eight distinct communities, lower the number of households to 1016. ACHR’s 
account tells of a "very dense on-the-ground squatter settlement of wooden and brick houses, 

                                                   
169 Interviews 226, 227. 

170 Five households are apparently left out of this calculation. 
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and a row of very old, dilapidated 4-storey housing blocks filled with people" (ACHR 2002, cited 
in CAN-Cam, 2014, p. 1). 

One year later, at the inception of the land-sharing process, Pred (2003) speaks of a total of 
1478 households (for a total of 7125 people), confirming the number of eight communities, 
adding that three of such communities were affiliated with SUPF, and five with USG. This 
survey also confirms the presence of two non-organised groups. While the total from this survey 
amounts to 1478 households, Pred points out how this was a ‘minimum’ number, while there 
was "a government figure floating around" (2003, p. 1) which referred to a ‘maximum’ of 2000 
households.  

In the same year, Asan (2003) raises the number to 1700 households, pointing out how 200-
300 were active in saving groups (an increased number if compared to the 2001 survey), and 
that 129 had got organised to attempt a project of garbage cleaning. Differently from Pred 
(2003), Asan notes that six communities were affiliated with SUPF and only two with USG.  

Adler, Keyta and Menzies (2008) quote a ‘calculation’ done in 2003 by a public committee, 
established by local authorities and community leaders to move towards the land-sharing 
process. The outcome of such calculation is much higher of any number provided by ACHR  
(2002, cited in CAN-Cam, 2014), Pred  (2003) or Asan (2003), eventually summing a total of 
2329 households.  

On one hand, the majority of residents could legitimately claim possession rights on their 
properties (Rabé, 2005, 2010; Adler, Ketya and Menzies, 2008).171 These were 1766 
permanent households, of which: 563 were owners with complete documents; 119 owners but 
without complete documents; 465 were renters for more than three years; and 619 households, 
about whom sources () simply state that were not organised in communities, but eligible to 
enter the land-sharing agreement.  

On the other hand, the public committee calculation (Adler, Ketya and Menzies, 2008) claims 
there were 563 non-permanent households, of which: 321 short-term renters; 49 absentee 
landlords; 25 households who separated from others (after a wedding for instance); 168 
households who were in the authorities’ registries but without possessing an actual unit or 
supporting documents. 

                                                   
171 As they met the criteria of lawful possession listed in Cambodia's Land Law (RGC, 2001). 
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Evidence from the interviews172 testifies widespread corruption in the land titling process and 
in the following assignation of the flats in the new buildings. Such corruption involved both local 
authorities and community leaders: some of the households who bribed them had reportedly 
never lived on the site and were only interested in being assigned one of the new flats (Adler, 
Ketya and Menzies, 2008). A 40-year-old woman, today living on the third floor of Old Building 
F, tells me that 

“ten years on, we are still waiting for a housing unit in one of the new buildings. We had all 
documents but other families were assigned a flat before us, although wer had never seen them 
before in Borei Keila. They were just relatives of the district and community leaders, or other 

families which got a land title through bribes.”173 

There are also reports of intimidation toward the tenants, who had to bribe174 authorities and 
intermediaries from the private developer Phan Imex to be actually featured in the list of long-
term renters (three years of more), and thus included in the land sharing agreement.175 An 
interviewee, a 45 year old man now living on the fourth floor of New Building C, tells me that he 

“was on the list of assignees but at some point the situation changed abruptly, and I was asked to 
pay a sum of money to both authorities and Phan Imex not to be scrapped off. I am now happy in 

the new flat but I had to make too many sacrifices to get it.”176  

What remained unclear, is the origin of the final number of 1776, that is the one most widely 
circulating in papers and reports (Licadho, 2007) – although corresponding neither to the above 
1766, nor to the 1740 apartments that should have been actually built (29 per floor, in ten six-
storey buildings). Evidence from interviews has not clarified this aspect. The first statement 
released by Licadho (2007:1) on its website speaks of "at least 1776 families, including 515 
families who are house renters and 86 families who reportedly have HIV/AIDS". Licadho seems 
to refer to an undocumented survey that was apparently conducted by municipal and district 
authorities, ending up in a list of, precisely, 1776 families who should have received apartments 
– including, as said, the renters who had lived in Borei Keila for at least three years.  

                                                   
172 Interviews 133, 175, 184, 191. 

173 Interview 248. 

174 See footnote 57, page 136. 

175 Interviews 133, 151, 175, 256, 260. 

176 Interview 159. 
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6.4. MODERNISING BOREI KEILA: THE LAND SHARING PROJECT 

At the time of the land-sharing agreement (2003), Borei Keila appeared therefore as a huge 
and dense slum settlement spreading over 14 hectares of land. Efforts to intimidate and evict 
the slum-dwellers failed more than once.177 Borei Keila became therefore a prime candidate for 
the first land-sharing compromise in Phnom Penh and, in the words of Jockin Arputham (2003) 
the landmark to give energy to speed up the wider slum upgrading programme launched by the 
government.  

The only successful land-sharing project out of four (see chapter 5, page 156), Borei Keila’s 
land-sharing was eventually approved in 2003, as an agreement between the municipality and 
the Cambodian private company Phan Imex. Representatives of ACHR and SDI played an 
important role in the process (Arputham, 2003; UPDF, 2003b, 2008) and, in collaboration with 
UN-Habitat, managed to successfully lobby the authorities toward considering on-site solutions 
for the poor.  

Borei Keila’s land was divided in two parts [Figure 6.9]. Twelve hectares were used for 
commercial development, and now host a private university, a government building, a market, 
office buildings, middle class residential developments and a multitude of temporary uses – 
gas-stations, a market, parking lots, and other plots that have not yet been developed. On the 
remaining two hectares, in the North West corner of the original plot, Phan Imex planned to 
build 10 six-storey buildings for re-housing the poor, with 29 flats per floor – for a total of 1,740 
households (I was not able to explain the deficit of 26 units between 1740 unit to be built and 
1766 units actually needed).178 The construction cost of these buildings would have been 
subsidised entirely by the commercial development of the rest of the site, with no resulting cost 
for the urban poor families.  

Considering the count of 2329 households resulted from the public committee survey 
conducted in 2003 (Adler, Ketya and Menzies, 2008), therefore, 563 households had been 
excluded from the process upon pressures from the developer. A fierce land dispute followed. 
It worsened in 2012 when Phan Imex claimed bankruptcy (Khouth, 2012) and refused to build 
the ninth and tenth building. The total number of units built decreased from a total of 1,740 to 
1,392, leaving at least 348 more households without a flat.  

                                                   
177 Interviews 226, 227. 

178 As an important matter of clarification, no households were relocated together in the same unit. 
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I write ‘at least 348’ because, during my fieldwork, respectively 10 and 115 units had not yet 
been assigned in New Buildings G and H. These numbers brings the total of households having 
a claim in the dispute to 1062: 563 deemed non eligible at the beginning of the process; 26 
units accounting for the original deficit between 1766 units actually needed and 1740 eventually 
designed; 348 not receiving a unit because of the failed construction of the ninth and tenth 
building; 125 who were eventually denied a unit in New Buildings G and H. Table 6.3 
summarises these numbers, highlighting in red the households involved in the dispute, while 
anticipating the number of people evicted from the remnants of Borei Keila’s informal settlement 
(see following sections) and relocated toward several destinations. 

 

# Households  Total Notes 
1 Households living in Borei Keila in 2003 2329 Survey by public committee  
2 Households deemed eligible to be assigned a unit in the 

new housing for the poor 
1766 As per survey by public committee 

3 Non-eligible households  563 As per survey by public 
committee 

4 Units in the new housing for the poor (original project) 1740 29 units per floor, in ten 6-storey 
buildings 

5 Deficit between units to be built and units actually 
designed  

26 None of my sources was able to 
explain this deficit 

6 Units actually built 1392 29 units per floor, in eight 6-storey 
buildings (following Phan Imex’s 
bankruptcy claim) 

7 Deficit between units designed and units actually built  348 Following Phan Imex’s 
bankruptcy claim 

8 Total units not yet assigned in 2015 (New Buildings G 
and H) 

125 Empty and fenced-off units (10 in 
New Building G, 115 in New 
Building H) 

9 Total households having a claim in the dispute 
(sum of #3, #5, #7, #8) 

1062  

10 Households displaced to Tuol Sambo Tmey in 2009 31 See chapter 7, page 355 
11 Households displaced to Tuol Sambo Tmey in 2012 88 See chapter 7, page 355 
12 Households displaced to Phnom Bat in 2012 141 See chapter 7, page 363 
13 Households in the illegal settlement in 2015 103 See below, page 257 
14 Other households displaced between 2003 and 2015 

(difference between #9 and the sum of #10, #11, #12 and 
#13) 

699 Undocumented, either forcibly 
evicted or having moved out upon 
receiving a monetary compensation 

 
 

Table 6.3. Summary of Borei Keila’s households according to their eligibility or lack of eligibility in the land-sharing 
scheme (elaboration by Author. Sources of data: Adler et al. 2008, Author, Licadho 2009, STT 2012b, Rabé 2010) 

 

Most of the excluded households underwent violent repression and evictions (Licadho, 2007, 
2008, 2009; HRTF et al., 2012; Licadho & Licadho Canada, 2012). Some of them got relocated 
in 2009 and 2012 (see Table 6.3 above): the two relocation sites of Tuol Sambo Tmey (see 
chapter 7, page 355) and Phnom Bat (page 363) lie respectively 21km and 55km away from 
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the city centre. A total of 103 households179 managed to stay on site for a few more years (they 
will eventually get relocated to Andong Tmey, 16km from the centre, between 2016 and 2018, 
see page 373): some kept occupying the old derelict residential slabs, other re-built small 
shacks in the leftovers of the new developments, and frequently demonstrated against the MPP 
and Phan Imex [Figure 6.10]. Below, I refer to such spatialities simply as ‘illegal settlement’.180 
Figure 6.11 shows the illegal settlement and the other spatialities I investigate in the next 
sections.  

Noticeably, Table 6.3 above shows how the destiny of 699 households has remained 
undocumented. Several sources181 explained that such households: either left immediately in 
2003, after not having been included in the list of assignees; or had actually never lived on site;  
or were forcibly evicted in 2009 and 2012, without being offered a plot or a unit in a relocation 
site; or were at some point offered a small monetary compensation by Phan Imex in order to 
leave the site.  

According to Rabé (2010), at the core of the conflict ensued in Borei Keila, there lay the lack of 
an institution playing a mediating role between the parties. Phan Imex reportedly asked NGO 
representatives to leave the site and the entire process because their work had allegedly 
slowed down the construction of the new units and risked legitimising those households 
excluded from the original agreement. A representative from UPDF, who was strongly involved 
in activities of community organisation and supplied technical aid for the design of the new 
units, told me that:  

“it started well, with Somsook [Boonyabancha, director of ACHR] dialoguing fruitfully with the 
Municipality and Phan Imex, but then the company told us they did not want us to keep organising 
the communities in saving groups, nor to involve them in the design process. They went for a 
denser scheme and assigned the flats through a lottery, which caused issues to many families 
receiving flats on the fifth and sixth floors… Sometimes though there are elderlies in a household, 
other times the household leader is a seller, and how can you run a commercial activity on the top 
floors? Bribes affected the entire process, with people getting a flat in spite of never having lived 
on-site, and powerful subjects like policemen and community leaders receiving all the flats on the 

first two floors”.182 

                                                   
179 According to a survey I ran in May 2015. 

180 I acknowledge this definition is problematic from a political standpoint and even from a legal one, but I decided to 
stick to it because it is the most often used in reports and newspaper articles. 
181 Interviews 227, 228, 229, 332, 333, 334. 

182 Interview 227. 
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Other reasons behind Borei Keila’s conflict have been found in the lack of transparency of the 
development plans and of the relationship between public authorities and the private company 
Phan Imex. On one hand, the project for the transformation of Borei Keila’s entire plot was 
never released publicly, apart from an artistic impression portraying the 10 new buildings facing 
a sort of park [see again Figure 6.10]. On the other hand, authorities have been often accused 
to have constantly favoured Phan Imex, whose owner Suy Sophan has been said to be part of 
Prime Minister Hun Sen’s clan (Vida, 2014).183  

6.5. THE LEFTOVERS OF BOREI KEILA’S LAND-SHARING PROCESS: THE ILLEGAL 

SETTLEMENT 

6.5.1. The illegal settlement: composition and numbers 

At the core of Borei Keila’s land dispute, stuck between the new profit-driven developments 
(see page 301) and the new housing for the poor (see page 273), there lay a ruined landscape 
[Figure 6.12] inhabited by those households who had resisted the evictions of 2009 and 2012 
(Licadho & Licadho Canada, 2012). Such landscape was landmarked by three derelict four-
storey buildings (dating back to Borei Keila’s origins as village for athletes, see above), 
surrounded by shacks made of tarpaulin and scrap materials, quickly rebuilt after the 2012 
demolitions.184 Two sheds of green-painted corrugated iron completed the picture: these had 
been provided by Phan Imex, as temporary housing for households who had been promised a 
unit in the unbuilt ninth and tenth buildings of the new housing for the poor. In May 2015,185 I 
counted 39 households living in the old buildings, 56 households living in shacks, 8 households 
in the green sheds, for a total of 103 households. Table 6.4 below breaks down these numbers, 
adding information on the number of abandoned or forcibly vacated units. 

Table 6.5 below highlights the size of the households across the illegal settlement, combining 
numbers from May 2014 and May 2015. More than 40% of the households was composed by 
more than 5 members, suggesting a high level of overcrowding of the units (which measure 
32sqm in the Old Buildings but an average of only 10sqm in the shacks and green sheds). 

                                                   
183 A common condition for Cambodian entrepreneurs – the same allegations were raised against Shukaku Inc. 
(developers of Boeung Kak) and 7NG Group (developers of Dey Krahorm). 
184 Interviews 258, 263, 227, 228. 

185 See footnote 179. 
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Building Number of 
households 

Empty units 

Green sheds Shed #1 2 4 
Shed #2 6 6 
Total sheds 8 10 

Shacks ‘strip’ 38 - 
‘rectangle’ 18 - 
Total shacks 56 - 

Old Building F Ground floor 5 11186 
First floor 5 7 
Second floor 3 9 
Third floor 2 10 
Total ‘F’ 15 37 

Old Building H Ground floor - 12 
First floor 6 6 
Second floor 4 8 
Third floor 3 9 
Total ‘H’ 13 35 

Old Building D Ground floor 6 6 
First floor 3 9 

Second floor 2 10 

Third floor - 12 

Total ‘D’ 11 35 

Total 103 117 
 

Table 6.4. Distribution of households in Borei Keila’s illegal settlement, May 2015 (Source: Author) 

 

People in the 
households 

May 2014 (BUDD, 2014) May 2015 (Author) 
Number of 
interviewed 
households 

Percentage over 
interviewed 
househods 

Number of 
interviewed 
households 

Percentage over 
interviewed 
househods 

10 or more 1 1.6% - 0.0% 
9 4 6.6% -  0.0% 
8 3 4.9% 1 5.9% 
7 2 3.3% 1 5.9% 
6 9 14.8% 2 11.8% 
5 10 16.4% 3 17.6% 
4 13 21.3% 4 23.5% 
3 7 11.5% 3 17.6% 
2 9 14.8% 2 11.8% 
1 3 4.9% 1 5.9% 

Total 61 100.0% 17 100.0% 
 

Table 6.5. Size of the households in the illegal settlement (elaboration by Author. Source of data: Author; BUDD, 
2014)  

 

                                                   
186 The total number of units on the ground floor of building F is higher than the one on the ground floors of buildings 
H and D, as some units have resulted from informal expansions.  
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An average of 1.3 people per households (see below table 6.6) said to be employed, quite a 
lower average if compared to the 2.1 per household in the new housing for the poor (see below, 
page 275). About a quarter of employed people were ragpickers, and roughly 30% (the number 
varies according to each survey) said to be a construction worker. The distribution of such 
activities was quite even across the several buildings of the illegal settlement, except for police 
officers that were all concentrated in Old Building D. Evidence from the interviews shows, 
however, that the police officers’ group in Old Building D was just one of a few groups of 
households with different aims, aspirations and political affiliations. The following sub-sections 
investigate the narratives of such groups. 

 

Employed as  May 2014 (BUDD, 2014) May 2015 
Number percentage Number percentage 

Cleaners 1 1.4% - 0.0% 
Construction 
workers 

25 34.2% 6 26.1% 

Garment factory 
workers 

2 2.7% - 0.0% 

Hairdressers 2 2.7% - 0.0% 
Policemen 7 9.6% 3 13.0% 
Ragpickers 18 24.7% 6 26.1% 
Seamstresses 2 2.7% 1 4.3% 
Security guards 6 8.2% 2 8.7% 
Tuk tuk drivers 2 2.7% 1 4.3% 
Vendors 6 8.2% 3 13.0% 
Total 73 (1.20 per 

surveryed 
household) 

100.0% 23 (1.35 per 
interviewed 
household) 

100.0% 

 
 

Table 6.6. Employment in the illegal settlement (elaboration by Author. Source: Author; BUDD, 2014) 

 

 

6.5.2. The shacks and Old Building F 

The illegal settlement’s shacks occupied a thin strip of land between the new housing for the 
poor and the new developments [Figure 6.13], and an open rectangular space [Figure 6.14] 
between two derelict buildings (Old Building F, Old Building H). 

On the thin strip of land, shacks were aligned on two rows. Here, in the free space between the 
units, people relaxed and chatted in the shadow, while life around them was frenetic: a small 
informal market sold vegetables, motorbikes went back and forth from an adjacent parking lot, 
children played climbing up fencing walls and apparently not minding the piles of rubbish [Figure 
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6.15]. The amount of garbage had grown over time, because of the lack of collection on this 
side of the plot. Inhabitants of the new housing for the poor often threw rubbish down from the 
upper floors, too, to the extent that the several piles of rubbish follow closely the footprint of the 
new buildings. Interviewees from the new housing for the poor said that some of them did it 
because of laziness, simply to avoid carrying the rubbish downstairs, and do not seem to mind 
the annoyance caused to the inhabitants of the shacks.187 Beyond a narrow passage covered 
with rubble and rubbish, more shacks gathered in a sort of dense rectangular block in front of 
Old Building F [see again Figure 6.14 above]. None of the shacks had a toilet: households used 
the collective toilets and showers provided by Phan Imex in the ground floor of New Buildings 
A and F, although there is a fee to pay [Figure 6.16]. Toilets are present in most of the units in 
Old Building F, self-built by the households in the back of the units – sometimes even on a 
cantilever to gain more footprint space [Figure 6.17]. The toilet pipes are visibly marking the 
rear façade of the building. The building had 12 units per floors, all composed by a single room, 
creatively divided by the households according to their needs. Some of the households actively 
used the open-air distribution corridor in front of their entrance door [Figure 6.18].  

In May 2015, twenty-one units had already been vacated, and their households evicted. MPP 
representatives had sprayed giant ‘OK’ signs on the walls of the evacuated units, walling their 
entrances or shutting them through metal panels [Figure 6.19].  

The total of 56 households living in shacks and of 15 still living in old building F had collectively 
demanded, through the legal and organisational support of the NGO Licadho, a fair solution to 
the land dispute (Licadho, 2008). Some of them had hung banners with words of protest on 
their doors, and often wore t-shirts printed especially for them by Licadho [Figure 6.20]. “We 
want the company to build the ninth and tenth buildings, so we could have the units to which 
we are entitled. Our life is very difficult now”, said a 45-year-old woman188 who lived on the 
ground floor of Old Building F, the façade of her unit covered by Buddhist flags.  

Many households within this group, however, held different claims. One man living on the third 
floor of old building F said that he certainly “would accept compensation in money, but the 
government and the company are no longer available to negotiate”.189 In the same building, on 
the second floor, a woman living with her mother, her husband and two kids, said that they 
knew “that the authorities and Phan Imex have recently agreed to a relocation to Andong Tmey, 

                                                   
187 Interviews 156, 181. 

188 Interview 247. 

189 Interview 246. 
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and that Licadho might endorse this decision, but we really would not want to go there, even if 
Licadho will suggest so”.190 An old woman living in one of the shacks mentioned that her son 
had “got one of the new flats, but we also need to keep staying here because we should be 
entitled to two units.”191 She looked exhausted and tells me how difficult her situation was, with 
two grandchildren living with her. Her house is made of tarpaulin sheets and built against a 
fencing wall, partially in ruin; pieces of broken bricks unevenly cover the ground [Figure 6.21]. 

 

6.5.3. Old Buildings H and D 

Old Building H, the northernmost one, looked equally derelict but, compared to Old Building F, 
felt tidier and better conserved (most of the original floor tiles are still there, for instance) [Figure 
6.22]. Here, the families (thirteen in total) seemed to enjoy a certain degree of separation from 
the rest of the area, probably because of the difficultly in accessing this building from the central 
part of the settlement. The lower number of families seemed to allow a higher level of spatial 
control, too. A woman, 35-year-old, resting with her kids and one neighbour on the staircase 
landing on the first floor [Figure 6.23], told me that: 

“no, we do not participate to the demonstrations along with the other group, and nobody asked us 
whether we want to be relocated to Andong. We just want fair compensation, if we cannot get a 

flat in the new buildings. Otherwise we can keep being here too, our units are fine”.192  

Toward the eastern side of the plot, lay Old Building D, away from the chaos of the most 
congested areas of the plot. It looked as derelict as the other blocks, but a few fragments of it 
were repainted with colourful paint [Figure 6.24]. All households on the ground floor had 
expanded their units in the adjacent open space —used as garden and where a toilet and some 
storage blocks had been built [Figures 6.25]. Phan Imex had painted part of the first floor walls 
in white, and renovated two adjacent units to set up an office in there, that eventually never 
opened.193 The eleven households living in this block, asserted to have lawful possession194 of 
their flats and conducted their own separate struggle with the MPP and Phan Imex. All 
household leaders were police officers. A 40-year-old woman living in a big unit on the ground 

                                                   
190 Interview 248. 

191 Interview 256. 

192 Interview 250. 

193 Interview 267, 268. 

194 Interviews 267, 268, 269, 270. 
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floor (her husband built an extension occupying part of the front yard) told me very passionately 
that they 

“do not believe the company will build the ninth and tenth buildings, and do not want any of the 
units still available in the eighth building, since they have already got in bad conditions. We want 
to move out but we will not accept any compensation below thirty-five thousand dollars per unit: 
we live happily and in safety here, we have our own open space with garden and parking lot, so 
we do not see why we should move away, at least without getting a compensation that would allow 
us to buy a flat somewhere else. We do not speak to NGOs and do not have any relationship with 
the people demonstrating against the authorities – and we could not join them, in any case, 

because of our job”.195 

 

6.5.4. The green sheds 

Phan Imex built two green sheds of corrugated iron, as ‘temporary’ solution for households 
legitimately entitled to a flat in the unbuilt ninth and tenth building. While some of these 
households eventually accepted a low monetary compensation and moved away, at the time 
of my survey, eight of them had lived there for about six years (since 2009). Their units 
measured 16 square meters, with no services and reaching extremely elevated temperatures 
due to the lack of insulation [Figure 6.26]. The units had no views toward the outside, nor 
possibility of expansion – although one of the sheds was organised along a central distribution 
corridor, which some households had occupied with furniture. The households mentioned that 
– because of fear toward Phan Imex – they did not want to engage with the struggle of the main 
group, although they sympathised with it.196 A woman of about 65 year old, mentions that she 
would like to move away but this would entail losing the right to claim a unit in the new buildings 
in the future.197 The company keeps these households in a suspended condition: they cannot 
leave, nor protest.  

                                                   
195 Interview 267. 

196 Interviews 259, 260, 261, 262. 

197 Interview 259. 
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6.5.5. Final demolitions 

Borei Keila’s illegal settlement was torn down during the course of my research. During my first 
visit in December 2012, Old Building C and E were still standing [Figure 6.27] but were 
demolished only three months later to make room for new developments. There was one more 
temporary green shed, that was disassembled over the same period. The number of 
households living in each of the Old Buildings decreased considerably up to the day when I 
was finally able to run a survey (May 2015), while the number of spray-painted ‘OKs’ on 
evacuated units increased. Although the Old Buildings played a landmark role in the words of 
their inhabitants, they were seen as disposable ruins by authorities and Phan Imex.198  

Noticeably, at the time of writing, only Old Building F still stands, with a few households still 
negotiating with public authorities (STT, 2016; Phak and Kijewski, 2017; Soth and Kijewski, 
2018). Between January 2016 and January 2018, 37 households from the illegal settlement 
were finally granted a unit in New Building H, while a total of 84 households have been offered 
either a very small compensation (5000 USD only), or a housing unit in the relocation site of 
Andong Tmey, 15km away from Borei Keila (see chapter 7, page 373). The settlement has 
been gradually demolished: a new road has been traced over the thin strip of land once 
occupied by two parallel roads of shacks, while the plots where Old Buildings D and H lay are 
being redeveloped (STT, 2016; Phak and Kijewski, 2017; Soth and Kijewski, 2018). 

Table 6.7 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in Borei Keila’s illegal settlements. I analyse such synthesised 
information in section 6.8 below. 

6.6. THE NEW HOUSING FOR THE POOR 

6.6.1. The new housing 

The North-Eastern strip of the site is occupied by eight white six-storey rectangular blocks, 
hosting 174 units each, i.e. 29 units per floor [Figures 6.28 and, above, 6.7 and 6.8]. Noticeably, 
during my fieldwork, the units in New Buildings A to F were all occupied, while New Buildings 
G and H had respectively 10 and 115 empty units [Figure 6.29] – see also above, page 257, 
for an overall count of Borei Keila’s housing units demand. The blocks measure 22 by 66 metres 

                                                   
198 Interview 230. 
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and lie only six meters away from each other: each building is separated by narrow and tall 
alleys, whose frontages are activated by a multiplicity of commercial activities [Figure 6.30]. 
Looking up, hemi-circular balconies populate the internal façades of the blocks, and add 
vibrancy to otherwise pretty rigid elevations: all balconies have been indeed personalised by 
the households, that have painted their railings, used the outer space as natural extension of 
the housing units, added ‘tiger-cages’ for security reasons [see again Figure 6.30]. The façades 
on the short side of the buildings are cut by just six aligned rectangular openings, marking the 
two ends of the distribution corridor on each floor.   

The mainstream focus on Borei Keila’s land dispute has completely overshadowed the new 
housing for the poor, that has been completely disregarded in any analysis of the current 
situation (Licadho, 2007; Khuon, 2014).199 My investigation, while acknowledging the potential 
of the new housing units and common spaces, question the new housing as an obsolescing 
urbanism, revealing the presence of elements of ruination and of marginal spaces and 
populations. Below, I concentrate first on the upper floors of the new housing, and then on its 
ground floors (see page 289). 

 

6.6.2. The new housing for the poor’s upper floors 

Although the new buildings [Figures 6.31, 6.32a, 6.32b] to house the poor were eventually 
designed by Phan Imex’s professionals, representatives from ACHR and SDI played an 
important role in suggesting solutions that were mindful of the complex needs and aspiration of 
Borei Keila’s poor families.200 All units measure the same size (about five by eight metres), and 
are all provided with toilets and with a balcony [Figure 6.33] – split in half with the next housing 
unit. Their ceilings are 4.2 metres high, to allow the construction of a mezzanine to expand the 
available floor area. Nearly ten years after the construction of the first buildings, several families 
were able to take advantage of this possibility [Figure 6.34] – some of them even doubling the 
original surface area of their unit. The expansions followed either the growth of the household 
or the inclusion of productive activities within it, or the will to sublet part of the original flat to a 
newcomer, to generate an additional household income. Table 6.8 below shows that 56% of 
the interviewed households have six or more members – with peaks of even 14 and 15 people 

                                                   
199 See also interviews 229, 332, 333. 

200 Interview 226. 
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in one single unit201 — while small, two-three members, households accounted for only the 
12.2% of the interviewees.  

People in the household Number of interviewed 
households 

Percentage of interviewed 
households 

11 or more 8 8.9% 
10 4 4.4% 
9 5 5.6% 
8 6 6.7% 
7 9 10.0% 
6 18 20.0% 
5 15 16.7% 
4 14 15.6% 
3 3 3.3% 
2 8 8.9% 
TOTAL 90 100.0% 

 
 

Table 6.8. Size of the households in the new housing for the poor’s upper floors (Source: Author). 

 

Noticeably, all over the new housing for the poor, the concept of ‘household’ does not overlap 
the one of family. Many of the interviewees were sharing the unit with friends: 

 “We are four people in the flat and we pay 50 USD per month to the landlord, which no longer 

lives in Borei Keila. In the flat next to ours there are three people sharing the flat like we do”,202  

said a worker in the food-sector in Phnom Penh, who came to Borei Keila in 2008 from Kandal 
Province to be closer to the university and be able to graduate. Another interviewee203 
mentioned he came to Phnom Penh to study and shares the flat with 5 more students, all come 
directly from provinces to attend a private university, and all arrived within the last two years.  

Amongst the interviewed households, an average of 2.1 people per household said to be 
employed – quite a higher number compared to the average of 1.3 people per household 
highlighted in the illegal settlement. Table 6.9 below shows that the overall employment picture 
is quite diverse (and much more diverse in comparison to the one resulting in the informal 
settlement, see Table 6.6 above).  

  

                                                   
201 Interviews 170, 206. 

202 Interview 172. 

203 Interview 157. 
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Employed as Number Percentage 
Casino employees (at Naga 
World) 

2 0.5% 
 

Construction worker 11 5.8% 
Garment industry worker 8 4.2% 
Hairdressers 18 9.5 

% 
Market workers 7 3.7% 
Masseuses 3 1.6% 
Moto-dup drivers 6 3.2% 
Mechanics 2 1.1% 
Pharmaceutical company 
employee 

1 0.5% 

Policemen 13 6.9% 
School teachers 3 1.6% 
Seamstresses or tailors 21 11.1% 
Security guards 7 3.7% 
Shop owners (on the ground 
floor) 

14 7.4% 

Shop owners (somewhere else) 2 1.1.% 
Street vendors 15 7.9% 
Tuk-tuk or moto-dup drivers 27 14.3% 
Waiters or waitresses 23 12.2% 
Waste collection workers 3 1.6% 
Total 189  

(average of 2.1 employed people 
per household) 

100.0% 

 
Table 6.9. Employment in the new housing for the poor’s upper floors (Source: Author) 

 

The units lie on two sides of long distribution corridors, designed with enough width (1.8 metres) 
to allow good ventilation and small gatherings: this layout repeats on all floors, in all buildings 
[Figure 6.35]. There is often a pleasant breeze, especially on the last two floors, and most 
corridors are intensely used by both children and adults. Many households have temporarily 
appropriated part of the corridors with wooden mats or set up small commercial stalls. Other 
households use the corridor for cooking. Sometimes, entrance doors and the surrounding walls 
have turned into the opportunity to display a household’s cultural identity, featuring decorations 
carrying religious symbols, badges or flags of political parties, wall-paint of different colours 
[Figure 6.36]. 

Evidence from the interviews shows how the lottery process used to assign the units to the 
eligible households has disrupted the original community groups living in Borei Keila’s informal 
settlement, to the point that today no trace is left of the original eight communities. Households 
have been scattered across the new housing, regardless of any former social network. The 
totality of the interviewees confirmed the absence of community structures:  
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“We have nothing at the community level: there are no community savings, there are no 
organisations working here… I would be happy to take part in saving groups if there were someone 
organising them. We just have a head of the building that is the same guy that is running the 

parking on the ground floor”.204  

The lottery process was corrupted through bribes,205 too: flats of a higher value (namely the 
ones on the first two floors) were distributed to powerful households206  – community leaders, 
policemen, and their closest social or business networks.  

A 45-year-old woman, a housewife on the fourth floor of New Building C,207 recalled how she 
was assigned the new flat: “had I had the choice I would have chosen a flat on the first floor… 
it is too dark but I could have then sold it for a better price: here I could for about 10’000 USD, 
there I would do 20-30’000 USD”. She said that, because of these profitable market prices, 
many people moved out from the first floor, selling or renting out to newcomers. “Also on the 
fourth floor there is at least one family renting. Again, here it would be 70USD to rent, while on 
the first floor more than 100 per month”.208 

A high number of interviewees remembered with nostalgia their social networks in the informal 
settlement. A 50-year-old woman living in New Building A, fourth floor, said that: 

“I was living on the ground and liked everybody. I had to come here and all the relationships were 
broken. Now I just know the people living in the flat in front of my door, not the others as I am never 
home. From the balcony I can see the family on the other side [New Building B] but I have never 

had any communication with them”.209  

Another woman, about 35-years-old, again from New Building A (third floor), offers a distinct 
perspective: 

“The previous house was much better; it was on the ground floor and it was easier… But I had a 
rent to pay to the slumlord every month. Now there is no rent and we have a school downstairs for 

my son”,210 [referring to PIO’s school on the ground floor of Building A, see page 289]. 

                                                   
204 Interview 168. 

205 See footnote 57, page 136. 

206 Interview 145, 161, 164, 183. 

207 Interview 158. 

208 Interview 158. 

209 Interview 135. 

210 Interview 137. 
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Some interviewees focused more on the distress of moving to the new buildings, caused by the 
inadequacy of temporary shelters and the lack of infrastructures allowing a smooth transition 
from the informal settlement to the new housing. A 35-year-old man, a tuk-tuk driver living on 
the fifth floor of Building D, told me that: 

“I temporarily lived in a small house with no windows before moving into the new flat. It was 
provided by Phan Imex he is referring to one of the green sheds, that initially were in a high 
numbers  more than the two left on site atIt took two years in total and it was hard, especially with 

the rainy season".211  

Some interviewees,212 however, say they managed to get the flat in the new housing for the 
poor before their original house was demolished in the old settlement. This, however, is a 
situation that is much more common in New Buildings A-B-C, which were the first ones to be 
delivered in year 2008 and did not undergo any delay.  

Original assignees however are today just one part of Borei Keila’s new housing for the poor. 
As mentioned above, many housing units have been sold or rented out through informal 
transactions213 to newcomers. Table 6.10 below shows the percentage of newcomers amongst 
my interviewees – exactly one third of the total. Noticeably, 60% of the interviewed newcomers 
were renting from an original assignee, that had moved elsewhere,214 while 40% had bought 
the housing unit.215 Amongst the renters, two interviewees in New Building G declared they 
were not actually newcomers: they had lived in Borei Keila’s informal settlement and, after not 
being selected as eligible assignees, they simply decided to rent a flat in the new housing for 
the poor.   

  

                                                   
211 Interview 169. 

212 Interviews 133, 146, 160, 171. 

213 Interviews 164, 177, 186. 

214 In one particular case (interview 153), the original assignee had moved to another new building. 

215 Only two interviewees (interviews 156, 176) were happy to mention how much they had paid for their units – 
10000 and 16000 USD respectively for a flat on the fifth floor of New Building A and for a flat on the third floor of New 
Building C. 
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Building Original assignees 

amongst 
interviewed 
household 
(percentage) 

Newcomers 
amongst 
interviewed 
household 
(percentage) 

Newcomers 
renters 
(percentage of 
newcomers) 

Newcomers 
owners 
(percentage of 
newcomers) 

A 8 (66.7%) 4 (33.3%) 2 (50.0%) 2 (50.0%) 
B 8 (66.7%) 4 (33.3%) 2 (50.0%) 2 (50.0%) 
C 6 (50.0%) 6 (50.0%) 5 (83.3%) 1 (16.7%) 
D 7 (58.3%) 5 (41.7%) 3 (60.0%) 2 (40.0%) 
E 9 (75.0%) 3 (25.0%) 2 (66.7%) 1 (33.3%) 
F 9 (75.0%) 3 (25.0%) 3 (100.0%) 0 (0.0%) 
G 8 (66.7%) 4 (33.3%) 1 (25.0%) 3 (75.0%) 
H 5 (83.3%) 1 (16.7%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (100%) 
Total 60 (66.7%) 30 (33.3%) 18 (60%) 12 (40%) 

 
Table 6.10. Distribution of original assignees and newcomers across interviewed households (Source: Author) 

 

Evidence from the interviews216 shows that newcomers are systematically excluded by any 
form of decision making, and often blamed for the mismanagement of the common spaces and 
for minor crimes. A 40-year-old woman living on the fifth floor of New Building A mentioned 
that:  

 “We arrived in 2012. The owner was actually a relative and sold us his flat for 10’000 USD. My 
husband is now working in Thailand and four of us in the flat, out of six, work: two work in security, 
two are hairdressers, I am a cook in a restaurant. I like this place because it is much less noisy 

and dangerous than were I used to live, nearby the Samaki Market,217 but I find very difficult to 

interact with my new neighbours. There is stigma toward the newcomers, even if we are many by 
now. Many of the original inhabitants blame us for everything, as if we were the ones bringing 

crime and producing rubbish, I don’t know why they say that, it’s very frustrating.”218  

Some newcomers consider themselves as temporary occupiers (this is the case for instance 
amongst university students), and very often do not know much about Borei Keila’s past events. 
A young male student219 living on the sixth floor of New Building B mentioned that he had 
arrived very recently, only two weeks before I interviewed him: 

“I got here upon suggestion from a friend, who told me there was great availability of flats to share, 
for cheap. I eventually found this flat, but the owner has just it and let me know I will have to move. 

                                                   
216 Interviews 149, 185, 204. 

217 About 5km from Borei Keila, toward the periphery. 

218 Interview 133. 

219 Interview 143. 
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I found another bed-seat on the fifth floor of New Building B… I’m worried about the removals, as 
I’ll have to take all my stuff again down for six floors and up for five”. 

A few interviewees amongst the original assignees220 claimed that the high number of 
newcomers, and their turnover, make exceedingly difficult to establish stable relationship with 
their neighbours. Despite being a place of encounter, the common corridors are not necessarily 
conducive to the formation of strong networks between the several households. Many 
interviewees complained they do not know anybody apart from the people living right in front of 
them.221 Others mentioned to have relationships only with people living on their same floor.222  

Importantly, several interviewees223 blamed the lack of stronger and more established forms of 
social organisation on Phan Imex and the quasi-total control the private company holds on the 
new housing for the poor. Evidence from the interviews shows that a few inhabitants have been 
given the role of paid ‘watchdogs’ (one per floor, plus eight ‘heads of building’, one per 
building)224 by Phan Imex. Such watchdogs report any sort of activity to Phan Imex and ask the 
inhabitants for bribes225 to loosen their surveillance. All interviewees confirmed they had to 
negotiate with the company through such ‘representatives’ to build a mezzanine, to make a 
modification to the layout, or to open up a small productive or commercial activity within the 
housing unit. “I’d leave if I could, because we are not free here”,226 said one 45 year old man 
living on the third floor of New Building D, adding that one of the watchdogs had reported him 
to Phan Imex when he attempted to modify his flat without permission.  

The desire to leave Borei Keila’s new housing for the poor was also expressed by interviewees 
whose households were undergoing financial hardships.227 They mostly blamed the 
impossibility on running a business in the upper floors. A 50-year-old woman living on the sixth 
floor of New Building G said that she:  

“would move somewhere else, if I could. It is very difficult here to run a household when you live 
on the sixth floor and you need to go shopping downstairs. It is also complicated to find a job, in 
spite of the central location. I lived in the upper floor of a small two-storey building in the old 

                                                   
220 Interviews 153, 163, 186. 

221 Interviews 158, 169. 

222 Interviews 133, 159. 

223 Interviews 140, 155, 169, 179. 

224 Interviews 140, 155, 169, 179. 

225 See footnote 57, page 136. 

226 Interview 173. 

227 Interview 199, 211. 
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settlement, and it was easy for me to buy food, cook it and sell it on the street. Here I simply sell 
coffee, but I only have a few customers. Also, I barely get out of my flat, it is too tiring to go up and 

down six floors all the time”.228 

Another widespread reason of discontent is caused by a general preoccupation about a lack of 
safety – emerging through evidence from the interviews229 and the installation of a reinforced 
gate for almost every unit [Figure 6.37 above]. The landscape of Borei Keila’s upper floors 
corridors is marked by long series of such gates: during the morning, when most inhabitant 
work, most gates are shut, and the corridors become dull and empty spaces [Figure 6.38] – 
very different from the lively spaces of encounter they seem to be in the afternoons and 
evenings.  

The only ‘civic’ facility in the New Buildings’ upper floors is School established in a unit of the 
third floor of Building C,230 run by a Korean NGO called Amny231 [Figure 6.39]. The School 
provides free education to classes of up 20 children and teenagers in Borei Keila,232 Although 
the school is barely known to the households that do not live in its close proximity, it serves as 
‘public’ facility for children and teenagers of New Building C. The idea behind the school is to 
empower Borei Keila’s youth giving free access to education, teaching English and Korean 
languages and putting teenagers in touch with a wide network of education and job 
opportunities in both Cambodia and Korea. The class layout follows a rigid frontal lecturing 
scheme. The space of the staircase’s landing right in front of the school entrance is full of 
drawings made by children, which have also stuck plenty of stickers to the walls. 

Table 6.11 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in the new housing for the poor’s upper floors. I analyse such 
synthesised information in section 6.8 below. 

 

                                                   
228 Interview 202. 

229 Interviews 134, 149, 159, 181, 195, 215. 

230 During my last visit to Borei Keila this had moved to building H. 

231 The leader of the NGO lives in another flat in building C (see interview 160). 

232 The idea behind the school is to empower Borei Keila’s youth giving access to education. The NGO refers to a 
wider network of Korean NGOs operating in Cambodia but it is independent (see interview 160). 
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6.6.3. The new housing for the poor’s ground floors 

The ground floor spaces [Figures 6.40, 6.41] of the new housing for the poor were initially meant 
to host community-based activities, spaces for education, structures for health and commercial 
spaces that – in the initial idea of ACHR and SDI – should have been managed by the 
community itself (Boonyabancha, 2014). The commercial spaces should have provided 
compensation to the households who had lost their businesses with the destruction of the 
original settlement.  

The original community leaders, however, decided to retain only a relative small collective 
space (a community room in building A), while Phan Imex has acquired possession of the 
rest.233 This has sparked off a process of strong commodification of the whole ground floor, 
turning almost all its space in an opportunity for profit for Phan Imex. The company rents out 
commercial units at market rates (to people living outside Borei Keila, too), and turned units 
whose businesses were not profitable into residential ones. Table 6.12 below breaks down the 
total number of units per each building’s ground floors: in each building the picture changes 
quite considerably [see also Figure 6.40]. Overall, commercial units account for only the 42.2% 
of the total, with a 6.9% of units that are also used as residential, often using mezzanines – a 
bedroom is created in the upper floors. An impressive 30.4% of the units has been converted 
to a solely residential use, while a 24.4% is either empty or abandoned. 

Building Units(percentage over total units in the building) 
Commercial Commercial 

and 
residential 

Residential Empty Other uses Total 
units 

A 5 (14.7%) 2 (5.9%) 9 (26.5%) 14 (41.2%) 1 collective toilet  
1 School (run by PIO) 
1 community room 
1 motorbike parking 

34 
 

B 28 (43.1 %) 2 (3.1%) 21 (32.3%) 13 (20.0%) 1 motorbike parking 65 
C 39 (56.5%) 2 (2.9%) 9 (13.0%) 18 (26.1%) 1 motorbike parking 69 
D 25 (43.9%) 3 (5.3%) 24 (42.1%) 4 (7.0%) 1 motorbike parking 57 
E 19 (32.2%) 6 (10.2%) 18 (30.5%) 15 (25.4%) 1 motorbike parking 59 
F 16 (23.9%) 6 (9.0%) 26 (38.8%) 17 (25.4%) 1 collective toilet  

1 motorbike parking 
67 

G 18 (27.3%) 9 (13.6%) 21 (31.8%) 17 (25.8%) 1 motorbike parking 66 
H 8 (26.7%) 1 (3.3%) 8 (26.7%) 11 (36.7%) 1 motorbike parking 

1 car parking 
30 

Total 158 (35.3%) 31 (6.9%) 136 (30.4%) 109 (24.4%) 13 (3.0%) 447 

 
Table 6.12. Borei Keila’s new housing for the poor: distribution of uses across the ground floors of the several 

buildings (Source: Author) 

                                                   
233 Drawing from interview 140, Phan Imex pays actually a symbolic annual rent to the community leaders. 
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The commercial facilities on the ground floor are very diverse and make Borei Keila an 
important destination for the inhabitants of the surrounding urban environment in search for 
food, clothes, hairdressers, motor repairs and so on [Figure 6.42]. Table 6.13 below 
summarises these activities per each building.  

Kind of business Total Percentage 
Artisan’s workshops 1 0.6% 
Beauty salon 2 1.3% 
Clinic 3 1.9% 
Clothes shop 5 3.2% 
Cosmetics or perfume shop 5 3.2% 
Dentist 3 1.9% 
DVD shop 1 0.6% 
Electrical components and lamps 3 1.9% 
Electronics 1 0.6% 
Edible items 3 1.9% 
General household items 43 27.2% 
Hairdresser 38 24.1% 
Hardware shop 1 0.6% 
Ice shop 1 0.6% 
Launderette 1 0.6% 
Motor repairs  3 1.9% 
Motor spares and consumables 2 1.3% 
Pharmacy 2 1.3% 
Phone shop 1 0.6% 
Restaurant or cafes 22 13.9% 
Seamstress or tailor shop 16 10.1% 
Shoe shop 1 0.6% 
Total 153 100.0% 

 
Table 6.13. Borei Keila’s new housing for the poor: businesses on the ground floors (Source: Author) 

 

While some of the business activities are run by inhabitants of the upper floors, today about 
three quarters of them are led by people living outside Borei Keila.234 Most of them, though, 
employ Borei Keila’s inhabitants.235 A 40 year old seller tells me that: 

“the plan was initially to make all commercial spaces available only to Borei Keila’s inhabitants. 

However, Phan Imex charges us quite a lot, we have to pay a monthly rent.236 Many households 

had small businesses and no means to improve them or scale them up, hence it has been 

                                                   
234 Interviews 231, 232, 233. 

235 Interviews 231, 232, 233. 

236 The amount of the monhtly rent seems to vary according to the size of the shop but also to the deal that the 
business owner negotiated with with Phan Imex. Evidence from the interviews (231, 232, 233) shows values varying 
from 60 to 100pounds for shops of roughly 16sqm. 
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impossible for them to build their livelihoods here. Phan Imex, thus, started to offer such spaces 

to external businessmen and businesswomen”237 

The image of the ground floor is for sure strongly characterised by the frenetic commercial 
activities, which appropriate all open spaces during day-time, using sidewalks and roads to 
display goods, or for arranging tables and chairs. Completing the picture, there are tens of 
mobile carts of sellers with lottery tickets and food, and one big parking lot per building [Figure 
6.43]. All parking lots cater to bikes and motorbikes’ users, except for one parking space in 
building H, which is for cars. Parking lots are run by inhabitants of Borei Keila, but owned by 
Phan Imex, which gets all revenues. A few interviewees238 from the upper floors have 
complained about the cost of the parking, describing it as a tax to all residents – as all flats 
needs parking at least for a bike or a motorbike.  

Noticeably, Phan Imex office is on the ground floor of New Building D [Figure 6.44], and the 
company runs also two collective toilets (New Buildings A and F) that are used also by 
inhabitants of the illegal settlement [Figure 6.16 above].  

In the ground floor of New Building A, there are a school run by the NGO People Improvement 
Organisation (PIO), and a room for community activities. As for the latter, a former community 
leader confirms that the room is most often shut: “the other community leaders and I have the 
keys, we hold our meetings here but nothing else”.239 PIO’s school [Figure 6.45], is instead an 
important public facility for the whole new housing for the poor, as it offers free education to 
children of Borei Keila in the afternoon: on one side, this allows pupils that cannot afford to go 
to school in the morning to access educational activities (mostly taught in English), and the 
household leaders to be relieved from childcare responsibilities during part of the afternoon. 
Inhabitants from the new housing for the poor (especially from buildings A, B, C) have their 
children attending the school in the afternoon. PIO’s website states that “Through education it 
is our belief that we can improve the lives of the Cambodian people which will lead to taking 
greater control of one’s life and as a result, a life out of poverty” (PIO, 2014, p. 1). PIO has 
divided the space horizontally into a series of study rooms, and vertically using mezzanines, to 
increase much footprint as possible and, therefore, capacity. Children’s attendance follow a 
precise schedule to accommodate the high demand, but the school’s teachers complain240 their 
spaces are not really enough and too many children remain eventually excluded. Importantly, 

                                                   
237 Interview 231. 

238 Interviews 143, 155, 215. 

239 Interview 140. 

240 Interview 234. 
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one more reason of regret lies in the fact that, in spite of working in several contexts (see also 
Borei Santepheap II, chapter 7, page 328), PIO does not manage to foster connections and 
networks amongst those.241  

Phan Imex found economically convenient to rent out, for residential purposes, those units 
whose commercial activities had shut because of lack of business. I counted 136 units whose 
use was solely residential [Figure 6.46 and 6.40 above]. Such units are of diverse sizes, 
following different layouts in the uniform 4 by 4 metres grid of Borei Keila’s ground floor. Table 
6.14 below offers a breakdown of such numbers. The largest units occupy a space of 8 by 4 
metres, but these are exceptional. Most often (52.7% of the total units number), units measure 
just two meters by four and, in the most extreme cases (9.6% of the total), just two by two—an 
area that is barely enough to lie a bed or mat. As it has happened in the upper floors, many 
households (41.3%) have built a mezzanine to expand the limited floor space of their units. 

Building Number of residential units according to size 
(percentage per building) 

Total Number of residential 
units with… (percentage 
per building) 

4 sqm 8 sqm 12 sqm 16 sqm 
or more 

… co-
presence of 
a business 

… a 
mezzanine 

A - 7 (63.6%) - 4 
(36.4%) 

11 2 (18.2%) 3 (27.3%) 

B 12 
(52.2%) 

8 (34.8%) - 3 
(13.0%) 

23 2 (8.7%) 6 (26.1%) 

C - 8 (72.7%) 1 (9.1%) 2 
(18.2%) 

11 2 (18.2%) 4 (36.4%) 

D 4 
(14.8%) 

10 (37.0%) 2 (7.4%) 11 
(40.7%) 

27 3 (11.1%) 16 (59.3%) 

E - 13 (54.2%) - 11 
(45.8%) 

24 6 (25%) 10 (41.7%) 

F - 23 (71.9%) - 9 
(28.1%) 

32 6 (18.8%) 11 (34.4 %) 

G - 14 (46.7%) 1 (3.3%) 15 (50%) 30 9 (30.0%) 14 (46.7%) 

H - 5 (55.6%) 1 (11.1%) 3 
(33.3%) 

9 1 (11.1%) 5 (55.6%) 

Total 16 
(9.6%) 

88 (52.7%) 5 (3.0%) 58 
(34.7%) 

167 31 (18.6%) 69 (41.3%) 

 
Table 6.14. Borei Keila’s new housing for the poor: distribution and size of residential units on the ground floor 

(Source: Author) 

                                                   
241 Interview 234. 
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Only the units facing the main open spaces have direct light and decent ventilation, and close 
to none of them include sanitation facilities.242 Moving through the inner corridors, the 
environment has poor air and lighting.  

Some of the households are newcomers that have settled in Borei Keila in search for livelihoods 
in the city centre, and that have found such units acceptable given the cheap rent:  

“I moved here only 3 months ago. After my husband died I struggled to pay the rent, and here it is 
cheaper. It is very noisy, it’s like living constantly in a market, so I’m not that happy but at least it’s 

central, my children have their school very close, although they need to go by bike.”243 

“I have been here for one month and a half. I have relatives here, they live on a flat on the fourth 
floor, so I decided to look for a house in Borei Keila. It’s cheap, I split the rent with my younger 

brother.”244 

Other households have either sold or rented out their flat upstairs because they were in financial 
hardships: 

“I had a flat upstairs but I’m now renting it out to students from the province, I charge them 70 USD 
per month. The flat is on the 5th floor of this same building [New Building B]. I had to pay 2500 
USD for the licence to sell things on the ground floor, in this same unit, so now I need to pay back 
some money I borrowed: I moved downstairs and we built a mezzanine, as we are six in total and 
we needed space. It is actually difficult here and if I had the money I’d move out: it’s too dangerous, 

there are too many burglaries at night”245  

“I had a flat on the 6th floor of the first building [New Building A], but I had to sell it: I’m HIV positive 
and I need money for my treatment. The company had tried to relocate me to Tuol Sambo in 2009, 
but I had enough documents to stay and be eligible for a flat. I got it in 2010 and sold it for 6500USD 
in 2014, to some people that were living close to the Royal Palace before moving here. I had to 

give 500USD to the authorities for the transaction.”246  

Lastly, some of the households are involved in the land dispute, and have been offered a unit 
in the ground floors while waiting to be ultimately assigned a unit in the upper floors: 

                                                   
242 Through my survey I found only two units having a toilet. 

243 Interview 239. 

244 Interview 242. 

245 Interview 241. 

246 Interview 243. 
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“I moved here before the eviction of January 2012, in agreement with a few more families that I 
had known for a long time – it was the only solution for us. It was Phan Imex proposing this, in 
exchange of a rent. I know most of the families in the back [in the illegal settlement], and my heart 
is broken about their situation. I blame it all on Phan Imex, the government and the former 

community leaders have no faults. Luckily there are a few NGOs helping out”.247 

These households’ voices have never been taken into consideration by public authorities or 
human or housing rights organisations: their narratives have remained invisible, as there is 
literally no mention of them in any article, report or public statement issued about the area. A 
representative of Licadho, a long-time activist in Cambodia in support of urban poor groups at 
risk of eviction, says that the rationale behind this decision is both an ethical and a practical 
one:  

“our organisation does not want to push into a struggle people that are not already ‘active’ toward 
achieving a specific political goal. It would mean to force people into something, whereas we just 
want to support and facilitate activities of resistance that are already in place. We would not even 

have the resources to mobilise such a big number of households”.248  

Table 6.15 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in the new housing for the poor’s ground floors. I analyse such 
synthesised information in section 6.8 below. 

6.7. THE REDEVELOPMENT OF THE REST OF THE SITE, AND ITS VOIDS 

Following the land-sharing agreement, 12 hectares out of 14 were allocated to Phan Imex for 
profit-driven developments [Figures 6.47 and, above, 6.4 and 6.9]. Evidence from the 
interviews249 shows how Phan Imex has actually sub-leased the plot to several third-party 
developers. Such action has resulted in an extreme parcellisation of the entire site, which today 
looks fragmented and scarred by a multiplicity of fences between different properties.    

The Northernmost part of the site has been occupied by an endless series of four-storey 
shophouses. Such series starts actually with a hotel [Figure 6.48], which has been built right 
next to Borei Keila’s New Building A, and then runs along three long rows (the first two rows 

                                                   
247 Interview 244 

248 Interview 229. 

249 Interviews 124, 129, 227, 229. 
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were built between 2002 and 2007, the third one was completed in 2012 – Digital Globe, 2019). 
The resulting urban grain is coarse and crossed only by one street [Figure 6.49]. On the 
Northernmost street, on the ground floors of the shophouses, there open a few business 
activities in a continuum with the ones activating the frontages of the adjacent Czechoslovakia 
Boulevard.  

Evidence from the interviews250 shows how the inhabitants of such shophouses are mostly 
middle-class households who have moved to Borei Keila from other areas of Phnom Penh, in 
search for an upgrading of their housing conditions and a more central location. Most of them 
know the history of Borei Keila, though they have had no engagement with any of its 
populations. A few interviewees have mentioned that they do sometimes have lunch or shop 
groceries in one of the shops in Borei Keila’s ground floors.251 A woman of about 30 year old 
mentions she likes to go to the hairdresser there as it is very cheap.252 One household, 
relevantly, mentions that a woman from Borei Keila’s new housing for the poor work in their 
home as housecleaner.253  

The Eastern side of the plot, on Czechoslovakia Boulevard, has been the most intensely 
developed. In rapid succession, going from North to South [figure 6.50], it is possible to see:  

- an eight-storey office building which marks the North-East corner of the site with a 
rounded corner recalling the typical urban blocks of the central areas of Phnom Penh. 
At the ground floor this hosts a café boasting a ‘business lounge’ with free wi-fi and a 
bank; 

- attached to it, a glass architecture with very eclectic forms, hosting again offices;  
- a parcel that is yet to be developed, and hosts a car wash and repair right next to the 

entrance of the road distributing to the second and third row of shophouses;  
- a shiny building with the main façade in glass, a car-salon on three levels;  
- in the middle of other two temporary structures, again a car wash and a car park, it is 

under construction what looks to be a narrow nine-storey residential building with two 
flats per floor; 

- beyond that, the entrance of the Ministry of Tourism, built in 2010;  

                                                   
250 Interviews 275, 276, 277. 

251 Interviews 275, 276 

252 Interview 277. 

253 Interview 275. 
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- another roofed structure hosting a car salon before the entrance of the main road that 
is now crossing the site, about 5 metres wide;  

-  a seven-storey building for offices, with the main façade all in glass, with an electronics 
and appliances shop on the ground floor, ending in a taller volume on the South-side; 

- next to it another very narrow residential building under construction; 
- a one-storey temporary structure for bike repairs; 
- the other new road cutting the site right where a temporary station for a bus company 

is (we will see how in the inner part of the site). 

The urban fabric jumps then to a different scale: the grain of the several blocks becomes 
coarser and their heights increase quite considerably [Figure 6.51]. A series of building for 
offices – with the almost ironic exception of two traditional (six-storey) shophouses in the middle 
of plenty of contemporary façades in glass – characterise this part of the plot. The construction 
of these buildings started in 2008. Significantly, one of them hosts the Phnom Penh 
International University. A little mall with three food-chain companies (including Costa Coffee) 
closes the university complex in the North-Eastern corner.  

After that, a finer grain of residential buildings starts [Figure 6.52]. On its back, another system 
of shophouses is distributed along two rows. A gas station occupies the corner of the site, 
followed by a few small residential buildings, and by temporary structures accommodating car 
show-rooms. After another road entrance, we find the big ‘Borei Keila New Store’ market, made 
of temporary structures, that will be replaced by a new denser development in the next future.254 
Prior to reaching the corner of the site, again a sequence of temporary structures: car repairs, 
furniture, car showrooms, car-wash, the last of them occupying the footprint where Borei Keila’s 
new housing building J was supposed to be. On the footprint of what was supposed to be 
building I, lies a private residential building. 

The inner part of the site is today the one that is most frenetically under development, with 
several plots quickly fenced off while the construction proceeds – the shophouse typology is 
still dominant [Figure 6.53]. Significantly, this area also hosts the main venue of the Pram-Pi 
Makara District Authority.  

While the development of the full site proceeds frenetically, plenty of spaces are left over, in a 
suspended condition while waiting for investment funds [Figure 6.54]. Such undeveloped plots 
are sometimes transformed into formal temporary public spaces, with income-generating 
activities, like in the case of a volleyball pitch rented hourly. Plots are otherwise used informally, 

                                                   
254 Interview 281. 
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by inhabitants of the illegal settlement (see above, page 257) that trespass their fences. Most 
often such inhabitants are children that use such plots as open-air gardens, or to swim in the 
ponds left by the heavy rains [Figure 6.55]. Unused plots are otherwise tabulae rasae, simply 
marked by spontaneous vegetations and piles of rubble and rubbish – the latter often 
scrutinised by ragpickers – and surrounded by newly built fences and the ruined landscape of 
the Old Buildings. 

While such leftover plots are most often left unguarded, a significant exception is represented 
by one central plot [Figure 6.56], which is constantly surveilled by a series of people who spend 
several hours per day or per night in an improvised shack:  

“no, I don’t live here, I come here during the day and then another person comes to stay here at 
night. Sometimes I take my children with me, if they are not at school. The landlord pays me to 
guard this piece of land, as he is afraid that someone might trespass the fence and start to build 

something. My job is to call the police and the landlord, should this happen”.255 

Table 6.16 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in Borei Keila’s for-profit developments. I analyse such synthesised 
information in section 6.8 below.  

6.8. THE AMBIVALENCE OF URBAN OBSOLESCENCE IN BOREI KEILA: ANSWERING THE 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following two sub-sections answer respectively research questions no. 1 and no. 2, 
connecting the empirical data presented in this chapter to relevant aspects of the thesis’ 
literature review and analysing it through the research methodological framework. The text 
builds upon the analysis presented in Figures 6.57, 6.58, 6.59, and 6.60. 

 

6.8.1. Answering RQ1: Borei Keila’s urbanisms as partaking into the production of the 
fenced city 

Recalling the definition of camp-like-spatialities I gave in chapter 2 (page 57), such spaces are 
marked by dynamics of control, exclusion and depoliticisation.  

                                                   
255 Interview 284. 
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e 

sc
ho

ol
, a

pa
rt 

fro
m

 
th
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e 

liv
es

 o
f 

th
e 

Ca
m

bo
di

an
 p

eo
pl

e
wh

ich
 w

ill 
le

ad
 to

 ta
ki

ng
 

gr
ea

te
r c

on
tro

l o
f o

ne
’s

 
life

 a
nd

 a
s 

a 
re

su
lt,

 a
 lif

e 
ou

t o
f p

ov
er

ty
.” 

M
em

be
rs

 o
f P

IO
’s

 s
ta

ff 
co

m
pl

ai
ns

 th
ey

 d
o 

no
t 

m
an

ag
e 

to
 a

dd
re

ss
 th

e 
hi

gh
 d

em
an

d 
fo

r c
hi

l-
dr

en
. 

Th
er

e 
is 

no
 fo

rm
al

 c
on

-
ne

ct
io

n 
w

ith
 th

e 
M

in
ist

ry
 

of
 E

du
ca

tio
n.

PI
O

 
cla

im
s 

its
 to

ta
l in

de
-

pe
nd

en
cy

 fr
om

 th
e 

M
in

-
ist

ry
.  

PI
O

 is
 u

nw
illi

ng
 to

 
st

re
ng

th
en

 it
s 

ne
tw

or
k-

in
g 

ac
tiv

itie
s 

wi
th

 o
th

er
 

NG
O

s 
in

vo
lve

d 
in

 e
du

-
ca

tio
n 

ac
tiv

itie
s.

  

Th
e 

re
ce

nt
ly 

ap
pr

ov
ed

 
Ca

m
bo

di
a’

s 
so

-c
al

le
d 

‘N
G

O
 L

aw
’ (

RG
C 

20
14

) 
gr

ea
tly

 lim
its

 th
e 

op
er

a-
tio

na
l f

re
ed

om
 o

f N
G

O
s 

an
d 

ha
s 

be
en

 re
ad

 d
e 

fa
ct

o 
as

 a
 th

re
at

 to
 N

G
O

 
wo

rk
er

s.
 In

 th
is 

co
nd

i-
tio

n,
 fo

r P
IO

 it
 is

 im
po

s-
sib

le
 to

 p
ro

m
ot

e 
an

y-
th

in
g 

bu
ts

m
al

l lo
ca

lis
ed

 
ac

tiv
itie

s.
  

– 

ga
te

d-
co

m
m

un
ity

-li
ke

 d
yn

am
ic

s

ca
m

p-
lik

e 
dy

na
m

ic
s

op
en

in
g-

up
 d

yn
am

ic
s

de
co

m
m

od
ify

in
g 

dy
na

m
ic

s

re
po

lit
ic

is
at

io
n 

dy
na

m
ic

s
CO

M
M

UN
IT

Y 
RO

O
M

 IN
VI

SI
BL

E 
AN

D 
US

ED
 O

NL
Y 

BY
 F

O
RM

ER
 C

O
M

M
UN

IT
Y 

LE
AD

ER
S

US
E 

O
F 

RO
AD

S 
AS

 S
PA

CE
S 

FO
R 

G
AT

HE
RI

NG
S 

AN
D 

CO
M

M
ER

CE

CO
M

M
ER

CI
AL

 U
NI

TS
 A

S 
SO

UR
CE

 
O

F 
RE

VE
NU

E 
FO

R 
PH

AN
 IM

EX
SO

M
E 

O
F 

TH
EM

 U
SI

NG
 A

 M
EZ

ZA
NI

NE
FO

R 
RE

SI
DE

NT
IA

L 
PU

RP
O

SE
S

CO
NV

ER
SI

O
N 

O
F 

CO
M

M
ER

CI
AL

 
UN

IT
S 

IN
TO

 R
ES

ID
EN

TI
AL

 O
NE

S
EX

CL
US

IO
NA

RY
 C

O
ND

IT
IO

N 
O

F 
NE

W
-

CO
M

ER
S

PA
RK

IN
G

 L
O

TS
 A

S 
M

AJ
O

R
SO

UR
CE

 O
F 

RE
VE

NU
E 

FO
R 

PH
AN

 IM
EX

PH
AN

 IM
EX

 O
FF

IC
E 

EN
TA

IL
S

A 
CO

NS
TA

NT
 P

RE
SE

NC
E 

AN
D 

CO
NT

RO
L 

O
F 

TH
E 

CO
M

PA
NY

 
O

N 
TH

E 
EV

ER
YD

AY
 L

IF
E 

O
F 

BO
RE

I K
EI

LA

PI
O

 S
CH

O
O

L 
AS

 A
 F

O
RM

 O
F 

EM
PO

W
ER

M
EN

T 
FO

R 
KI

DS
 

AN
D 

DE
CO

M
M

O
DI

FI
CA

TI
O

N 
O

F 
TH

E 
G

RO
UN

D 
FL

O
O

R 
SP

AC
E

EM
PT

Y 
UN

IT
S 

EN
TA

IL
IN

G
A 

DE
G

RE
E 

O
F 

O
PE

NN
ES

S
TO

W
AR

D 
NE

W
CO

M
ER

S

6.
59

. T
he

 a
m

biv
ale

nc
e 

of
 u

rb
an

 o
bs

ole
sc

en
ce

 in
 B

or
ei 

Ke
ila

’s 
ne

w 
ho

us
ing

 fo
r t

he
 p

oo
r, g

ro
un

d 
flo

or
 (e

lab
or

at
ion

 b
y A

ut
ho

r; 
so

ur
ce

 o
f p

ho
to

gr
ap

hs
: A

ut
ho

r)

314



8.
3.

 T
he

 a
m

biv
ale

nc
e 

of
 u

rb
an

 ru
ins

 in
 P

hn
om

 P
en

h:
 B

or
ei 

Ke
ila

’s 
ne

w 
ho

us
ing

 fo
r t

he
 p

oo
r, t

he
 g

ro
un

d 
flo

or
s  

(e
lab

or
at

ion
 b

y A
ut

ho
r; 

so
ur

ce
 o

f p
ho

to
gr

ap
hs

: A
ut

ho
r)

O
BS

ER
VE

D 
 

PR
AC

TI
CE

S 
SP

AT
IA

L 
DI

M
EN

SI
O

N
S 

G
O

VE
RN

M
EN

TA
L 

DI
M

EN
SI

O
N

S 

A.
 S

pa
ce

s 
fo

r c
ul

tu
re

s 
an

d 
ec

on
om

ie
s 

B.
 In

fr
as

tru
ct

ur
es

 
C.
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am

ew
or

ks
 

K.
 T

ec
hn

iq
ue

s 
of

 g
ov

-
er

nm
en

t /
 a

dm
in

is
tra

-
tiv

e 
m

ea
su

re
s 

1.
 F

or
m

er
 c

om
m

un
ity

le
ad

er
s 

sy
m

bo
lic

al
ly 

re
-

ta
in

 o
w

ne
rs

hi
p 

of
 th

e 
gr

ou
nd

 fl
oo

rs
, b

ut
 a

ct
u-

al
ly 

po
ss

es
s 

on
ly 

a 
co

m
-

m
un

ity
 ro

om
, w

hi
ch

 th
ey

 
ke

ep
 e

m
pt

y 
fo

r m
os

t o
f 

th
e 

tim
e.

 

Th
er

e 
is 

a 
la

ck
 o

f c
om

-
m

un
ity

 s
pa

ce
s,

 a
nd

 in
 

ge
ne

ra
l o

f s
pa

ce
s 

fo
r 

ga
th

er
in

g 
no

n-
re

la
te

d 
to

 
pr

of
it.

 
Ev

id
en

ce
 fr

om
 th
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The land-sharing process in Borei Keila was definitely affected by the emergence of 
exclusionary and depoliticising dynamics [Figure 6.57, colour purple]: the several surveys made 
by NGOs were eventually disregarded in the process of provision of flats; proposals by 
community architects were deemed unfit and financially unviable; all NGOs were eventually 
pushed away from the overall process; every community group was bypassed by Phan Imex 
and local authorities, who rather favoured negotiations with single households and bribed256 
community leaders.  

Once the eviction occurred (January 2012), the area I defined above as ‘illegal settlement’ 
(page 257) was turned de facto into a camp-like spatiality. A basic form of control was 
implemented fencing the area off the plots that would have then hosted new profit-driven 
developments, to avoid trespassing and encroachment. Some of the Old Building’s units were 
forcibly vacated by local authorities, with giant ‘OK’ signs sprayed on the walls by local 
authorities and entrance doors walled, contributing to an overall image of exclusion through 
abandonment and ruination. Households in the green sheds in Borei Keila were kept for long 
in a suspended condition, not receiving any information about their future. Further, green sheds 
were provided with no toilets nor windows, and designed as simple boxes, reinforcing a feeling 
of spatial exclusion. The same could be said for the fifty-six households living in shacks, which 
had not been given any possibility of infrastructural upgrading for a total of six years, prior to 
their ultimate eviction. Such households were recurrently exploited by Phan Imex, being 
charged a fee for using collective toilets built on the ground floors of the new housing. The 
deliberate lack of formal rubbish collection in the whole illegal settlement completed such 
picture, strengthening the image of the illegal settlement as leftover and disposable space.  

Other camp-like dynamics in Borei Keila’s illegal settlement can be identified in the rivalries 
amongst different factions of dwellers, and the consequent impossibility of proposing a true 
alternative for the upgrading of the illegal settlement. Such conflicts have de facto supported 
the ‘divide and rule’ strategy used by authorities and developers in Borei Keila. The sheer divide 
between new housing and slum settlement, and the rhetoric creation of the latter as a ‘problem’ 
for the former, is another element contributing to the creation of a camp-like condition – 
supported not only by Phan Imex and local authorities but, paradoxically, also by the strong 
divides amongst dwellers across the site, and by the impossibility of organisations such as 
Licadho to involve them all in a collective struggle. Adding to this gloomy picture [Figure 6.57, 
colour blue], it is important to notice how processes of fetishisization of urban ruins (Forsyth, 
no date; Chea, 2011; Andersen, 2016), as happened in the White Building (see chapter 5, page 

                                                   
256 See footnote 57, page 136. 
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223), have affected Borei Keila’s Old Buildings too, to an extent contributing to distance them 
even more from the rest of the site.   

Moving to the new housing for the poor, camp-like dynamics [Figure 6.58, colour purple] have 
emerged as forms of exclusion against newcomers – as in the White Building, accused of anti-
social behaviours and criminal activities.257 Camp-like dynamics are caused also by the 
overwhelming control exercised by Phan Imex’s watchdogs and heads-of-buildings (as seen 
with the phum leaders in the White Building), and by architectural forms conducive to enhance 
such dimension of control – for instance through the use of long corridors in the upper floors or 
by keeping empty a number of housing units as in new buildings G and H.  

As for gated-community-like dynamics [Figure 6.58, colour blue], as seen in the White Building, 
the informal transactions of housing units (initially provided for free) became an agent of 
commodification in Borei Keila’s new housing for the poor. The same can be said for the 
addition of mezzanines in the housing units: these, although creating emancipatory conditions 
(see following sub-section), have been often used to sublet to newcomers and generate an 
income. In the same fashion, Borei Keila’s ground floors [Figure 6.59, colours blue and purple], 
initially meant as shared collective spaces), are now rented out by Phan Imex to a multitude of 
private businesses or converted into parking lots whereby Phan Imex charges a fee. The two 
toilets for the slum dwellers of the illegal settlement, run and supported by Phan Imex in 
exchange of a fee, add up to such strongly commodified picture. An apparent exception, in 
Borei Keila’s ground floor, is represented by the community room: this however, is kept 
permanently locked, and turned into a tangible manifestation of the Borei Keila’s depoliticised 
condition, as former community leaders do not have an interest in engaging with the current 
politics of the overall site. 

The increased perception of criminality has caused the emergence of forms of security 
obsession, too: on the upper floors, the widespread use of reinforced gates, of cages to fence 
off balconies and – in some instances – the hiring of security guards, equally reflects the fear 
of robbers and criminals that most interviewees have mentioned to be amongst their main 
concerns. Crime and thefts are a concern also on the ground floors, where the access to the 
parking spaces is constantly guarded, and where some business owners have built mezzanines  

                                                   
257 It is relevant to notice that the solutions proposed by the former community leaders to such issue was merely a 
technical and administrative one, i.e. using safety nets to avoid the rubbish to be thrown downstairs. In a similar 
fashion, former community leaders proposed to get rid of part of the illegal settlement to implement the construction 
of a road in the backside of the new housing for the poor.  
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with the only purpose to have a guard or an employee staying overnight to avoid possible 
burglaries.  

As in the case of Dey Krahorm (see chapter 5, page 223), the rest of the site has been 
parcellised into smaller plots, sub-leased to private third-party developers [Figure 6.60, colours 
blue and purple], with the urban fabric of the site and its original thoroughfares completely 
disregarded in the transformation process [Figure 6.60, colour purple]. On such plots, security 
is ensured and enforced through fencing walls, the use of private guards and CCTVs. In one 
case, a group of people was even paid to live on a small shack on site, to allow them to warn 
both the landlord and police in case of illegal trespassing. There emerge forms of fetishization 
and iconisation, too [Figure 6.60, colour blue]: in the midst of townhouses whose typology and 
style strongly refers to a ‘local’ culture and image, universities and buildings for business 
attempt to establish a new aesthetics made of translucent glass panels, of irregular shapes and 
curved forms. As in the case of the neighbouring Olympic City, such buildings  rise as new 
iconic landmarks of central Phnom Penh thanks to their size, materiality and recognisability – 
their ground floors dedicated to consumption, with world-renown pizza and coffee chains. 

 

6.8.2. Answering RQ2: Borei Keila’s urbanisms as emancipating from the production of 
the fenced city 

I recall here that, in chapters 1 (page 36) and 3 (page 94), I discussed obsolescing urbanisms 
as potentially emancipating from the dynamics of production of the fenced city, through a series 
of opening up practices (in the Figures below highlighted in yellow), decommodifying practices 
(in orange), repoliticising practices (in red). Below I discuss in detail the presence of 
emancipatory practices in Borei Keila. 

In the illegal settlement, the presence a of fifty-six households living in shacks denoted a 
dimension of decommodification of an otherwise leftover piece of land in the city centre. As 
seen, households were repoliticised through the work of Licadho. Licadho managed to open 
the settlement, too, thanks to networking activities and through publications exposing the reality 
of Borei Keila to a wider public. The agency of such repoliticisation, however, was limited due 
to the emergence of interest groups in conflict with each other, as concluded above.  

As for the new housing for the poor, above I mentioned how the turnover of inhabitants and the 
use of mezzanines were agents of its commodification. It is important, however, to notice how 
the turnover mechanism has allowed to open the housing to a multitude of newcomers; and 
how the incremental design of the unit was strongly conducive to a level of repoliticisation of 
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the inhabitants, putting the poor househods at the centre of the transformation of their everyday 
spaces, and enhancing their possibility of opening up their units to newcomers or to establish 
business or productive activities. The common spaces were designed to favour interaction, on 
both upper and ground floors: households daily occupy such spaces, gathering and dedicating 
themselves to ludic activities, which can be read as decommodifying one. Importantly, the two 
schools, respectively on the third floor of building C (Amny School) and ground floor of building 
A (PIO school) have created the conditions for openness, decommodification and 
repoliticisation. With their afternoon activities, not only do they work to favour and improve 
children’s education: rather, they also emancipate the households (and, most often, 
household’s women) from the obligation of staying at home to take care of their children. In so 
doing, they unlock possibilities of building livelihoods, but also to engage with the social and 
political life of the settlement. Both schools have started new uses that emancipate from 
capitalist logics: they have subtracted their spaces to the profit-driven inner transformation of 
Borei Keila’s upper floors and ground floor; they are run by not-for-profit organisations, and do 
not ask for a monetary contribution to their students.258 Amny School also works in the morning, 
offering Korean classes to teenagers and adults, contributing to open up Borei Keila’s reality 
through connections toward new cultures, through possibilities of travelling for cultural 
exchanges, and overall through enriching the CVs of its inhabitants. Both PIO and Amny 
schools are also setting up a new aesthetics within Borei Keila, using bright colours and childish 
drawings to decorate their outer and inner façades. 

In the rest of the plot, some sub-leased plots have been left empty, undeveloped. Such plots 
benefit from a looser degree of control and are therefore used informally by individuals 
trespassing their fences – for instance as improvised playgrounds by children, or as swimming 
ponds in the monsoon season. Such practices can be read as entailing a level of both openness 
and decommodification but occur sporadically and could be legally prosecuted. As in the case 
of Dey Krahorm, it is important to notice how the appearance of multiple investors and 
businesses has contributed to open up the sites to a wider range of users and customers 
flowing from several areas of the city, as evidence from the interviews shows. Such openness, 
however, has entailed the further commodification of land uses and the emergence of other 
gated-community-like dynamics, as seen above.  

                                                   
258 As it happens for instance in Cambodian public schools, where underpaid teachers ask 1000 KHR per day to 
their pupils in order to let them attend. 
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6.9. CHAPTER SUMMARY 

As in chapter 5, I hereby presented the process of urban transformation as a cyclical succession 
of instances of modernisation and obsolescence. I showed how Borei Keila’s first monumental 
ensemble was abandoned during the Khmer Rouge era and then assigned to police officers 
after 1979. I showed how the increasing number of newcomers in central areas of Phnom Penh 
led to the emergence of a slum over the whole area of Borei Keila, because of informal 
transactions of pieces of land and transformations and expansions of the original flats. 

I showed how, in such a situation, a land-sharing process was presented as the best solution 
to re-house the poor on part of the site, while leaving great room for profit to a private developer 
on the rest of the site. The partial failure of such process led to forced evictions and an uneven 
situation on site: I showed how the modernisation of Borei Keila is haunted by a fast-paced 
ruination of the new housing for the poor, by illegal populations surviving in the interstices of 
the new developments, by several urban voids in the centre of the site, undeveloped tabulae 
rasae frequently used informally as public spaces.  

While the new developments are built frenetically, therefore, obsolescing processes are 
affecting the entire site. In such a situation, I analysed some practices showing how these have 
led to the emergence of gated-community-like and camp-like dynamics. At the same time, I 
showed how other practices should be understood as having an emancipatory potential – as 
capable of opening, decommodifying, repoliticising the production of space in Borei Keila.  

In the following chapter, I will explore the relocations sites built to host evictees from Borei Keila, 
Dey Krahorm, and the Railway Settlements.  
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7. INVESTIGATING THE DISPLACEMENT OF OBSOLESCING URBANISMS: 
PHNOM PENH’S RELOCATION SITES 

 

7.1. INTRODUCTION 

The production of relocation sites in Phnom Penh, following forced evictions, started in the 
1990s: to date, fifty-four relocation sites have been built [Figure 7.1], most of them rising in the 
city’s outskirts (STT, 2007, 2009a, 2011, 2012d).  

In 1998, 129 families from the area of Tuol Svay Prey were relocated to the site of Aphiwat 
Meanchey through a participatory process (Goad, no date; STT, 2006). The site layout was 
designed by: UNCHS, that financed the construction of sanitation and transport infrastructures; 
URC’s young professionals, that assisted the households in designing the new housing units; 
UPDF, that set up saving groups, giving loans to all households to finance the housing 
construction (Goad, no date). The community was able to negotiate the construction of a large 
public area and a primary school (Goad, no date). Although one third of the households has 
eventually returned to live in central Phnom Penh, Aphiwat Meanchey has for long been 
regarded as a sustainable model for the relocation of the urban poor communities.259  

Aphiwat Meanchey was meant to constitute a sustainable model for future relocations (STT, 
2006). Such model, however, was not followed, for disparate reasons: the increasingly high 
pressure over land (ACHR, 2004), the unwillingness of the MPP to collaborate with ‘illegal’ 
communities (as per 2001’s Land Law – RGC, 2001), the doubts of actors such as UN agencies 
or non-governmental organisations on compromising with displacement processes.260 To date, 
the approach to relocating poor communities has been highly inhomogeneous with 
considerable differences in terms of (STT, 2009a, 2009b, 2011, 2012d): distance from the 
centre; size; provision of land, housing and infrastructures and services (if any); involvement of 
actors from the public, private and third sector; participation of the displaced population in the 
relocation process. 

                                                   
259 Interviews 226, 328, 333, 334. 

260 Interviews 226, 333. 
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I analyse in this chapter six relocation sites (see summary in Table 7.1, below), which are 
exemplary of Phnom Penh’s wide and complex spectrum of relocation practices [Figure 7.1]. 
Such relocation sites host urban poor groups displaced from the localities I explored in chapters 
5 and 6 (Dey Krahorm, Railway Settlements, Borei Keila). Noticeably (see Table 7.1), Borei 
Santepheap II hosts also evictees from Boeung Kak, Tuol Sambo Tmey has also received 
people from settlements along the Tonle Sap river, Andong Tmey’s inhabitants are from both 
Borei Keila and Sambok Chab [Figure 7.1]. In Table 7.1, it is visible how housing on the 
relocation sites might be thoroughly provided, either by an NGO (as in the second stage in Tuol 
Sambo Tmey, or in Andong Tmey), or the Municipality (as in the early stage of Tuol Sambo 
Tmey), or a private company (as in Borei Santepheap II or the latest stage of Tuol Sambo Tmey 
itself). Other times, as in the case of Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey, displaced households are 
provided only with toilets blocks, around which they will have to build their future home on their 
own. The relocation sites’ architectural forms are therefore disparate: incremental housing in 
the form of one-storey rectangular units organised along a regular structural grid of armed 
concrete (in Borei Santepheap II); roofed rectangular units in masonry (Tuol Sambo Tmey and 
Andong Tmey); self-built units in masonry or wooden materials, built around or next to a 
masonry toilet block (Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey). In other cases, the displaced households are 
dumped on flat virginal land, sometimes provided with water and electricity connections, or with 
just a paved or naked road. In the cases of Thang Khiev261 and Phnom Bat (Vink, 2012a) some 
of the households were able to save some scrap material from their previous homes, and 
loaded it on the trucks that took them to the new sites. Once there, households built temporary 
housing through plastic sheets, wooden sticks or other makeshift materials [Figure 7.2]. Later, 
such structures were upgraded to self-built housing on stilts, thanks to the support of non-
governmental organisations, the establishment or consolidation of community-based 
organisations and, ultimately, an improved access to livelihoods thanks to development of new 
infrastructures and economic activities in the relocation sites’ surroundings [Figure 7.3]. 

To date, a comprehensive analysis of Phnom Penh’s complex topology of relocation sites is 
still lacking, along with a critical reflection on their significance in wider urban governmental 
dynamics. If compared to the amount of literature on forced evictions in Phnom Penh (see 
chapter 5, page 150), the debate on relocation sites themselves is considerably of a smaller 
size. A few comparative studies (Chi et al., 2010; UNHR, 2012; McMahon, 2015) have focused  

                                                   
261 Interviews 300, 340. 
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Relocation 
site 

Hosting 
population 
evicted from 
(year of 
eviction) 

Distance 
from the 
centre 

Land 
provided by 

Total units / 
plots (total 
units / plots 
occupied 
during my 
research) 

Housing 
provided by  
(housing 
typology) 

Other notes 

Borei 
Santepheap II 
(BSII) 

- Dey Krahorm 
(2009) 
- Boeung Kak 
(2010) 

20km 7NG Group 2000 units (of 
which 400 for 
the relocated 
households) 

7NG Group 
(incremental 
housing units in 
the shape of 
rowhouses) 

Housing units 
for relocated 
poor 
households 
represent only 
20% of the 
built units on 
site. The 
remaining 
80% are sold 
on the market 
by 7NG. 

Tang Khiev - Dey Krahorm 
(2009 – initially 
settled 
temporarily next 
to BSII, final 
relocation in 
2010) 

55km 7NG Group 510 plots (104) n.a. (units are self-
built by the 
community with 
the support of 
Manna4Life NGO) 

7NG had 
provided 
households 
with a plot of 
land only. 

Trapeang 
Anchhanh 
Tmey 

- Several 
locations across 
the Railway 
settlements 
(since 2011) 

15km ADB 400 plots (161) n.a. (units are self-
built by 
households 
around, or next to, 
toilet blocks 
provided by ADB).  

Aus-Aid 
supplied the 
main public 
building. 
The settlement 
shares part of 
the public 
facilities with 
the adjacent 
Trapeang 
Anchhanh 
Chas. 

Tuol Sambo 
Tmey 

- Borei Keila 
(2009 – HIV 
affected 
households); 
- Several 
localities along 
the Bassac 
River (2009 – 
HIV-affected 
households); 
- Borei Keila 
(2012) 

21km MPP 108 (90) Phase 1: Phan 
Imex (green sheds 
for HIV-affected 
households) 
Phase 2: Caritas 
(roofed rowhouses 
in masonry) 
Phase 3: Phan 
Imex (second 
wave of evictees) 
 
 

There is a 
clear division 
in the 
settlement 
between HIV-
affected 
households 
and the rest of 
the population. 

Phnom Bat - Borei Keila 
(2012) 

55km MPP 141 (60) n.a. (units are self-
built by the 
community with 
the support of an 
NGO of Christian 
inspiration) 

Phan Imex 
had provided 
households 
with a plot of 
land, and 
several (non-
potable) water 
wells. 

Andong Tmey - Andong Chas 
(2014, groups 
originally 
relocated from 
Sambok Chab, 
in 2006); 
- Borei Keila 
(2016-2018) 

16km MPP 1000 units 
(relocation 
process on-
going during 
my research) 

Habitat for 
Humanity and 
People for Care 
and Learning 
(one-storey 
rowhouses) 

The site was 
initially built to 
relocate part 
of the 
households 
living in the 
adjacent 
Andong Chas. 

 
 

Table 7.1. Summary of information on analysed relocation sites (elaboration by Author. Sources of data: 7NG Group, 
2010; STT, 2012a, 2012b; UNHR, 2012; Vink, 2012a; Wells and Phak, 2014; Licadho, 2015; PCL, 2015a) 
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on the displacements’ immediate afterlives, analysing the displaced households’ income, 
education and health condition, the housing and infrastructure provision, the land titling 
situation. In most cases, such studies have highlighted the worsening of living conditions in the 
post-displacement stage.  

Little attention, thus far, has been cast upon the governmental dimension of the act of 
relocation, or over the political agency (or lack thereof) of the relocated groups.262 Nor have 
relocation sites been analysed from the point of view of their design. In this research, instead, 
I question the significance of relocation sites as forms of urban obsolescence (see chapter 3, 
pages 84 and 94) and, possibly, as camp-like and gated-community-like spatialities (chapter 2, 
pages 57 and 60): as controllable manifestation of the displacing agency of powerful urban 
stakeholders; as reassuring-though-patronising image of welfare provision; as marginal spaces 
(see chapter 3, page 84), built upon leftover pieces of land and through leftover materials, and 
around infrastructures and housing undergoing ruination even prior to the actual relocation. 
With such aim, the following sections explore the spatial and governmental dynamics of the 
relocation sites built for urban poor groups displaced from Dey Krahorm (see chapter 5, page 
177), Railway Settlements (chapter 5, page 207), Borei Keila (see chapter 6). 

7.2. RELOCATING DEY KRAHORM 

7.2.1. Borei Santepheap II  

Borei Santepheap II [Figures 7.4, 7.5, 7.6] – literally ‘peace village two’ – henceforth BSII, is a 
2000 unit settlement (7NG Group, 2010), built about 20km South-West from the city centre (in 
Damnak Trayoeung, Dangkor district). This distance – via tuk-tuk or moto-dup – means about 
one hour driving from the centre of Phnom Penh, on bumpy and sometimes muddy roads. Borei 
Santepheap II hosts families evicted from both Boeung Kak (see page 19) and Dey Krahorm 
(see page 177).263 Defining BSII as ‘relocation site’ is, however, reductive, as 80% of its urban 
fabric is composed of units that were sold on the market [see Figure 7.5 above]. BSII land is 
owned by 7NG, the same company that caused the eviction of Dey Krahorm’s families. While 

                                                   
262 The UNHR report has actually a very short section on community participation and social integration (UNHR, 
2012), though these seem to remain largely marginal topics. Another notable exception is the work by Montvilaite 
(2014), on the analysis of land transactions post-relocation in Trapeang Anchhanh (the relocation site for the families 
displaced because of the Railway Rehabilitation Project), with a discussion on the micro-politics at play in the 
relocation site.  
263 In the literature there is often confusion about this information: Borei Santepheap II is alternatively cited as 
relocation site for families from Dey Krahorm only (UNHR, 2012) or from Boeung Kak only (Chi et al., 2010). 



329 



330 



331 

marketed as a philanthropic operation to provide urban poor groups with housing, BSII served 
as an investment opportunity for 7NG, in a periurban setting where the costs of land and labour 
were low. The housing units sale subsidised the construction of housing for the evicted 
populations, though confining them at the margins of the site, in units with lower construction 
standards [see again Figure 7.5]. 7NG designed the site following a uniform 4 by 10 metres 
grid and distributed the housing units along perpendicular roads and around one main open 
public space, where there is a market. Some open spaces look like huge leftovers, with piles 
of rubbish and spontaneous vegetation [Figure 7.7]. 

The housing units for the evictees lie in the southernmost part of the site, quite segregated from 
the rest. To date, many housing units are vacant, or their construction or expansion seem to be 
left unfinished: about two thirds of the relocated families have by now returned to central Phnom 
Penh.264 A middle-age woman,265 who had previously lived in Dey Krahorm, says that most of 
the people who decided to stay actually managed to find a job on the relocation site or in its 
close proximity. Her mother though, living with her, is a cleaner in Phnom Penh and uses a 
good part of its salary in commuting everyday by moto-dup. Most houses around their unit are 
empty [Figure 7.8]. The woman complains about the absence of a lottery system to assign the 
unit, with “the company along with the most powerful households within the community 
decid[ing] it all”. She says that most powerful households have managed to secure the most 
valuable units facing the main open spaces for themselves, while other households were 
pushed toward the edge of the settlement. Her mother mentions there had been an attempt to 
set up a system of community savings, but it did not work out. Today, for them, the only way to 
have some money for extra-expenses such as medical care or housing upgrades is to apply 
for an individual loan to a bank (mortgaging the housing units), or to microfinance institutions – 
one of each owned by 7NG Group itself. 

The evictees’ housing units are still property of 7NG, which has simply issued housing 
certificates and not ownership titles.266 Officially, this is done to avoid the sale of housing units 
in the first 5 years from the relocation.267 In most cases, though, ownership titles are never 
issued, suggesting that 7NG (or MPP in other cases) simply prefer to retain ownership, as a 
form of further control over the settlements’ future transformation. In BSII, 7NG even held onto 

                                                   
264 Interviews 286, 289, 333. 

265 Interview 287. 

266 This is common in Phnom Penh, in contexts of both resettlement and on-site upgrading. 

267 Interviews 124, 227. 
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displaced families’ residency books268 in exchange for housing certificates, giving no guarantee 
of ever returning them (UNHR, 2012).   

In the central public spaces, there lies an open structure, originally meant as market [Figure 
7.9]. Yet, most commercial units have been shut because of lack of business: many have now 
been privatised and converted to housing. A woman who sells beverages and food items269 
says that she rents her small commercial/residential unit from 7NG, for 400USD per year. The 
unit measures 3m by 4m, and she uses part of its space during the day as small shop – a piece 
of furniture and a curtain serve as partition wall between the commercial and the residential 
parts [Figure 7.10]. There live three more people with her, her husband and son, both security 
guards, and her daughter, who works in the garment factory on the North-West side of the 
settlement. The factory was built by 7NG, too, but is currently owned by ‘The Willbes Cambodia 
& Co. Ltd.', a Cambodian branch of a Korean textile company that provides work to about 2000 
people (Bloomberg L.P., no date; HRInc. Cambodia, no date) [Figure 7.11].  

On the other side of the main open space, the owner of a four-storey house says that his family 
had purchased the unit in 2014 for 37’000USD as an investment – thinking that they could sell 
it in the future, if the prices went up further. The previous owner was the phum leader, who 
apparently was given a few units around the settlement in exchange for his collaboration with 
7NG. The current owner works as a soldier, and says life is easier compared to central Phnom 
Penh and its traffic: as soon as steady water and electricity supply arrived, there was really no 
difference for him. He considers the construction to be of a high quality in his house [Figure 
7.12], and states that he knows that the housing for the poor has for sure weaker foundations 
and structure.  

Observation suggests that the overall quality of all the housing units is decent. These are 
cleverly designed as incremental, leaving room for future expansion in height, as it has already 
happened in those units where wealthier families live. "Happiness" is the word used by 7NG 
Group (2010, p. 44) to describe the state of mind of those residents who had chosen to resettle 
voluntarily from Dey Krahorm, while showing images of a (never occurred)270 lottery to assign 
the several units (see also: Talocci and Boano, 2015). However, BSII is far from being the idyllic 
place described by 7NG, where – in opposition to the “anarchic, jobless, conflict[ive] situation 
[in] Dey Krahorm” (7NG Group, 2010, p. 15)– adults would find work (in the garment factory), 

                                                   
268 Interviews 287, 288. 

269 Interview 290. 

270 Interviews 285, 287, 288. 
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children would have access to education, and there would be proper health facilities. 7NG 
boasted about the provision of on-site facilities working efficiently, using generic pictures of a 
classroom, a paediatric clinic, and a factory [Figure 7.13]. Evidence from the interviews and the 
exploration of the site, however, suggests that there is no trace of such education or health 
facilities, but only a small school run by People Improvement Organisation, and a clinic run by 
another non-governmental organisation – not by 7NG.  

Table 7.2. synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in Borei Santepheap II. I analyse such synthesised information in 
section 7.5 below. 

 

7.2.2. Tang Khiev 

Tang Khiev [Figures 7.14, 7.15, 7.16] is a relocation site in Oudong (Kandal Province, although 
conventionally considered as part of the periurban area of Phnom Penh), lying 55km North of 
Phnom Penh (about 70km from BSII). The trip from central Phnom Penh takes about one and 
half to two hours, on a road often under maintenance and often blocked by traffic. The setting 
is a rural one, with bare and often muddy roads distributing to a number of two-storey houses, 
and a few bigger buildings. The households currently living in Tang Khiev were originally evicted 
from Dey Krahorm but did not have enough documents to be granted a unit in BSII. 

A middle-aged woman271 says that she had originally moved to Dey Krahorm from the province 
of Svay Rieng, through advice from a friend, She does not get flustered while recalling the dawn 
of the eviction day, when her family's house was destroyed: they could not save anything as 
they had been almost caught during their sleep, without previous notice. She had moved to 
BSII, where she found “solid houses in concrete that were not for us, but only for those who 
could afford to participate in a savings programme organised by 7NG, and were entitled to do 
so” – she was not, as she was a tenant in Dey Krahorm. Her family had initially settled in 
makeshift tents beyond the relocation site’s ‘official’ boundaries, in the vain hope of being given 
a home. She lasted only a couple of months in such situation. She then preferred to rent a room 
near the central Orussey Market, because she had found work as a cleaner in a club near the 
market, and because one of the phum leaders at BSII had made clear to her how her family 
was not welcome there. After about a year, in 2010, also thanks to the support of some NGOs 

(STT and Licadho in particular), 7NG proposed the relocation to Oudong – claiming it as 

                                                   
271 Interview 295. 
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economically sound for the households. The woman decided to move, as her husband had no 
fixed job and paying the rent had become complicated. As many other families, they were lured 
by the possibility of becoming landowners, even if the plot was small and tens of kilometres far 
from the city centre. However, they could not imagine the rural isolation they had then to face; 
nor the legal loopholes to be assigned a land ownership title. The title deed, the woman clarifies, 
was never issued, forcing many households wanting to return to Phnom Penh to sell their land 
at bargain prices. The woman’s household was amongst the last ones arriving in Oudong:  she 
could find only three lots available and says to have bribed one of 7NG employees. Along with 
the rest of the settlement, she had found herself desperate and with no sources of income. The 
'first version' of her house was built by her family with scrap materials, while other families had 
built a shelter using plastic tents. The current version, instead, tells us a lot about the history of 
the site as we see it today.  

After the transfer of 510 households (STT, 2012b) to Tang Khiev was completed, a volunteer 
from an NGO of Christian inspiration, called Manna4Life, began to help the population: he 
initially raised funds for the purchase of blue tarpaulin sheets, to be used as repair during the 
rainy season.272 Although the tarps were soon sold by the population to purchase other items 
of prime necessity, from those early days the site has been known as Tang Khiev, whose 
translation is precisely 'blue tents'.  

Manna4Life kept working with the community, setting up saving groups and, through these, 
funding the upgrading of the whole settlement. The current houses have been totally self-built 
by the community, using a simple design that rejects the 'expensive' models proposed by other 
NGOs273 and that well interprets – through a wooden structure – the traditional rural family 
house in Cambodia, elevated from the ground to repair from floods, and using the covered 
space on the ground floor for activities such as cooking, eating, resting, working – or simply as 
a deposit [Figure 7.17]. 

Although most of the original 510 families, not differently from BSII, have now left the site (a 
total of only 104 families have stayed – STT 2012b), the community has kept thriving, and 
recently has built also a school and a centre for the promotion of agriculture, in the attempt to 
generate livelihoods locally [Figure 7.18]. 

Noticeably, one of the open spaces at the periphery of the site is now occupied by a church 
[Figure 7.19]. For Manna4Life, the church is part of an effort to give hope to a group of people 

                                                   
272 Interview 300. 

273 Habitat for Humanity for instance proposes a housing type (considered to be too 'Westernised' by many 
communities) that costs about 2000 USD, while in this case the cost of each single unit was about 600 USD. 
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otherwise at risk to fall into depression because of their displaced condition. According to the 
voluntary from Manna4Life, therefore, the church should not be seen as an attempt to convert 
a Buddhist community. The same voluntary tells me that "it was somehow relieving to have the 
opportunity to start all from scratch, you can almost plan an ideal community: we do not want 
K-TVs274 here, otherwise alcohol and prostitution will start again... We can use differently our 
collective energy"275.  

Table 7.3. synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in Tang Khiev. I analyse such synthesised information in section 7.5 
below. 

7.3. RELOCATING THE RAILWAY SETTLEMENTS: TRAPEANG ANCHHANH TMEY 

Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey276 [Figures 7.20, 7.21, 7.22] is a relocation site built by the Asian 
Development Bank in collaboration with Australian Aid, lying about 15km from the city centre, 
and meant to host families evicted from the Railway settlements (see chapter 5, page 207). 
The locality of Trapeang Anchhanh has been chosen more than once as a destination for 
evictees: on the Western side of the area lies in fact Trapeang Anchhanh Chas, hosting families 
relocated from the Tonle Bassac area [see Figure 7.1 above].   

The Asian Development Bank purchased the land from the MPP, with the intention of creating 
a relocation site for the households affected by the Railway Rehabilitation Project, regardless 
of ADB’s principles of inclusive development (Bugalski and Medallo, 2012; Zsombor, 2013). 
Each household would have been given a 4 by 10 meters plot provided with a toilet – a white-
plastered rectangular masonry block connected to a sewage tank [Figure 7.23] – and an 
amount of money to build the housing unit. Evidence from my observation shows how it has 
been hard for the relocated households to include the toilet block into the shape of the final 
house: in most cases, the toilet is rather left in the open space of the plot [Figure 7.24]. This 

                                                   
274 See footnote 104. 

275 Interview 300. 

276 Tmey is the Khmer term for ‘new’, whereas Chas is the Khmer term for ‘old’. In the text I have used both terms to 
describe the current condition of the localities of Trapeang Anchhanh, Tuol Sambo (see below page 355) and 
Andong (see below page 373), all characterised by the presence of two adjacent relocation sites, an older and a 
newer one. It is important to notice how such nomenclature is unofficial: in some instances the same site are referred 
to as , for instance, ‘Trapeang Anchhanh 1’ and ‘Trapeang Anchhanh 2’. 
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practice is not in line with local customs in urban areas, and overall has caused the emergence 
of many leftover spaces in the plots. 

A thirty-year-old woman277 says to come from a Railway settlement nearby the National Road 
no.6, in the locality of Boeung Salang. Recalling how the eviction order was given, she says 
that ADB representatives “insisted for my household to move here, saying that otherwise we 
would have got nothing, and our house along the railway would have got destroyed anyway”. 
She recalls how there was a community organisation in her previous settlement, and through 
saving groups they had supported the creation of a health care scheme, so that the community 
members could access health services for free: “we also created a community here, my mother 
is one of the organisers”. She says that “there was nothing but land and toilets when we arrived, 
we were all sleeping in tents”. She goes on saying that despite ADB providing the families with 
some money to build the houses “it was very difficult when we started living here, we did not 
even have the money for buying food. I was amongst the first families being moved, and we 
did not have water nor electricity. We had to wash ourselves in the pond nearby. Running water 
and electricity came only one year later, after the phum leader lobbied the Municipality to 
receive the supplies. At the beginning the toilet was not working properly either.” She mentions 
that, because of all such shortcomings, many households decided to go back to Phnom Penh 
almost at once after being relocated. A 70-year-old man remembers how all the relevant 
authorities (sub-district and phum leaders, and representatives from the Ministry of 
Infrastructures) attended the measurements of her previous house, to determine what level of 
compensation her household should have received [Figure 7.25].278 

STT has published a report on the difficult conditions on site, focusing on how most relocated 
households had to borrow money to survive in the new site (STT, 2012a). In such conditions, 
about half of the plots remained empty because of this, and in some instances some plots have 
been abandoned after a first attempt to build housing, resulting in unfinished and by now derelict 
units. Empty plots do give more breath to an otherwise very fine and tight grain, appearing as 
huge esplanades – open spaces populated only by the still nature of the extruded toilet blocks, 
and by some children playing [Figure 7.26].  

A formal public space has been provided by ADB and Australian Aid and is meant for 
community meetings and networking events [Figure 7.27]. Interviewees confirm inhabitants 
hold regular meetings to discuss saving schemes and other businesses, but that at the same 
time the public building still is under-used and some of its premises are permanently locked. It 

                                                   
277 Interview 302. 

278 Interview 303. 
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plays anyway a role of landmark within an otherwise homogeneous urban fabric, characterised 
by the obsessive repetition of the same plot – though embodying the peculiarities of each 
households’ imagination, skills and economic capacities [Figure 7.28]. At the conjunction 
between Trapeang Anchhanh Chas and Tmey, Holt Korea Children’s Services [Figure 7.29] 
has set up a venue where to implement welfare programmes for children, unwed mothers and 
other people with special needs. The NGO venue has become a landmark for both sides of 
Trapeang Anchhanh, working as point of encounter too – as well as the school and the market, 
found within Trapeang Anchhanh Chas but used by both settlements. 

In such a landscape, it is important to notice how middle-class families from Phnom Penh are 
buying (through informal transactions)279 plots from poor households that have returned to the 
centre. There is a sheer difference between such units and the ones of the relocated 
households – the latter being built through wooden structures and lightweight materials, while 
the former through a structure of armed concrete and masonry. Housing for the middle class 
get soon fenced off, setting up a clear class divide within the site [Figure 7.30]. 

Table 7.4. synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in Trapeang Anchhanh. I analyse such synthesised information in 
section 7.5 below. 

7.4. RELOCATING BOREI KEILA 

The first eviction in Borei Keila happened in April 2009 (Licadho, 2009), and relocated 31 
households from Borei Keila to Tuol Sambo Tmey, about 20km away from Borei Keila, in the 
Southern periphery of Phnom Penh. Such households had HIV-positive members and had 
settled in Borei Keila because of the proximity of the Sihanouk hospital, that offered treatment 
for HIV.  

The second eviction occurred in January 2012 (Channyda and Boulet, 2009; HRTF et al., 2012; 
Vink, 2012a), and led to the demolition of the whole slum, with 88 households evicted to, again, 
Tuol Sambo Tmey, and roughly 200 households relocated to Phnom Bat a locality in the close 
proximity of Tang Khiev (see above, page 338). The households relocated to Phnom Bat did 
not have enough documents to prove their eligibility to be assigned a unit in Tuol Sambo Tmey. 

                                                   
279 See footnote 70, page 148. 
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Between January 2016 and January 2018, illegal households were gradually offered 
compensation or a relocation to Andong Tmey, a relocation site initially built to accommodate 
part of the population of the nearby Andong Chas (Pech, 2017; Phak and Kijewski, 2017; 
Khouth and Kijewski, 2018; Kijewski and Kuoch, 2018; Soth and Kijewski, 2018). Below, I 
explore the quite different narratives of such three relocation sites. 

 

7.4.1. Tuol Sambo Tmey  

Tuol Sambo Tmey is a relocation site lying about 21km from the centre of Phnom Penh [Figures 
7.31, 7.32, 7.33]: the road is bumpy and often jammed with traffic, so it takes around one hour 
from central Phnom Penh to reach it. It is the 'twin' relocation site of Tuol Sambo Chas, a 
relocation site created in 1999 to host 217 families evicted from several localities in Phnom 
Penh, most of them from informal settlements around the Tonle Bassac (URC, 2002). Tuol 
Sambo Chas’ layout was designed by UNHCS (UNHR, 2012), which also financed the 
construction of latrines, drainage and roads, executed by community members under 
community contract. Over half of the families were aided by URC Young Professionals for the 
design of their houses and received help from housing loans from UPDF. The community 
received help from a primary school (today serving both sites) and from the interaction with 
Caritas, which has supported families to acquire new skills to make a living at the site – 
including sewing and producing washing liquids. Around one third of the people who originally 
moved to the site have returned to live in Phnom Penh (UNHR, 2012). 

The land, found and bought by the MPP much earlier, had actually been rejected as a relocation 
site by earlier relocating communities precisely due to its isolation (URC, 2002). While a few 
more villages have developed in the surroundings, along with a small market and a few more 
business facilities along the main road connecting Tuol Sambo to the centre, today the locality 
keeps being very isolated [Figure 7.34]. Despite such isolation, the MPP decided to keep 
displacing people toward this area, with the establishment of the relocation site that would have 
then been called Tuol Sambo Tmey. On the 30th of April 2009, 31 households with HIV positive 
members were moved from Borei Keila to Tuol Sambo Tmey, following an eviction order 
enforced by the MPP (STT, 2011). A more recent report by United Nations Housing Rights 
(UNHR, 2012) brings the total to 42 families and moves the eviction date to June/July. Building 
on evidence from interviews and observation, the first number is exact: a total of 60 units were 
given to HIV-affected families, of which roughly half were from Borei Keila. The other half were 
HIV-affected families relocated from several settlements along the Tonle Sap river.  
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The MPP was soon accused of creating a HIV colony. The HIV-affected households were 
segregated from Tuol Sambo Chas and the wider surroundings due to stigma and suffered 
poor housing conditions. Once relocated, the households were assigned green sheds of 
corrugated iron, built by the MPP prior to the relocation (UNHR, 2012). Every household was 
allocated a room of only 16.8 sqm (4.8meters by 3.5), whose layout could not be expanded. 
There were a total of six green sheds [Figure 7.35], each containing 10 rooms (UNHR, 2012). 
The 2mm thin green tin sheets – reportedly breaking very easily in the first weeks of inhabitancy 
(UNHR, 2012) – served as protection from raining water but not at all from the heat. Many 
people complained about starting to feel worse and having the heat interfering with their 
antiretroviral medication.  

A project to improve housing and infrastructure was agreed between UN, National AIDS 
authority, the MPP and Caritas Cambodia (UNHR, 2012). Caritas built brick flats for the 
households, replacing the green sheds but occupying a larger land again made available by 
the MPP [Figure 7.36]. Households legally bought the housing units thanks to a loan given by 
Caritas, which set up saving schemes for repaying such loans. The housing units measure 4 
by 6 meters, and all of them have a high, sloped roof that guarantees the possibility of building 
mezzanines in the centre. In an interview, a HIV-positive woman280 of about 55 years old tells 
me that she is happy with the house [Figure 7.37] and with the level of health-care she can 
access in the settlement. However, from other interviews,281 households complain that their 
situation is difficult, as it is hard to access livelihoods, and to pay back the first loans. Another 
issue lies in the cost of transportation, as some households are still employed in the city centre. 
Such problems seem to contradict the statement contained in a UNHR report (2012), which 
regarded HIV-affected households in Tuol Sambo Tmey as the only ones in Phnom Penh who 
had benefitted from relocation. 

Caritas also built a new well and connected it to a larger water basin [Figure 7.38], to provide 
the community with free water. Evidence from the interviews282 shows how clean water on site 
was not available until several months after the relocation: people used non-potable water from 
a well. Now, the filtration system is no longer working, and most families buy water in 20-litre 
tanks from the market, while some poorer families are back drinking from the well.  

                                                   
280 Interview 311. 

281 Interviews 312, 313, 314, 315. 

282 Interviews 312, 315. 
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After Borei Keila’s second eviction, on the 3 January 2012, 88 more families were relocated to 
Tuol Sambo Tmey. From that moment on, the village doubled. Phan Imex built new housing 
units to accommodate the newcomers. Despite resembling the ones built by Caritas, such units 
are built in poorer quality materials. The housing type is also different, as units are layout-ed 
back to back [Figure 7.39], whereas the ones built by Caritas run across the building — 
managing to have openings on both sides, to allow light and ventilation. Importantly, the height 
of such units do not allow any incremental growth. This has meant an elevated level of 
encroachment on the adjacent roads, that households use as natural extensions of their units 
[Figure 7.40].  

Evidence283 from the interviews shows how households complain about the way MPP and Phan 
Imex had treated them, displacing them so far away from the city centre. While they list the 
geographical isolation as the settlement’s main issue, a problem of segregation has appeared, 
too. On one side, these households are worried about having any kind of contact with HIV-
affected families. On the other side, there is also jealousy and a sort of ‘class’ divide at play, as 
households complain about the different level of services that HIV-affected families get, for 
instance the health-care services provided by the NGO Center of Hope.  

Such evidence strongly contests UNHR’s (2012) argument seeing Tuol Sambo Tmey as a 
potential model of community inclusion, development, and social integration with the 
neighbouring communities. Friends NGO has worked to avoid the mutual segregation between 
the two parts of the settlement, and to overcome the site’s isolation [Figure 7.41]. The 
organisation has settled in the only public building in Tuol Sambo Tmey and involved several 
households from both parts of the settlement. Friends NGO started education activities for 
children, while providing their parents with cooking, hairdressing, sewing, tailoring and craft-
making skills. Small artefacts produced by Tuol Sambo’s inhabitants are sold in the city centre, 
for instance in two restaurants run by Friends itself: in so doing, the realities and issues of Tuol 
Sambo Tmey are exposed to a wider public, aiming to sensitise the public opinion. 284   

Table 7.5 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in Tuol Sambo Tmey. I analyse such synthesised information in section 
7.5 below. 

 

                                                   
283 Interviews 306, 309, 310. 

284 The same mechanism is used in other settlement where Friends NGO is present.  
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7.4.2. Phnom Bat 

Phnom Bat [Figures 7.42, 7.43, 7.44] is a relocation site lying in the locality of Oudong, where 
a total of 141 families were displaced from Borei Keila to a site (owned by the MPP) that was 
literally in the middle of virgin land. Noticeably, Phnom Bat is only 10 minutes via motorbike 
away from the site of Tang Khiev (see above, page 338) and the touristic site of Oudong’s holy 
mountain. Most households, however, do not even have a bike – making difficult, if not 
impossible, to move and reach out toward other social and business networks. 

Phnom Bat’s built fabric, from a distance, looks like a stretch of identical houses, with metal 
roofs shining because of the reflected sunlight [Figure 7.45]. Aligned on three parallel roads, 
the units seem to look all the same, and with a design that is remarkably similar to the one I 
encountered in Tang Khiev [Figure 7.46]. Evidence from several interviews285 showed that an 
NGO of Christian inspiration286 came in contact with the relocated community and organised 
the construction of these houses in a very short time. Photographs by John Vink (2012a) show 
how, at its very inception, Phnom Bat was actually just a landscape of plastic tents and wooden 
sticks over virginal land [see Figure 7.2 above]. When Phnom Bat was established, the NGO 
Manna4Life287 (see above, page 363) did not have the resources to support its population, nor 
to coordinate any activities between Phnom Bat itself and Tang Khiev. A few months later, 
another NGO of Christian inspiration contacted Manna4Life to understand how Tang Khiev’s 
upgrading had been organised and implemented:  

“Their approach however was very different from ours. They did not use to spend much time on 
site, and in general gave us the impression to be in a great rush to deliver, hence prone to disregard 
the complexity of the process and its perils. They eventually copied our housing type, which is 
good, but were not able to source materials as we did and therefore could not spend as little as 
600USD per unit as we did. They had more money available, so they did start the saving groups 
but also provided the families with grants – instead of loans as we did. Some families did not want 
or did not have the money to get into the process at its inception, so they were left out, creating 
tensions. Also, the pressure for delivering meant that they put part of the management of the 
process in the hand of one family who they trusted a lot. All of a sudden they became very powerful, 
their unit is a biggest one and they even have servants – they can afford paying a little money to 

other inhabitants of the site to run errands and housekeeping activities on their behalf"288 

                                                   
285 Interviews 300, 316, 318. 

286 It was not possible to trace back the name of such NGOs: none of the interviewees seemed to remember.  

287 Interview 300. 

288 Interview 300. 
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Twenty-five plots were vacated before the construction of the ‘standardised’ units started. On 
a few plots lie other derelict constructions – makeshift houses built prior to engaging with the 
NGO, and then left empty upon deciding to return to the centre of Phnom Penh [Figure 7.47]. 
A total of 101 houses were self-built by the inhabitants with the support of the NGO, following 
a building typology almost identical to the one I examined in Tang Khiev. The housing units are 
raised about three meters above the ground on wooden stilts, and accessible through a steep 
wooden staircase – a ladder. The upper level is characterised by one single room with a door 
and two windows (one on the front and one on the back). The roof is in corrugated iron with a 
level of insulation provided by panels of wood and straw – the same materials used in the 
external walls.  

I start talking with a 45-year-old man289 that is resting in the shadow, along with a few women, 
lying beneath the space of their housing unit. He expanded the surface of his house adding a 
side structure in green corrugated iron, partially extending underneath the house (whereby he 
built a toilet), filling up about half of the unit’s footprint [Figure 7.48]. His unit follows a different 
orientation if compared to the others on the same road (it was amongst the first ones to be built) 
and presents a door on the shorter side. He explains that he actually decided to modify the 
access due to the internal layout and modified the façades accordingly (the shorter side of the 
unit is now covered with panels of corrugated iron too). He speaks of his life in Borei Keila, 
where he had built a small house in 2003, along with his family, and where his family had been 
able to survive quite easily thanks to running a small business: 

“I was excluded by the land sharing agreement because of several incidents of corruption. Other 
families, close to the local authorities, had been favoured over us – in spite of the fact that many 
of them had never lived in Borei Keila! We considered to keep staying on site but it would have 
been too dangerous after the eviction – the police would have evicted us again, and more violently. 
Along with other families we did decide to move to Phnom Bat, as we did not have any other 

choice.”290 

On the ground floor of his unit he continues his selling activity, through a small shop for small 
household items such as soap and detergent. However, he mentions that he does not manage 
to have enough income: “I often end up offering credit to my neighbours, as nobody has the 
money here, nobody has a job.”291  

                                                   
289 Interview 316. 

290 Interview 316. 

291 Interview 316. 
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He complains about the lack of electrical supplies, of communication with the surrounding 
communities, of drinking water. He shows me a water pump that was installed by the MPP and 
Phan Imex before the relocation occurred. There are a few pumps along each road, but the 
water has never been potable according to the interviewees.  

A 40-year old woman292 mentions that at the beginning Licadho was bringing rice to the 
settlement, but now they have been left completely alone. The population lives out of the 
livestock grazing around the houses, and of the crops grown in a few plots converted to 
agricultural activities. Common spaces and activities are non-existing, and the collective life 
occurs within the open spaces of the several units – beneath the main volume or in porches 
that have been built by the inhabitants at later stages. Some units have been intensely changed 
and expanded, with the addition precisely of porches and other enclosed spaces, either toilets 
or additional bedrooms – interviewees confirm that this was done by bigger families to allow 
more spaces for their members. Other units look just different from the standardised ones built 
with support by the Christian NGO: these are owned by the families who did not manage to 
enter the process set up by the NGO, and built later their units through makeshift materials and, 
in one case only, masonry [Figure 7.49]. These units are at once recognisable as they are built 
on one single floor, and therefore at risk of flooding. Finally, fences are a big part of Phnom 
Bat’s landscape, built by its inhabitants through bamboo sticks to protect their crops or, in some 
cases, simply to emphasise the limits of a plot. In one case, a ‘fence’ has a quite monumental 
shape, with sections of sewage conduits dropped next to the only masonry house, remarking 
the perimeter of its plot, and visually protecting a toilet block, too  [Figure 7.50]. 

Table 7.6 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in Phnom Bat. I analyse such synthesised information in section 7.5 
below. 

 

7.4.3. Andong Tmey   

Andong Tmey293 [Figures 7.51, 7.52, 7.53] was born as outcome of the relocation of part of a 
nearby site, created to relocate about 600 households evicted from Sambok Chab settlement 
in June 2006 (Goad, no date; Chi et al., 2010; STT, 2011; ADHOC, 2012; UNHR, 2012). 
Sambok Chab – whose literal translation reads ‘bird’s nest’ and referred to the settlement’s 

                                                   
292 Interview 318. 

293 See footnote 276. 
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intricate morphology – was one of the many settlements composing the geography of the Tonle 
Bassac area, where also the White Building and the adjacent Dey Krahorm settlement lay (see 
chapter 5, pages 187 and 177).  

The households were displaced to the locality of Andong, on a plot of land owned by the MPP, 
when the site was still lacking any form of shelter or basic infrastructure. Once relocated, 
households were organised by the MPP in six different areas according to their date of arrival, 
disregarding any structure or social organisation possibly present on the original site. Moreover, 
many more households – in spite of not being included in the list of assignees – had 
spontaneously moved to the site, in the hope of receiving a plot of land (UNHR, 2012).  

With time, a high number of NGOs (seventeen in total) became involved in aiding the urban 
poor groups on site. Amongst these ones, the Cambodian Red Cross, the Korean Church Relief 
Team, and the Urban Poor Development Fund (CAN-Cam, 2015). UPDF initiated saving 
groups294 to develop income-generating activities, housing and infrastructures. Through the 
saving scheme, some families got 500 USD to upgrade their houses with the assistance of 
community architects [Figure 7.54], whereas other received 1000 USD to buy houses designed 
and developed by UPDF personnel itself (CAN-Cam, 2015). 

In spite of a recent increase in the level of employment – due mostly to the emergence of a few 
industrial poles in nearby areas – the two sub-areas of Andong 4 and Andong 6 have remained 
considerably poorer than the others, and in the urgent need of physical upgrading [Figure 7.55]. 
Amidst discourses portraying the areas as in need of demolition and relocation,295 in 2012, 
Andong 4 and Andong 6 became the target of the Build a City project, devised by the non-
governmental organisation People for Care and Learning (PCL), with the collaboration of 
Habitat for Humanity (Habitat for Humanity Cambodia, 2013).  

PCL describes itself as a ‘community for good’, that “[f]rom Southeast Tennessee to Southeast 
Asia […] implement[s] replicable projects that give hope to communities that need it most” (PCL, 
2015b, p. 1). The project entailed the design and construction of 800 housing units funded by 
PCL itself, that were supplied for free in an adjacent site, 1km away from the original Andong 
settlement [see Figure 7.52 above]. PCL did conduct a survey for the project to target the 
poorest families only, de facto excluding from the project those households whose income was 
higher than 30 USD per month. The decision on whom was going to relocate, therefore, was 

                                                   
294 Interview 328. 

295 Interviews 326, 327. 
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taken only on the basis of sheer economic criteria – and regardless of households’ aspirations, 
family ties, social and business networks.  

The new settlement articulates along 11 parallel rows of housing units [Figure 7.56]. Each unit 
measures 24 sqm. Roads had been named quoting the names of American cities that recall 
the term ‘hope’, e.g. ‘New Hope, Tennessee’. On the side wall of the central row of houses, an 
American flag has been painted between the logos of PCL and the MPP [Figure 7.57], while on 
the following row the PCL logo stands out [Figure 7.58]. Two rows away, the core values of 
PCL (PCL, 2015a) stands colourfully painted on another wall: ‘business, children, education, 
farming, housing’. In a brief meeting with a representative from PCL,296 he talks very proudly of 
the project, especially remarking the supposedly incremental design of the units – and avoid 
mentioning the ‘five-years’ clause against upgrading attempts. When asked whether they were 
trying to facilitate any sort of community organisation prior to the resettlement, his answer was 
that this could have come only ‘after’ the achievement of the other PCL’s core values – hence 
after delivering housing, establishing employment, setting up educational structures, providing 
leisure spaces for children (“we notice that football is very followed in Cambodia, so we’ll build 
a football pitch!”),297 cultivating the land in the surroundings.  

Relocated families are given a certificate and not the proper housing title, assuming they will 
thus avoid selling their unit, at least in the short term. As in the other relocation sites, however, 
keeping the ownership over the housing stock is rather one further means of control over the 
settlement’s populations. Interviewed households298 in Andong Chas mentions that they are 
not happy with such arrangement. One further element of resentment appeared because of 
PCL’s decision to impede any possible alteration to the housing stock in the first five years 
following the assignation of the units. Households are worried because of the thin corrugated 
iron roof that will make the temperature inside the units very high, and about the likely 
impossibility to expand the units in height (given the sloped structure – see Figure 7.59). The 
same concerns are expressed by a UN-Habitat officer in an informal conversation with me: 
“those are not houses, they are rooms, they are not suitable for big families – as many are in 
Andong. Also, they are completely disrespectful of Cambodian culture, I have never seen 
anywhere else a toilet being so visible from the rest of the unit, it is really poor design.”299 

                                                   
296 Interview 326. 

297 Interview 326. 

298 Interviews 321, 322, 324. 

299 Interview 333.  
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In January 2016, the MPP offered either a compensation of 5000USD or a unit in Andong Tmey 
to 84 eligible households in Borei Keila’s illegal settlement. A total of 29 households accepted 
the relocation immediately (STT, 2016), while the rest would have gradually moved to Andong 
Tmey in the following two years (Phak and Kijewski, 2017; Soth and Kijewski, 2018).300 Reports 
from Andong Tmey (Kijewski and Kuoch, 2018) remark how the situation worsened after more 
Borei Keila evictees arrived to the site, as competition for jobs on site exacerbated.  

Table 7.7 synthesises the above information, acknowledging the complexity of spatial and 
governmental practices in Andong Tmey. I analyse such information in section 7.5 below.  

7.5. THE AMBIVALENCE OF URBAN OBSOLESCENCE IN PHNOM PENH’S RELOCATION SITES: 
ANSWERING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following two sub-sections answer respectively research questions no. 1 and no. 2, 
connecting the empirical data presented in this chapter to relevant aspects of the thesis’ 
literature review and analysing it through the research methodological framework. The text 
builds upon the analysis presented in Figures 7.60 to 7.65. 

 

7.5.1. Answering RQ1: Phnom Penh’s relocation sites as partaking into the production 
of the fenced city 

As Figures 7.60 to 7.65 show (colour purple), relocation sites prominently configures as camp-
like spatialities, which I defined in chapter 2 (page 57) as spaces characterised by dynamics of 
control, exclusion and depoliticization. The analysis in such figures show how, in all relocation 
sites, the condition of spatial isolation is at the basis of exclusionary dynamics: all interviewees 
expressed their despair due to the impossibility of building livelihoods in their new peri-urban 
context, and the frustration for having had most of their social networks disrupted because of 
the relocation.301 The indiscriminate relocation of populations from different parts of the city 
toward apparently random destinations has worsened the picture: in the absence of a clear 
logic, relocation sites host evictees from different locations, forcing them to live together (see 
again Figure 7.q). As seen above, and as the maps in Figures 7.60 to 7.65 show, all relocation 

                                                   
300 To date, a total of only 11 households have remained on site.  

301 A partial exception is represented by Andong Tmey, whereby about half of the households underwent a nearby 
relocation, from the adjacent Andong Chas settlement (see chapter 7, page 373). 
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sites are marked by a multitude of leftovers at the micro-scale, due to the abandonment of plots 
and housing units by households (two thirds of the evictees, in average) that eventually decide 
to return toward more central areas or, in fewer cases, to their rural provinces of origin: the 
presence of such leftovers can be read as a tangible manifestation of the above-mentioned 
exclusionary dynamics due to force displacement.  

In some instances, the abandonment of plots has sparked off gated-community-like dynamics, 
too (colour blue): in all relocation sites, as evidence from the interviews suggests, plots or 
housing units initially provided as compensation to the evictees have become object of informal 
transactions,302 starting a commodification process. In Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey [Figure 7.62, 
colour blue], relevantly, some plots were bought by middle class families looking to invest their 
money on a relatively cheap piece of land. Such process reveals camp-like dynamics, too: local 
authorities coordinate such transactions without ADB’s knowledge, proving to retain a strong 
level of control over the settlement. ADB, on the other hand, still exercises control on all the 
yet-to-be-developed portions of the site.  

The analysis of Borei Santepheap II’s project, as visible in Figure 7.60 (colour blue), revealed 
a preponderance of commodifying dynamics — which was expected as the site was conceived 
and designed by 7NG as an investment over an otherwise marginal piece of urban land, with 
80% of the total housing stock meant to be sold on the market. Such configuration has led to 
the emergence of further gated-community-like dynamics (colour blue): the housing stock for 
market sale has turned into the possibility of speculation by middle class families; the 
incremental design of the unit has sparked off dynamics of fetishization, with families competing 
to build in height and with supposedly fancier materials. Camp-like dynamics (colour purple) 
can be identified in the division between the area for the poorer (displaced) population and the 
rest of the settlement, which is quite marked, with the former confined to the site’s 
Southernmost area, as visible in Figure 7.60 (colour purple). Figure 7.63 (colour purple) shows 
how a comparable situation in Tuol Sambo Tmey, too, due to the strong division between HIV-
affected households and non-affected ones, and the stigma toward the former group.  

Other camp-like dynamics, occurring across all relocation sites, can be identified in the use of 
rigid and controllable layouts in the design of the sites’ plans, and in the overall depoliticisation 
of the housing and planning process: relocated households complain about the lack of public 
spaces and the non-participatory design of the units (apart from the incremental design of the 
units in Borei Santepheap II and Tang Khiev, as I shall explain below). Tang Khiev, Tuol Sambo  

                                                   
302 See footnote 7070, page 148. 
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Tmey and Phnom Bat were designed with no provision of public spaces at all: as series of 
rectangular units, or plots, within an orthogonal grid of distribution roads. The underused public 
building provided by Australian Aid in Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey, the football pitches in Andong 
Tmey, and the series of public spaces in Borei Santepheap II represent exceptions to such 
trend. In the latter case, however, most public open spaces look like giant leftovers (which I 
interpreted as camp-like spatialities because the lack of care remarks an overall exclusionary 
and somewhat forgotten condition of BSII) and the central market spaces have undergone a 
strong privatisation process, with the conversion of many commercial units into residential 
spaces.  

Although the fear of criminality and violence is less prominent on the relocation sites, the use 
of fences for security purposes is widespread in Borei Santepheap II and Trapeang Anchhanh 
Tmey, i.e. on those relocation sites characterised by the co-presence of poor (relocated) 
households and middle-class households. In Phnom Bat, despite widespread poverty, the use 
of fences built through makeshift materials, as I show in Figure 7.64 (colour blue), represents, 
simultaneously, a means of security against theft and a basic form of identifying one’s 
ownership of a plot of land. I identify therefore the use of fences as a gated-community-like 
dynamic. Evidence from the interviews showed a major problem in the everyday violent 
behaviour of men due to alcohol abuse, sparking off dynamics of exclusion (camp-like 
dynamics) at the household level.  

The analysis shows also other camp-like dynamics emerging across all relocation sites. In Borei 
Santepheap II, 7NG ultimately retains the housing ownership title over the relocated 
households’ units: this has generated an exclusionary and depoliticising action for the 
households, that complain for being subjugated by such form of control. In Tang Khiev, 
Manna4Life – despite working toward opening up and repoliticising the site (as I explore below) 
– has framed its actions around Christian values, undermining to an extent the religious and 
cultural background of the households. In Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey, the overall relocation 
processes happened de facto through the suspension of ADB’s policy, resulting in an 
exclusionary condition for the railway evictees. In Tuol Sambo Tmey, the saving scheme by 
Caritas has put financial and psychological strain over several households, preventing them to 
an extent from the possibility of rebuilding livelihoods and social networks on site. In Phnom 
Bat, the disproportionate amount of power held by one household, after the flawed 
implementation of a process of participatory design, has created exclusionary dynamics within 
the settlement. In Andong Tmey, the relocation from the adjacent Andong Chas settlement was 
reduced to a merely quantitative and technical problem, with no attention at all to the social and 
cultural capitals of the relocated households.  
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7.5.2. Answering RQ2: Phnom Penh’s relocation sites as emancipating from the 
production of the fenced city 

In spite of the overwhelming presence of gated-community-like and camp-like dynamics, the 
analysis below remarks how some practices actually manage to emancipate from the 
production of the fenced city: opening up the space of the relocation sites (practices highlighted 
in yellow, in the Figures 7.60 to 7.65); decommodifying such sites (practices highlighted in 
orange); repoliticising such sites and the actions of their populations (practices highlighted in 
red).  

In Borei Santepheap II, the provision of incremental housing for the households relocated from 
both Dey Krahorm and Boeung Kak is a practice entailing a level of both decommodification 
and repoliticisation. As for the former, it is important to notice how units have been provided for 
free, through subsidies coming from the market sale of 80% of the built fabric: a process of 
commodification of a piece of marginal urban land has therefore allowed the decommodification 
of the provision of housing for the poor. As for the latter, the incremental design allowed 
households to expand their units according to their needs, aspirations and economic 
possibilities, de facto entailing the possibility for households empowerment. The same 
incremental design, used in the rest of the settlement, has de facto contributed to open the site, 
enticing newcomers with the flexibility of the housing stock and the potential of opening up 
businesses on the ground floors.  

The incremental approach to housing used in Tang Khiev has succeeded thanks to the joint 
effort of Manna4Life and the local community: the households actively contributed to the design 
of the units, in so doing repoliticising the housing discourse. Such an approach has also 
decommodified the process of construction through the design of budget-conscious units, made 
of locally available materials and assembled by the community itself. The housing upgrading 
was made possible also by the establishment of saving groups – which definitely contributed 
to the overall repoliticisation of the settlement – and of economic activities, which opened up 
the settlement toward a wider network of actors, thanks also to the networking activities carried 
on by Manna4Life. In Phnom Bat, the housing process – although inspired by the one 
implemented in Tang Khiev – can be said to be a decommodified one, but could not repoliticise 
the settlement’s population (as seen above) nor open up the settlement, which is still strongly 
isolated. 

The units designed and provided by Caritas in Tuol Sambo Tmey benefit of an incremental 
design, too, which gives room for the households to expand the internal space through the 
construction of a mezzanine. This, again, entails a level of openness toward possible new 
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individuals or activities that could be hosted in the unit. Caritas also tried to repoliticise the 
settlement through activities aimed at reinforcing the organisational level of the community. In 
the same fashion, softening the thresholds between HIV-affected and non-affected households, 
Friends NGO has worked with vulnerable individuals and children to give them back a voice in 
the settlement’s decision-making process. Importantly, the activities of Friends NGO introduced 
also a dimension of openness and decommodification in Tuol Sambo Tmey, as they expose 
the reality of the settlement to a much wider network of actors (and potential donors), and in a 
not-for-profit fashion, provide the dwellers with capacity- and skills-building activities.  

In Andong Tmey, the availability of housing units opened the settlement to newcomers – though 
these are de facto forcedly displaced populations, as in the case of former Borei Keila’s 
households. Paradoxically, the intervention of PCL in Andong Tmey has brought back a level 
of community organisation (and consequent repoliticisation) in Andong Chas settlement, with 
many households refusing to leave the units they had self-built and contrasting the obsolescing 
narrative developed by PCL and the MPP.  

In Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey, a repoliticising dynamic has been sparked off by the 
establishment of saving groups, often meeting in the public building provided by Australian-Aid. 
Saving groups represent a form of decommodification of the settlement upgrading process, as 
allowing households not to depend on microfinance institutions to fund the establishment of 
income-generating activities. The abandonment of plots, paradoxically, guarantees a degree of 
openness to the settlement, as middle-class newcomers are slowly populating the site (as seen, 
however, such dynamic have fostered the emergence of gated-community-like and camp-like 
conditions). The work of Holt Korea Children’s Services on the site has fostered openness 
toward a wider network of actors and helped to reconnect the older and newer halves of 
Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey, along with providing for free welfare programmes for children, 
single mothers, and people with special needs. STT, finally, has published a report on Trapeang 
Anchhanh Tmey’s displaced households’ housing stories, which has increased the exposure 
of the settlement toward a national and international audience, resulting in a level of 
repoliticisation. 

7.6. CHAPTER SUMMARY 

After exploring cycles of modernisation and obsolescence in Phnom Penh as a whole and in 
Borei Keila, this chapter focused on the most tangible outcomes of such dynamics: forced 
displacements and the consequent production of relocation sites in the periurban area of 
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Phnom Penh. Through the navigation of six relocation sites, I showed how the spectrum of 
relocation sites’ in Phnom Penh is a very heterogeneous one – and how significant differences 
can be found in terms of land, housing and service provisions, regimes of tenure, design and 
construction of the units, size of the settlement and distance from the centre. I concentrated on 
the urban design and governmental dimensions of such new urbanities, showing how relocation 
sites are designed, built and managed as highly controllable urban ensembles. At the same 
time, I showed how relocation sites are already characterised by obsolescing dynamics such 
as abandonment and ruination of their built fabric, and an overall sense of failure and despair 
felt by their inhabitants. I concluded the chapter with the analysis of the design practices 
shaping relocation sites in their everyday life, showing the co-presence of, one side, gated-
community-like and camp-like dynamics and, on the other side, opening, decommodifying and 
repoliticising dynamics. 
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8. CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

 

This research has aimed to investigate the intrinsic ambivalence of urban obsolescence. It did 
so asking two research questions [see Figure 1.10 above]:  

RQ1: what are those design practices that, emerging in obsolescing urbanisms, 
partake into the production of the fenced city? 

RQ2: what are those design practices that, emerging in obsolescing urbanisms, 
emancipate from the production of the fenced city? 

I aimed to question and contest the current sheer division between, on one side, literature 
understanding obsolescence as solely contributing to the production of exclusionary and 
capital-driven urbanisms, and, on the other side, literature defining obsolescence as liberating, 
resisting and emancipating from such production. 

Below, I discuss the findings presented in chapter 5, 6, 7, reflecting on the ambivalence of the 
obsolescing urbanisms encountered in Phnom Penh, and questioning their actual potential for 
emancipation. I then elaborate on the original contributions of this research, on its limitations, 
and on directions for further research. 

8.1. THE AMBIVALENCE OF URBAN OBSOLESCENCE: DRAWING CONCLUSIONS  

The analysis of the empirical data presented in sections 5.5, 6.8 and 7.5 has shown how all the 
grounds of investigations are marked by the co-presence of oppressive and emancipatory 
dynamics. The research findings show, therefore, how it would be very reductive, in Phnom 
Penh, to speak of obsolescing urbanisms as either solely partaking into the process of 
production of the fenced city, or solely emancipating from it. Rather, the obsolescing fenced 
archetypes – ruins, interstices, margins, voids – blend with those constituting the multifarious 
landscape of fenced urbanism, i.e. with the camp and the gated community. 
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8.1.1. Obsolescence and gated-community-like dynamics 

Phnom Penh’s ruins, interstices, margins, voids, present, to different extents, gated-community 
like dynamics: phenomena of security-obsession, privatisation, commodification, fetishization, 
icnisation. 

The emergence of dynamics of security-obsession has affected all the grounds of investigation, 
leading also to the emergence of an aesthetics of securitisation made of reinforced gates, 
lockers, fences of any materiality – from concrete and barbed wire to lightweight materials. 
Security measures within Phnom Penh’s urban voids involve also the use of private guards, 
CCTVS, checkpoints – not differently from the gated communities, satellite cities and borei 
developments I explored in chapter 5 (page 160). Within urban margins, interstices, ruins, I 
showed how the use of physical fences, locks and reinforced gates was a tangible expression 
of a concern for criminality and, in the case of middle-class housing (along the Railway, in Borei 
Santepheap II, in Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey), of a desire of separation from the adjacent poor 
households. 

Fences have been used to privatise spaces, too, either formally (in the sub-leased plots in Dey 
Krahorm and Borei Keila) or informally, in the occupation of otherwise common spaces on the 
White Building’s ground floor and of part of the public spaces in Phnom Bat. In a similar fashion, 
the housing units along the Railway settlements can be understood as a form of privatisation 
and commodification of an otherwise unused infrastructural space. 

The same can be said for dynamics of commodification, as land, housing, services have been 
– in all sites, though to different extents – turned into commodities. Urban voids are created 
with the sole purpose of profiting from the redevelopment of urban land; urban ruins are under 
threat for the same reason and show, at the same time (as interstices do), how their complex 
socio-spatial fabric is born out of profit-driven informal transactions, often involving bribing 
mechanisms. Similar informal transactions contribute to commodify the map of most urban 
margins. Amongst these, the case of Borei Santepheap II was significant because it was 
designed as a profit-driven operation to commodify urban land. 

Dynamics of fetishization have emerged, too. In Borei Santepheap II, Trapeang Anchhanh 
Tmey, and along the Railway, where middle-class households designed their façades as an 
ostentation of a status. In Borei Keila’s informal settlement and at the White Building, as forms 
of ruin porn. In the profit-driven redevelopment of Borei Keila and Dey Krahorm, where some 
of the new buildings attempt to rise as icons.  
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Not only, therefore are obsolescing urbanisms entrapped in cycles of creative destruction 
occurring at the urban scale. Not only are their land and resources constantly and increasingly 
commodified in order to liberate new wealth. Rather, my analysis shows how ruin, interstices, 
margins and voids configure to an extent as gated-community-like spatialities, revealing the 
same dynamics, though articulated in an ordinary fashion, of the same dynamics that 
characterise the grand narrative of urban transformation in Phnom Penh – its satellite cities and 
gated communities, iconic skyscrapers, borei developments.  

The dimension of land, in particular, has shown to be prominent in the process of production 
and reproduction of commodifying and exclusionary dynamics, at multiple scales: from ‘big’ 
urban design processes such as the ones leading to the eviction of Dey Krahorm’s and Borei 
Keila’s informal settlements, to ‘micro-‘ transactions of plots along the Railway and on all 
relocation sites. As explained in chapter 5, the legal and policy framework has been 
instrumental in supporting such processes of commodification: since 1979, with the introduction 
of the ‘dey samaki’ policy (see chapter 5, page 147), which paradoxically resulted in boosting 
informal transactions of land, to the current Land Law (RGC, 2001), which has been critiqued 
as an instrument deliberately favouring capital accumulation in the form of urban land, through 
the category of State Private Land and the instrument of the Economic Land Concession. This 
research has contributed to overcome the dichotomic perspective (Springer, 2011b, 2012, 
2015b) seeing on one side, Cambodian elites as agents in the commodification of land and, on 
the other side, a multitude of urban poor facing eviction, as unable to prove lawful possession 
of their plots. While such process certainly occurs and is legitimised by the Land Law, I showed 
how urban poor populations themselves have been agents in the commodification of 
obsolescing urbanisms and their resources. Further, I showed how, in the case of Borei Keila’s 
land-sharing, the Social Land Concession mechanisms has been used as a tool for the 
depoliticisation of the poor (achieving pacification through the provision of housing), rather than 
for their empowerment (see also: Talocci and Boano, 2018) – below I elaborate further on forms 
of depoliticisation within obsolescing urbanisms. 

 

8.1.2. Obsolescing urbanisms and camp-like dynamics 

Not only policy and legal frameworks contribute to the dispossession and ultimate destruction 
of obsolescing urbanisms in Phnom Penh, but also discourses of urban failure and blight, 
overlapping to accusations of illegality, anarchism, lack of basic health conditions. It is this very 
rhetoric that first and foremost constitutes obsolescing urbanisms in Phnom Penh as camp-like 
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spatialities – through the condemnation of their social and spatial fabrics, and their construction 
as others, unwanted.  

Camp-like conditions are often created deliberately through the purposeful socio-spatial 
isolation of such urbanisms, which are denied the possibility of thriving and upgrading. While 
these urbanisms – which I defined as ruined and interstitial ones – get cleansed and turned into 
urban voids, a multitude of urban margins are artificially created in the form of relocation sites 
– the latter being the most tangible manifestation of dynamics of dispossession, exclusion and 
creative destruction happening at the urban scale. Reinforcing the contemporary relevance of 
the Foucaultian (1995) paradigms of modern management, the plague and the leprosy (see 
chapter 2, page 47), obsolete spaces are isolated beyond fences, hidden within interstices, 
controlled through the joint action of developers and (often bribed) local authorities. Further, 
obsolescing urbanisms replicate logics of exclusion within their perimeters, being often 
unwelcoming toward newcomers, or becoming the breeding, contested, ground for hostilities 
between different groups to arise, as I showed in all the grounds of investigation.  

In this sense, obsolescing urbanisms are gears of a wider biopolitical dispositif whereby urban 
subjects behave as they ought, where their conduct is highly controlled by the presence of 
mechanisms of surveillance (the watchdogs in Borei Keila for instance), of supposedly 
philanthropic institutions (for instance Caritas-Cambodia in Tuol Sambo Tmey and the way it 
promotes saving groups), of policies that build upon their own suspension (as in the Railway 
Rehabilitation Project), of ambiguities in the issues of land and housing titles (as in Borei Keila’s 
new housing for the poor and all relocation sites). Obsolescence can therefore be understood 
as one furher factor in the overall reduction of urban politics to sole issues of management of 
the urban transformation: through the condemnation of obsolescing urbanisms as disorderly 
and violent ones, through denying their populations the issueing of ‘full’ land and housing titles, 
through ‘divide and rule’ tactics aimed to annihilate any forms of bottom-up organisation. 

Divide-and-rule strategies have proved to be, across all the grounds of investigation, probably 
the most effective means to depoliticise forms of resistance and organisation of urban poor 
groups. In its most basic and perhaps subtle form, a divide-and-rule strategy entails, simply, to 
define a set of beneficiaries of a process of urban transformation, for instance in a case of slum 
upgrading. Naming a series of assignees in the land-sharing process of Borei Keila meant to 
create a conflict amongst poor households on the site, with the assignees no longer in the 
position of supporting the claims of the excluded households. The same mechanism was 
successfully applied in Borei Santepheap II and Tuol Sambo Tmey, with non-eligible 
households eventually relocated to, respectively, Tang Khiev and Tuol Sambo. Or, in a 
reversed logic, in Andong, with the households targeted as eligible for the new housing in 
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Andong Tmey that did not want to relocate – and the rest of the settlement that could not support 
their struggle, fearing PCL and the MPP. In such a desolating picture, I discuss, in the following 
two sub-sections, emancipatory practices in their potential to be truly open and accessible to a 
multiplicity of urban poor.  

 

8.1.3. Obsolescing urbanisms and emancipatory dynamics 

In the previous chapters I showed how a series of design practices contributed to open, 
decommodify and repoliticise Phnom Penh’s obsolescing urbanisms, emancipating from the 
patterns of production of the fenced city. In my analysis, however, any form of emancipation 
has emerged as an interstitial or marginal one, in the midst of camp-like and gated-community-
like dynamics, as shown in the previous two sub-sections. 

Such observation applies also to the few practices that succeeded across the three dimensions 
of openness, decommodification, repoliticisation. These are: 

- the work of Empowering Youth Cambodia, both in the White Building and along the 
Railway settlements, successfully opening up the realities of the Building and the 
Railway, establishing new not-for-profit uses in otherwise underused spatialities, 
repoliticising such urbanisms’ youth through education and training activities; 

- in the same fashion, the activities of Amny School and of People Improvement 
Organisation in Borei Keila;  

- the project Open Photography Cambodia, that, although limited in time, successfully 
managed to open up the reality of the White Building, exposing both its monumental 
history and conflictive present to a a wider international reality; to decommodify the 
aesthetics of the Building, celebrating its ruined character through participatory 
photography workshops; to give voice to the workshops’ participants, exposing their 
narratives and stating their relevance and uniqueness; 

- the establishment of community organisations along the Railway and the activities of 
networking amongst those done by Community Management Development 
Partnership: through such networking activities, the Railway settlements become a 
truly ‘open’ space, allowing circulation of knowledge, capacity building and 
organisational momentum. The resistances to the Rehabilitation Project are in so doing 
repoliticised, and discussions over the spatial upgrading of their settlements are 
decommodified, feeding upon local expertise; 
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- in Tang Khiev, the design and construction of self-built housing and shared facilities, 
and the promotion of networking events, all facilitated by Manna4Life. Such activities 
did manage to open an otherwise marginal settlement toward its wider surroundings, 
to decommodify the production of housing, to empower households through a series 
of collectively designed and implemented economic activities;  

- the work of Friends NGO in Tuol Sambo Tmey, able to populate an otherwise 
underused public space with a series of not-for-profit activities geared toward building 
capacities for the settlements’ inhabitants; to empower households thanks to enhanced 
possibilities of building a livelihood; to open up the settlement exposing its reality 
throughout the NGOs’ restaurants and venues in the city centre.  

I showed how the agency of the above practices is confined within the boundaries of their 
locales, and isunable to scale up — although EYC and PIO work in multiple localities, and the 
action of CMDP impacted multiple sites along the Railway settlement. Evidence from the 
interviews with such organisations shows that such difficulty in scaling up is mostly due to a 
lack of financial and human resources, rather than to the lack of a vision. However, the director 
of EYC did state that “we cannot and do not want to do much in terms of networking with other 
organisations, even if these are working in the education sector like we do. It is the responsibility 
of the Ministry of Education to provide a comprehensive approach to education in the country. 
We do not want to replace the Ministry, we are there to fill the gaps they leave”.303  

In such a statement, the action of EYC seems to confirm having an interstitial or marginal 
character by design. It is such deliberate, quasi-natural, limitation of such practices to be at the 
same time liberating and frustrating. If gated-community-like and camp-like dynamics affect 
obsolescing urbanisms too, the emancipatory dynamics I identified do not manage, conversely 
to counter the production of the fenced city. Obsolescing urbanisms in Phnom Penh are 
certainly spaces of dialogue (Dobraszczyk, 2014), but such dialogue is constantly affected, 
hampered, by strongly uneven power relations.  

Such unevenness leads to question that literature (de Solà-Morales Rubió, 1995a; Careri, 
2002; Nicolas-le Strat, 2007; Tonnelat, 2008; Gandy, 2012; Berruete, 2013; Dillon, 2014; F. 
Anderson, 2015; Smith, 2015) that attempts to celebrate ruins, interstices, voids, margins for 
their heterogeneity and multivocality. Fragments and traces of a lost and supposedly inclusive 
urbanity (Edensor, 2005b; Viney, 2014; Harbison, 2015) are certainly identifiable within 
obsolescing urbanisms, as reminders of a history that has been half-erased (Harbison, 2015). 
However, the dynamics of transformation of Phnom Penh’s obsolescing urbanisms exemplify 

                                                   
303 Interview 45. 
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how the other half of such history is being widely written by powerful urban actors, able to seize 
control over those spatialities.  

In such an apparently gloomy picture, however, it is important to remark how obsolescing 
urbanisms do still act as receptacles for a series of marginal and interstitial realities, allowing a 
multitude of temporary and informal uses, juxtaposing programmes that would otherwise be 
incompatible with one another, in a heterotopic fashion. In spite of the presence of camp-like 
and gated-community-like dynamics, therefore, obsolescing urbanisms should still be 
considered as places where and from which cross-scalar and cross-dimensional alliances can 
be planned and traced (Gandy, 2012), as sites for radical possibilities (Hooks, 1990). I reflect 
on such potentials in the following sub-section.   

 

8.1.4. Emancipation as profanation? Interrogating the potential for destituent politics 
and coming communities 

In this research, I defined emancipation (chapter 1, page 36) as a condition of liberation from 
the spatial and governmental constraints of the fenced city – later in the thesis understood as 
camp-like and gated-community-like dynamics. I showed above how, within Phnom Penh’s 
obsolescing urbanisms, emancipatory practices do emerge, but always configure as marginal 
and interstitial ones, not managing to scale up nor to counter the production of the fenced city.  

Reflecting on such constraint, I question here the idea of emancipation with Agamben’s concept 
of profanation (Agamben, 2007, 2009b) – as the act that can return a sacralised object to the 
free use of men: in the case of this research, as the act that can return the urban realm to the 
free use of all its inhabitants. For Agamben (Agamben, 2007, 2009b), profanation represents a 
form of negligence toward the religio of the dispositif’s norms. Agamben reconstructs the 
etymology of the term religio, suggesting it does not derive from the Latin religare (the binding 
together of the human and the divine) but, rather, from relegere, a verb that “indicates the 
stance of scrupulousness and attention that must be adopted in relations with the gods, the 
uneasy hesitation […] before norms – and formulae – that must be observed in order to respect 
the separation between the sacred and the profane” (ibid.:75). Hence, adopting Agamben’s 
etymology in the correct manner, religio, in the first instance, refers to “that which removes 
things, places, animals, or people from common use and transfers them to a separate sphere” 
(Agamben, 2007, p. 74). Negligence, in this instance, would translate into “an entirely 
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inappropriate use (or, rather, reuse) of [the norms]: namely, play” (Agamben, 2007, p. 75). 304 
Do the practices that I defined as opening, decommodifying, repoliticising ones actually play 
with the spatial and governmental dimensions of the urban dispositif?  

As for the spatial dimensions, it is possible to answer questioning whether such play happens, 
for instance,  through  establishing new uses of space, reactivating old infrastructures or public 
spaces or building them anew, creating spaces for economies and cultures to grow and meet, 
establishing new landmarks, repoliticising housing. The activities of EYC in both the Railway 
and the White Building, and of Amny and PIO schools in Borei Keila, reappropriated otherwise 
unused and privatised spaces for the sake of establishing new uses that were publicly 
accessible, not depending on profit, and aimed to foster culture and education: such spaces 
acted also as new infrastructures for encounter, and rose as landmarks of such locales. OPC 
contributed to resignify the White Building as landmark, celebrating its aesthetics and current 
uses and politics. CMDP acted as infrastructure for fostering alliances and connection across 
several localities in the Railway. The same can be said for the work of Manna4Life in Tang 
Khiev, which initially focused on repoliticising the housing process, using local materials and 
expertises while creating new public spaces, with which the inhabitants of the settlement could 
feel identified – as well as  Friends NGO did in Tuol Sambo Tmey.    

As for the governmental dimensions of the urban dispositif, relevant questions revolve around 
whether such emancipatory practices can actually emerge in-between policies, rules, norms 
and structures of power, contesting existing discourses and engendering alternative ones. In 
answering such questions, Agamben’s (2014) idea of destituent politics is particularly useful. 
For the author, constituent powers are those that overthrow the Law through insurrectional 
violence: those that – to use the terminology of this thesis – erase an existing dispositif and 
replace it with a new one. For Agamben (2014, p. 69), indeed, “[a] power that was only just 
overthrown by violence will rise again in another form, in the incessant, inevitable dialectic 
between constituent power and constituted power, violence which makes the law and violence 
that preserves it.” Conversely, destituent powers centre around the deactivation of the existing 
governmental dispositifs: in the framework of this research, around opening, de-commodifying, 

                                                   
304 It is important to notice how, for Agamben, negligence in the form of play does not erase the sacred dimension, 
but puts it at a different use. Drawing on the work of Emile Benveniste, Agamben (2007) emphasises the close 
connection between play and the sacred, stating that everything pertaining to play once pertained to the realm of the 
sacred. Such is the case, for instance, of many games, which originally derive from religious ceremonies, rituals, and 
practices: ball games come from myths associated with the gods fighting for possession of the sun, games of chance 
bear the marks of oracular practices, the chessboard was once an instrument of divination, and so on. Playing with 
these practices of ceremonies and rituals, turning them into games, allows a new and free use that is no longer tied 
to their origins in the sacred sphere (see also: Boano and Talocci, 2014a). 
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repoliticising existing fences while avoiding new camp-like and gated-community-like dynamics 
to emerge.  

It is important to remark, however, how opening, de-commodifying and repoliticising actions 
should be directed towards all those subjects having an interest in the transformation of an 
urbanism. Forms of empowerment targeting specific groups, otherwise, might lead to the 
emergence of new exclusionary and disenfranchising dynamics toward other subjects, i.e. 
toward the creation of a new dispositif and its new, constituent, politics. In such sense, the 
concept of coming community (Agamben, 1993) is useful to represent an idea of theoretical 
and ideal openness. Agamben speaks of a coming community as a community that will 
embrace new forms of singularity without identity, and will be “free of any essential condition of 
belonging, common destiny or work, or principle of inclusion and exclusion – a being together 
of existences” (Whyte, 2010, p. 3). Originally developed as the response to the work of other 
authors (Blanchot, 1988; Nancy, 1991) on the idea of a community immune to exclusion, 
isolation, discrimination, violence, abandonment, the coming community is theoretically open 
to whatever being (Agamben, 1993). Whatever  is used as the literal translation of the Latin 
quodlibet, that Agamben (1993, p. 1) interprets as “being such that it always matters”.305  

Do the above practices establish destituent politics and coming communities? While coping 
with limited resources, EYC, PIO, AMNY aim to open their activities to all the households of a 
certain locale. CMDP’s action across the Railway aimed to empower all the existing community-
based organisations. Friends NGO and Manna4Life’s activities targeted all households in, 
respectively, Tuol Sambo Tmey. Such activities definitely establish new modes of politics that 
– although not managing to scale up, as explained above – are indicative of an attempt to play 
with the governmental dimensions of the dispositifs: emerging in spite of exclusionary policies, 
establishing new norms and rules, contributing to the formation of alternative discourses. The 
same could not be said for activities such as Licadho’s in Borei Keila, that proved to be 
eventually divisive and entrapped in the existing discourses. 

I therefore posit that forms of coming community and destituent politics already exist, in nuce, 
within the contemporary city’s obsolescing urbanisms – in presence of open, de-commodified, 
and repoliticised practices. Such practices, which can therefore be defined as emancipatory 
ones, profane the spatial and governmental dispositifs of the fenced city, enacting communities 
that transcend belonging, attempting to make all subjects matter (to make whatever voice 
heard), establishing new modes of politics.  

                                                   
305 Instead of the traditional translation “being, it does not matter which” (1993, p. 1).  
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It is relevant to highlight how, for Agamben (2007), the act of profanation is not a one-way 
avenue: as every object can be made sacred once again, a supposedly profaned fenced city 
can become again a breeding ground for camp-like and gated-community-like dynamics. While 
in the previous section I questioned the capacity of opening, de-commodifying and repoliticising 
practices to scale up, I must here ask, therefore, whether these can be sustained over time. 
The activities listed above have all been – with the exception of the OPC experience in the 
White Building – long term efforts: their possibly permanent character, however, is put under 
threat by the precarious conditions of the urbanisms where they occur. Such urbanisms are 
prone to disappear (as it has already happened to the White Building) and to undergo 
exclusionary dynamics of transformation because of financial pressures over land and housing. 
Moreover, the very marginality and interstitiality of such experiences mean that their impact 
and effect is hampered by the availability of resources and their capacity to struggle with more 
powerful stakeholders. How to sustain over time, therefore, such emancipatory practices? How 
to design a city that is ungovernable (Agamben, 2009b; Heron, 2011), i.e. able to emancipate 
from all dispositifs and to remain as such?  

The practices that, above, I discussed as emancipatory ones, are therefore not to be 
understood as harbingers of a possible future open, decommodified, repoliticised urban realm. 
Rather, following the projective epistemology of this research, such practices should be read 
as opportunities for design capitalisation, as strongholds for designing a city open to whatever 
being, free from the tyranny of capital-driven development, repoliticised. In section 8.4. below, 
I will expand this argument elaborating upon directions for further research, connecting the idea 
of coming community to a more recent work by Agamben, The Highest Poverty – Monastic 
Rules and Form-of-Life (Agamben, 2013), and its idea of conceiving a life which can never be 
object of property, but only of common use. 

8.2. ORIGINAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

8.2.1. Contributions to the urban studies debate on the proliferation of fenced urbanisms 

In chapter 2 I explored the current transdisciplinary debate in urban studies, highlighting how 
the archetypes of the gated community and the camp can be considered as the spatial and 
governmental formations characterising the contemporary fenced city. The research findings 
have shown how gated-community-like and camp-like dynamics emerge also in those 
urbanisms that – from a shallower look – would instead seem to eschew them. Phnom Penh’s 
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ruins, interstices, margins and voids are, therefore, not only by-products of the process of 
transformation of the fenced city but rise as partaking into nowadays’ fenced condition.  

At the same time, the reserch questioned whether obsolescing urbanisms could be understood 
as emancipatory ones. The research showed how those practices that are understood to open 
up, de-commodify, repoliticise the reality of such urbanisms are de facto condemned to a 
marginal or interstitial existence: they show indeed an inability to scale up and a difficulty to 
sustain their agency over time.  

Obsolescing urbanisms, therefore, cannot be defined as solely partaking into the production of 
the fenced city, or as solely emancipating from it. Both conditions were present, in all grounds 
of investigation, at the same time, showing how any attempt to explain the urban reality through 
the use of univocal archetyps would necessarily encounter shortcomings and lead to 
simplifications. The introduction of a series of obsolescing archetypes, which embody 
themselves the potential for both oppression and emancipation, wants to set as a contribution 
to the current urban studies debate: it is indeed conducive to question the grand narratives of 
the fenced city, to acknowledge inevitable cracks in its spatial and governmental dynamics, and 
to state the inevitable ambivalence of such cracks. 

Showing how the literature on urban obsolescence and the one on informality overlap to a great 
extent, the research shows the necessity to surpass the ‘medieval’ understanding of the 
contemporary city proposed by Alsayyad and Roy (2006): the figures of ‘regulated squatter 
settlement’, the camp, and the gated community are no longer sufficient to make the 
contemporary city intelligible. I suggest therefore an epistemological shift, in order to see 
obsolescence and obsolescing dynamics as immanent to the fenced city, and present 
anywhere. 

 

8.2.2. Contributions: methodology  

Inspired by a series of works (Weizman, 2010; Aggregate Group, 2012; Boano, 2017) thriving 
on a similar methodology, this research has stressed the need of looking at urban 
transformation processes from a twofold governmental and urban design perspective. The 
research understood fences as spatial and governmental artefacts and used, accordingly, a 
series of spatial and governmental categories to deconstruct the functioning of such fences. In 
so doing, I have loosely re-elaborated a classical urban design approach to urban analysis: I 
have come up with a series of spatial categories that were mindful of my perspective on the 
contemporary city – as an ensemble of obsolescing fenced urbanisms – and of an 
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understanding of urban design as spatial political economy (Cuthbert, 2006). In a similar 
fashion, I embraced the understanding of dispositif as a prone-to-obsolesce network-like 
formation (Legg, 2011), and come up with a series of governmental categories, drawing on the 
original definition by Foucault (1980). 

From an urban design perspective, this approach has proved particularly powerful in the 
understanding of complex dynamics of urban transformation, and especially useful once 
acknowledging the necessity of an expanded definition of design (Boano, 2014): if ‘design’ 
encompasses a complex set of formal and informal acts, that contribute to building, imagining, 
strategising, organising, controlling the city and its environments, then there is no possibility but 
to embrace such complexity, in its spatial (political economic) and governmental dimensions. 
All the design practices that I questioned as possibly emancipatory ones, prove the importance 
of expanding the understanding of whom a designer is – looking at experiences of 
transformation led by community-based organisations, NGOs, local authorities, activists. Such 
reflection offers a contribution to the current debate on the social turn of architecture and urban 
design (Fuad-Luke, 2009; Awan, Schneider and Till, 2011; Schneider, 2013; Boano and 
Talocci, 2014b, 2017): 

From a governmental perspective, the use of theory has been fundamental in understanding 
and stressing “the transversal heterogeneity of the social practices, institutions, policy and 
norms” constituting an urban ensemble (Schmid, Stanek and Moravánszky, 2015, p. 16). I 
started from Foucault’s (1980, 2004) understanding of power as circulating in a net-like 
structure, and overlapped such understanding to a biopolitical perspective (Foucault, 1975, 
1991, 2007) over the city and its polity. I believe that an original contribution of this research 
lies in putting such biopolitical perspective directly in connection with the possibility of 
emancipation from the spatial and governmental dispositifs of the fenced city. The conclusions 
above show how framing the idea of emancipation within further theory – within the ideas of 
profanation (Agamben, 2007), coming community (Agamben, 1993) and destituent politics 
(Agamben, 2014) – allows to recalibrate the way we think about a possible alternative to the 
current reality, about the emergence of possible new worlds (Whyte, 2010). In this regard, this 
research sets as contribution to the debate started by those works (Lahiji, 2016; Boano, 2017)  
that have framed the possibility of an emancipatory architecture within an Agambenian critique 
to the current stage of capitalist development and to the exclusionary dynamics of the present 
society.  

In chapter 4 (page 99), I questioned the opportunity and appropriateness of using Western 
theory to understand a context belonging to the so-called Global South. I think that the use of 
the dispositif as a spatial-governmental ontological lens, has proved to be extremely powerful 
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in the analysis of situation whereby certain urbanisms develop as subaltern ones – whereby 
political ‘Souths’ are constantly reproduced and marginalised, in Phnom Penh and possibly in 
other cities of South-East Asia and beyond. This research methodological framework, however, 
certainly does not bear any claim of universality: its application in other cities and contexts 
would definitely entail adjustments in terms of the definition of the urban transformation 
archetypes, and of the spatial and governmental dimensions that are apt to deconstruct the 
transformation process and the narratives and agendas of its actors. Its vocabulary, above all, 
has to be questioned, and should be refined and mobilised in a dialogue with local actors as 
the terms ‘gated-community’, ‘camp’, ‘ruin’ (at least) are not necessarily intelligible nor 
meaningful at the local level. Below (page 421) I discuss paths for future research in Phnom 
Penh, that should be developed starting precisely from such conversation. 

 

8.2.3. Contributions to the regional debate  

Paraphrasing Robinson (2005), the fundamental assumption of this research has been that 
fencing and obsolescing dynamics of the contemporary city occur in both Northern and 
Southern cities, through different though comparable mechanisms. Such assumption allowed 
me to build a methodological framework to study Phnom Penh drawing from literature, theory 
and design research experiences appeared in contexts across North and South. 

I attempted to address the literature gaps that I identified in the literature on Phnom Penh, 
searching for a middle-ground between the narratives focusing solely, on one side, on the the 
emergence of a neoliberal urban landscape (Paling, 2012b; Percival and Waley, 2012) and, on 
the other side, on the dispossessions caused by the increasing accumulation of wealth in the 
form of urban land (Springer, 2011b, 2012, 2015b), following the introduction of neoliberal 
policies. Showing how obsolescing archetypes present gated-community-like and camp-like 
conditions, I highlighted that it is impossible to speak of Phnom Penh in a dichotomic fashion, 
as a city made, on one side, of capital-driven, spectacular and exclusionary developments and, 
on the other side, impoverished though apparently open urbanisms. Rather, processes of 
commodification, dispossession, exclusion are entangled to one another and replicate at 
different scales, and through the action of a multiplicity of actors. Such statement is a 
contribution to the debate, explored in chapters 1 and 2, on the increasingly enclaved nature of 
Asian urbanisms, and highlights the need to explore such enclaved nature using a spatial and 
governmental framework – able to identify dynamics of power at different scales, being 
exercised by actors from/to multiple directions, and across several dimensions. 
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At the same time, focusing on urban ruins, voids, interstices, margins, I offered a contribution 
to the debate on obsolescing spatialities in Asian cities, interpreting urban obsolescence as a 
series of cycles of creative destruction.  Such interpretation allowed me to explain evictions and 
displacement from both a governmental perspective and a spatial political economic one, 
whereas thus far the debate had discussed evictions and relocations from perspectives 
focusing either solely on human rights (Brickell, 2014; Connell and Grimsditch, 2016)  or on the 
disruption of the evictees’ livelihoods and social networks (Chi et al., 2010; McMahon, 2015).  

Following Raghuram and Madge (2006), I stressed the importance, for my methodological 
framework, to be embedded in the power relations structuring Phnom Penh’s urbanisms, and 
at the same time rooted in the work of research partners. In the following sub-section, I discuss 
the agency of my research on the work of partners. 

8.3. LIMITATIONS 

8.3.1. In terms of time: a long research timeframe  

The research has developed over a long timeframe, which has forced me to conduct a 
diachronic analysis over the several grounds of investigation. In chapter 4 (page 101), I 
mentioned that the fieldwork occurred in December 2012 (ten days), then between May and 
December 2013 (eight months), and then for shorter timeframes in May 2014 (three weeks), 
May 2015 (four weeks), May 2016 (seventeen days).  

Given Phnom Penh’s fast-paced of urban transformation, the landscape of the several grounds 
of investigation looked different throughout the years. The White Building housing units were 
slowly bought by a Japanese developer, Arakawa Co., changing the social fabric I encountered 
during my first visit, and eventually leading to the building’s demolition in January 2018. The 
adjacent land of Dey Krahorm, as well as the 12 hectares of land allocated for commercial 
development in Borei Keila, had been gradually developed – partially helping my analysis, 
making the transformation more intelligible. Borei Keila’s illegal settlement changed rapidly, too: 
though already uninhabited, two more Old Buildings (B and C) were still standing in 2013, to 
be then demolished shortly after; Old Buildings D and F would have been demolished after the 
last fragment of fieldwork in 2016, but an increasing number of housing units were vacated 
throughout the previous years. As for Borei Keila’s new housing for the poor, the empty units 
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of New Buildings G and H had been assigned to newcomer households by May 2016:306 I did 
not have the time to run another series of interviews, so I had to limit my investigation to the 
little data I gathered from other sources such as NGO workers (the same applied for the 
evictions targeting a number of households in the illegal settlement, all happened after May 
2016).  

At the same time, however, the long research timeframe was beneficial in terms of the co-
emergence and mutual refinement of the research methodological framework and the research 
fieldwork. In December 2012, and then in the early stages (May to July) of my 2013 fieldwork, 
I aimed to investigate obsolescing urbanisms in Phnom Penh through a spatial and 
governmental perspective: I did develop research methods accordingly, but the idea of the 
fence as paradigm had not yet coalesced fully. In a similar fashion the relationship between 
what in this thesis I defined as gated-community-like and camp-like spatialities had not yet been 
developed in dialectical terms. In the final stage (October, November) of the 2013 fieldwork, 
therefore, I felt ‘forced’ – because of the impressive amount of collected data, and the difficulties 
in organising it and processing it – to develop in detail the idea of fence as spatial and 
governmental paradigm, therefore being able to systematise data through a series of spatial 
and governmental dimension. Such systematisation happened only once back in London, and 
revealed a series of gaps that I eventually addressed in the fieldwork occurred in May 2014. 
Meanwhile, I had developed the idea of obsolescing fenced archetypes as example of, and 
exemplar for, specific trends of urban transformation: this allowed me to finalise Table 4.1 (page 
111), thus clarifying which my ‘main’ grounds of investigation were – empirical evidence from 
other areas was eventually used to corroborate my argument in chapter 5. Such table 
highlighted the need to gather further empirical evidence on Phnom Penh’s relocation sites: the 
fieldwork of May 2015 addressed such need. In May 2016, finally, I collected further data on 
those areas that in Figure 1.11 I indicated as other illustrative cases – CamKo City, Boeung 
Kak, Diamond Island – but also on borei and townhouses developments, having realised how 
their narratives would have been instrumental in grasping the complex (and somewhat 
ordinary) picture of a fenced Phnom Penh. 

 

                                                   
306 Significantly, the safety nets suggested as a technical solution to the rubbish problem in May 2014 – by former 
community leaders and district authorities during a focus group discussion I held (see also chapter 6, page 275) – 
had actually been installed by May 2016. 
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8.3.2. In terms of space: significant physical distances 

Other limitations arose due to the physical distance between the several grounds of 
investigation. Borei Keila, the White Building and Dey Krahorm were in the city centre, and 
close to the place where I resided (respectively 2 and 2.5 kilometres away): this allowed to 
organise a long series of days of fieldwork with ease. In the case of the Railway settlements, 
obviously, distances varied: the closest settlements were just 1.5km away, while the farthest 
ones about 8 km (heading West) and 6km (heading North) away. All such territories were at a 
distance that was easily covered on a bicycle or motorbike: this meant I could easily go back 
for accessing more information, addressing doubts arising from the earlier fieldwork, and 
corroborating empirical materials. As for all the relocation sites, however, the picture was a 
completely different one. The closest one, Borei Santepheap II, was 15km away, which – 
considering the heavy traffic – would have meant around one hour of travelling using the 
motorbike of my research assistant. The same could be said for Trapeang Anchhanh Tmey 
and Tuol Sambo Tmey, just a little farther away. Such distance meant that I could spend only 
a limited amount of time in such territories. While I was able to literally immerse myself in the 
realities of the White Building, Borei Keila, and the Railway settlements – even building an 
empathy with some dwellers that would recognise me and even help me when possible – my 
fieldwork on the relocation sites was a drier one, geared toward revealing a specific set of data 
in a limited amount of time. The same argument can be taken to an extreme when talking of 
Tang Khiev and Phnom Bat, which I was able to visit only twice each, given the 55km distance 
from the centre and the logistic difficulties I encountered when organising a site visit. 

 

8.3.3. In terms of ethics: conflicts between research partners 

Limitations arose from an ethical standpoint, too, because of the incompatibilities (and to a 
certain extent rivalries) between the multiple organisation working in the research grounds of 
investigation – especially between CDF/ACHR and STT. As mentioned in chapter 4 (page 103) 
all such non-governmental organisations follow different visions, methods and, above all, 
engage in different ways with public authorities: either in a collaborative fashion (as in the case 
of CDF and ACHR, and to an extent CMDP); or with a confrontational attitude (as for STT, 
Licadho, HRTF). Such incompatibilities limited the possibility for my work to contribute to open, 
decommodify and repoliticise the territories I investigated, hence for this research itself to 
configure as an emancipatory practice. In spite of my networking efforts, it was difficult to open 
up such territories toward new actors: the workshop in Borei Keila could not have Licadho 
involved, as it was organised in collaboration with CDF and ACHR; the workshop at the White 
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Building ran into the same issue because of the impossibility of collaboration between STT and 
CDF; three workshops.307 run by CDF/ACHR and The Bartlett Development Planning Unit, 
could invite members of STT only informally and only as audience in the final discussions,  
because of the involvement of public authorities such as the MPP and MLMUPC.308  

Nevertheless, the abovementioned three workshops allowed to generate attention and 
momentum, in Phnom Penh, over people-driven processes of socio-spatial upgrading of urban 
poor settlements, while exposing Phnom Penh’s inequalities and potentials to a cohort of 
international students (whose works were eventually published, gaining further exposure). Such 
workshops were instrumental in empowering CDF’s capacity of networking with international 
(DPU and ACHR) and local (MLUMPC, MPP, a series of local universities) actors. Above all, 
the workshops generated momentum and attention over the possibility, for young architects 
and students of architecture, to have a say in processes of urban transformation at the city-
wide scale, and overall to support the cause of excluded populations. Several faculties of 
architecture were able to focus on a topic that lectures tend otherwise to avoid, the 
transformation of urban poor settlements. A series of students got involved with CAN-Cam, 
which received great attention and support, before quasi-dissolving in 2017, due to lack of 
resources. Below, discussing directions for further research in Phnom Penh, I reflect on 
possibilities for people-driven process to regain momentum. 

8.4. DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Below, I elaborate on four possible directions for further research. Building upon my research 
methodology, I reason on possible future expansions from a twofold governmental and urban 
design perspective. From a governmental perspective – acknowledging an intrinsic openness 
that characterise fenced and obsolescing urbanisms – I suggest a bridge between assemblage-
thinking in urbanism and the understanding of the urban realm as a dispositif. From an urban 
design perspective, I suggest a research on practices that, while attempting to emancipate from 
the fenced city, are also able to face the challenge of scaling up and to last over time, eschewing 
the marginal condition of the emancipatory practices I encountered in Phnom Penh. At the 
threshold between such two perspectives, I question the contemporary relevance of the 

                                                   
307 Workshops “Cambodia: Transformation in a time of transition”, held in May 2014, May 2015, May 2016. 

308 The MLMUPC was an official partner of the workshop in May 2015. 
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monument (see chapter 2, page 69) as, possibly, one further archetype of transformation of the 
obsolescing fenced city. Finally, I elaborate on possibilities for further research in Phnom Penh. 

 

8.4.1. A governmental perspective: assemblage and dispositif 

In chapter 4 (page 113), I recalled how Deleuze (1992) assumes assemblage and dispositif as 
concepts living dialectically, and how Legg (2011) partially supports the philosopher’s argument 
the definition of assemblage indeed, as “first and foremost what keeps very heterogeneous 
elements together” is very close to the seminal Foucauldian (1980) definition of dispositif. For 
Legg, the assemblage emphasises more the organisational side of the dispositif.  

In this research, I have used the dispositif as ontological lens to look at the city and the nature 
of its spatial and governmental dynamics. Brenner, Madden and Wachsmuth (2011) highlights 
how assemblage thinking too has been used as an alternative ontology for the city, de facto 
displacing the investigation of capitalist urban development and its foci (Smith, 2010; Farías, 
2011; McFarlane, 2011a). Such ontological use of the assemblage concept is highly relevant 
for this research: the emancipation from the fenced city (see chapter 1, page 36), indeed, entails 
the emergence of an alternative to capitalist development. Once opened, fenced urbanisms 
can activate a series of connections with other urbanisms – through alliances and other forms 
of organisation and communication – and networks through which goods, knowledge, people 
travel. What is the nexus between assemblage-thinking and thinking through a dispositif? How 
do governmental dynamics overlap, build upon, or are expression of network-like organisational 
structures?  

A research bridging the literature gap between urban governmental studies and assemblage-
thinking in urbanism could be conducive to uncover further those neglected dimensions of 
capitalist urbanisation that, according to Brenner, Madden and Wachsmuth (2011) can be 
brought to the fore when assemblage-thinking is used also as a method (McFarlane, 2009, 
2011b; Baker and Mcguirk, 2017). 

 

8.4.2. Between governmental studies and urban design: the monument as yet another 
archetype in the transformation of the fenced city? 

In chapter 2, drawing from Sklair (2005, 2006), I traced a distinction between icons and 
monuments. Differently from the icon, which remains alien to the surrounding urban fabric, the 
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monument configures as a familiar and intelligible artefact, aimed to actualise a consensus, 
sought by a highly centralised power – be this the State, or more generally a recognisable 
religious or political institution.  

Lefebvre (1991) highlights how the Latin word monumentum comes from the verb monere, and 
translates literally with ‘something that reminds’ or ‘that warns’. Monuments assumes therefore, 
often, a phallic aspect, creating a space whose symbolism is repressive and authoritarian, 
expression of “a generally accepted Power and a generally accepted Wisdom” (Lefebvre, 1991, 
p. 220). 

Lefebvre’s reading interestingly links the governmental reading of an urban design artefact with 
a semiotic interpretation of its dynamics of transformation. Although representing a strong and 
apparently univocal signifying operation, the monument does not have simply a signified, but 
represents rather a “horizon of meaning: a specific or indefinite multiplicity of meanings, a 
shifting hierarchy in which now one, now another meaning comes momentarily to the fore, by 
means of – and for the sake of – a particular action” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 222). For Lefebvre it is 
the very diversity of society to ensure that monuments – even though state-reinforcing and 
state-creating – will always be polysemic: they will always acquire multiple meanings, some of 
which are other than those intended. Even if born as a totalising design gesture, the monument 
holds therefore a repoliticising potential (Batuman, 2005).   

It is therefore important to acknowledge the ambivalent character of monuments – on one side 
born as totalising urban design gestures, on the other side exposed (and prone) to 
reappropriations by its users – and to trace a parallel with the intrinsic ambivalence of 
obsolescing urbanisms. Is it possible to speak of obsolescing urbanisms as monumental ones 
and vice-versa? The ruins I explored in this research were born out of derelict monumental 
ensembles: I showed how, to an extent, it was their ruination itself to create the conditions of 
possibility for multivocality to appear. Voids and interstices revealed an intrinsic multivocal 
character and the ability to enter collective imagination and memories, too. Urban margins, in 
the form of relocation sites, appeared as monumental and consensus-seeking expressions of 
a State or Municipal power in Phnom Penh, though at the same time being prone to obsolesce 
and leave space for resignifications.  

A direction for further research, therefore, lies in the possibility of bridging the interdisciplinary 
debate on urban obsolescence, constructed in this research, with literature on monuments and 
big urban artefacts (Koolhaas, 1998; Aureli, 2011) and mega-projects (Díaz Orueta and 
Fainstein, 2008; Boano, Lamarca and Hunter, 2011). Is the monument the archetype par 
excellence of the current obsolescing processes of urban transformation, at the threshold 
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between oppression and emancipation? And how can the current practice of urban design build 
constructively upon such question? 

 

8.4.3. An urban design perspective: the challenge of scale and time, and the debate on 
commoning practices 

Above I highlighted how an important shortcoming of the practices I identified as emancipatory 
ones: their inability to scale up and sustain over time. The same shortcoming was identifified 
by Brenner’s (2015) in his commentary to the MoMA’s exhibit Uneven Growth: Tactical 
Urbanisms for Expanding Megacities (Gadanho, 2014). The exhibit revolved around projects 
concerned with promoting social justice in the conception and appropriation of urban space. All 
projects materialised in acupunctural and immediate modes of invervention that were tackling 
urgent local issues, usually within a brief time horizon. Brenner criticises such projects because 
of their limits in addressing the engrained, structural and scalar, wicked problems of 
contemporary urbanism and growth-oriented models of development. Brenner asks whether 
such tactics could actually rise as alternative to the mainstream neoliberal way of development 
of the urban – question that is particularly relevant “in light of the stridently anti-planning rhetoric 
that pervades many tactical urban interventions and their tendency to privilege informal, 
incremental, and ad hoc mobilizations over larger-scale, longer-term, publicly financed reform 
programs” (Brenner, 2015, p. 1). 

The practices I identified as emancipatory, configure to an extent as tactical modes of 
intervention: in their being specific to a certain locale, in their addressing an urgent problem of 
such locale, in their privileging a participatory approach. Falling though beyond the reach of 
formal urban planning procedures and urban design processes, such practices could result, 
building on Brenner (2015), in palliatives for structural urban problems that public institutions 
have failed to address. Recent literature on the social turn of architecture and urban design 
(Fuad-Luke, 2009; Awan, Schneider and Till, 2011; Schneider, 2013; Boano and Talocci, 
2014b, 2017), and experiences emerging out of a so-called critical practice (Wigglesworth, 
2006; Gamez and Rogers, 2008; Kapp, Baltazar and Morado, 2008; D’Anjou, 2011; Boano and 
Talocci, 2017), raises the same question and concern.  

How to scale up, therefore, an emancipatory practice, and sustain its agency over time? I 
believe one crucial role in such a process can be played by public institutions, especially at the 
national level. Looking at experiences such as the one of ACHR and SDI, for instance, their 
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capacity to deal with public institutions is readily apparent – as seen for instance in the 
promotion of the land-sharing programme in Phnom Penh (chapter 5, page 156).  

Such capacity, however, does not necessarily lead to emancipating from the exclusionary 
dynamics of the fenced city, as the examples of Borei Keila’s and Dey Krahorm’s land-sharing 
processes exemplify. Using again Agamben (2000), the state apparatus is a core element of 
the society of the spectacle (Debord, 1992), and therefore inevitably founded upon logics of 
capitalist development (Passavant, 2007). Any attempt at emancipating from the fenced city 
building linkages with the state apparatus is therefore a problematic one, especially in contexts 
such as Cambodia – whereby the State is blamed for the denial of basic human and housing 
rights, and for turning urban (and rural) resources into commodities. Evidence from the 
interviews with representatives from organisations such as Manna4Life, EYC, CMDP (but also 
Licadho, STT, EC) showed a substantial rejection of any possibility of collaboration with public 
institutions while, at the same time, emphasised the benefits of maintaning a position of 
marginality for their practices.  

I see therefore a direction for further research in questioning how opening, decommodifying, 
repoliticising practices could play on the dialectical tension between a condition of marginality 
(hooks 1990) and a shift toward a position of centrality (Lefebvre, 2014). As explained above, 
such shift should not be searched in the institutionalisation of such practices: rather, it should 
be found in the possibility for such practices to turn into forms-of-life completely separated from 
the state and its laws (Agamben, 2013), and to inaugurate regimes of common use of 
resources, independent from logics of property and privatisation. Such research expansion 
would entail intersecting recent literature on the commons in the urban realm (Diacon, Clarke 
and Guimarães, 2005; Bradley, 2015; Bresnihan and Byrne, 2015; Enright and Rossi, 2018), 
with an emphasis on how such commons are conceived (designed) and governed. Commons 
have been seen as a strategy for eschewing the exchange value of urban resources 
(emphasising, rather, their use value), for opening the use of such resources to a multitude of 
people, for empowering groups to take ownership over the modes of managing, using and 
caring for such resources. Commons have been flagged as sites for experimenting post-
capitalist cooperative relations, or even as sites where anti-capitalist practices of resistance 
take place (Squatting Europe Kollective, 1965; Enright and Rossi, 2018) – in so doing opening 
up, decommodifying and repoliticising urban space.  

Enright and Rossi (2018), however, have emphasised how commons themselves thrive on a 
fundamental ambivalence, too: the commons are indeed characterised by a tension between 
openness and exclusion, and their very notion is in conflict with the one of ‘public’. Could 
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commoning practices actually contrast the dynamics of production of the fenced city, rising as 
a sustainable alternative at scale? 

  

8.4.4. Directions for further research in Phnom Penh 

Some of the teaching activities I ran at The Bartlett Development Planning Unit309 built, 
remotely, upon my the empirical evidence of this research and on my overall experience in 
Phnom Penh. Students developed design projects on Phnom Penh’s territories, deliberately 
questioning the emancipatory potential of the envisioned interventions, and questioning how to 
open up, de-commodify and re-politicise such territories – with a particular focus on Borei 
Keila’s transformation.  

Such projects have been shared with local partners, which, however, by now have limited 
agency within Borei Keila’s boundaries. At the time of writing (summer 2019), CDF has 
undergone a profound restructuring of its organigram, while CAN-Cam’s activity has 
significantly slowed down. There is however an interest, from both ACHR and CDF’s 
perspectives, in giving again momentum to the experience of the Community Architects 
Network in Cambodia. The methodology I developed in this research – in the way it contributes 
to highlight potentials for design capitalisation and to understand dynamics of oppression and 
emancipation at multiple scales and through multiple dimensions – could be instrumental in 
building such momentum. I hope, in the next future, to be able to liaise with local partners and 
to travel again to South-East Asia to develop, along with CAN-Cam, a spatial database of 
‘actually existing emancipatory practices’ in Phnom Penh. Such database should contribute to 
empower further the work of CDF/ACHR and other organisations on the design and 
implementation of a people-centred city-wide transformation, with a special attention for those 
urbanisms that I defined as obsolescing ones. 

8.5. CONCLUSIVE REMARKS 

In this chapter, I explained how the research configures as a threefold contribution to 
scholarship. The first contribution is to the current urban studies debate: the research, 
constructing an interdisciplinary debate on urban obsolescence, shows how obsolescence is 
embedded and immanent to the dynamics of production of an increasingly ‘fenced’ urban realm. 

                                                   
309 Module Critical Urbanism Studio II: Designing Investigative Strategies for Contested Spaces. 
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Moreover, it shows how obsolescing urbanisms must be acknowledged in their ambivalence, 
as being shaped by dynamics that either partake or emancipate from the production of the 
fenced city. The second contribution is a methodological one: the research threads on a twofold 
governmental and urban design perspective, and deliberately embraces the use of theory as 
method. Not only is theory used to frame research, but also to guide it: a) through the use of 
the fence as paradigm, to understand obsolescing urbanisms as an ensemble of singularities 
and how fenced archetypes have evolved and obsolesced; b) through the use of the 
Foucauldian concept of dispositif, to deconstruct each fenced urbanism in its spatial and 
governmental dimensions; c) through framing the possibility of emancipation from the fenced 
city within Agamben’s ideas of profanation, coming community, and destituent politics. The third 
contribution is to the regional debate on the proliferation of gated environments in Asian cities, 
and to that literature focusing on obsolescing spatialities and phenomena of dispossession. 
Remarking the intrinsic ambivalent nature of urban obsolescence, indeed, the research has 
sought to overcome the rigid dichotomy between, on one side, the emergence of a neoliberal 
form of urban transformation and, on the other side, such transformation’s supposedly collateral 
effects – dispossession, displacement, contestation, dereliction. 

I showed how very few practices manage to emancipate by the dynamics of production of the 
fenced city, i.e. to configure as practices opening, de-commodifying and re-politicising a given 
fenced urbanism. At the same time, hinging upon Agamben’s (2007, 2009b) idea of profanation, 
I questioned whether such practices actually result in the emergence of destituent politics 
(Agamben, 2014) and coming communities (Agamben, 1993). I argued that such coming 
communities do exist, in nuce, within obsolescing urbanisms: in so doing, however, I remarked 
how forms of emancipation emerge as inevitably marginal and interstitial, and how their 
permanence is often under threat.   

I therefore argued that those practices that I defined as emancipatory ones should be treated 
as opportunities for design capitalisation. While I reflected on the impossibility of emancipation 
of my grounds of investigation as a research limitation, I believe that the projective stance of 
this research translates into uncovering such opportunities, and I set direction for further 
research that could possibly capitalise on this work, in Phnom Penh or in other contexts. 
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APPENDIX 1. LIST OF INTERVIEWS 
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APPENDIX 2. TEMPLATE FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

Topic Question Relevant 
governmental 
dimensions 

Relevant spatial 
dimensions 

Demographics 
/ livelihoods / 
everyday life 

How many people live in the 
households? 

Architectural 
forms; 
Techniques of 
government and 
administrative 
measures 

Cultures and 
economies; 
housing and 
dwelling 

 How many household members work / 
study? 

Techniques of 
government and 
administrative 
measures 

(same as above) 

 Where do household members in 
school age go to study? Where do 
working household members work? 

Institutions and 
laws 

Culture and 
economies; public 
and open spaces; 
infrastructures 

 Can you share an approximate 
schedule of your daily routine? 

n.a. Housing and 
dwelling; public 
and open spaces 

 Where are you used to shop? Institutions and 
laws; Policy and 
regulatory 
frameworks 

Culture and 
economies; public 
and open spaces; 
urban fabric and 
landmarks 

 Do you own or rent the unit? From 
whom did you buy / do you rent? 

Institutions and 
laws; Techniques 
of government 
and administrative 
measures 

Culture and 
economies; 
housing and 
dwelling 

 Can you comment on the ratio income 
vs. expenditures that your household 
has to deal with? 

Policy and 
regulatory 
frameworks 

(same as above) 

Provenance / 
housing 
stories 

When did you arrive in the area? Was 
this housing unit your first 
accommodation in the area or were you 
living somewhere else prior to moving 
here? 

n.a. Culture and 
economies; 
housing and 
dwelling; urban 
fabric and 
landmarks 

 Where did you arrive from? n.a. Culture and 
economies; 
housing and 
dwelling; 
infrastructures 

 Why did you decide to settle here? 
Were there any contacts / social or 
business networks that suggested this 
urban area as advantageous? 

Institutions and 
laws; Techniques 
of government 
and administrative 
measures 

(same as above) 

 Can you share some memories of how 
[ground of investigation] was when you 
settled? (in both spatial and social 
terms) 

Architectural 
forms; Institutions 
and laws 

Culture and 
economies; 
housing and 
dwelling; open and 
public paces; 
urban fabric and 
landmarks 

 Can you comment on the main 
differences between the previous 
spaces where you had lived and the 
current one? Both at the unit and 
neighbourhood scale.  

Architectural 
forms 

Culture and 
economies; 
housing and 
dwelling; open and 
public paces; 
urban fabric and 
landmarks 



452 

Spatial 
perceptions / 
imaginations 

Can you comment on what you like or 
dislike about your unit and this 
neighbourhood? 

Architectural 
forms; Institutions 
and laws; 
techniques of 
government and 
administrative 
measures; 
discourses and 
philanthropic / 
scientific 
statements 

Culture and 
economies; 
housing and 
dwelling; open and 
public paces; 
urban fabric and 
landmarks; 
leftovers and 
thresholds; 
infrastructures  

 Can you elaborate on what you 
mentioned to like / dislike the most? 

(same as above) (same as above) 

 Is there any place where you like to 
spend time in [ground of investigation] 
or anywhere else in Phnom Penh? 

Architectural 
forms; discourses 
and philanthropic / 
scientific 
statements 

Open and public 
spaces; urban 
fabric and 
landmarks 

 What are the relationships with your 
neighbours? 

Institutions and 
laws; Policy and 
regulatory 
frameworks; 
Techniques of 
government and 
administrative 
measures 

Cultures and 
economies; 
leftovers and 
thresholds 

 Is there any event related to the history 
of [ground of investigation] that you 
strongly remember and might want to 
share with me? 

Institutions and 
laws; Techniques 
of government 
and administrative 
measures 

Cultures and 
economies; open 
and public spaces; 
housing and 
dwellings; leftovers 
and thresholds 

The housing 
unit and its 
materiality 

Did your housing unit have the same 
layout when you got it? If yes, why did 
you leave it as such? If not, why did you 
decide to make changes, and with the 
help of whom? 

Architectural 
forms; 
Techniques of 
government and 
administrative 
measures 

Cultures and 
economies; 
Housing and 
dwelling 

 How do you use the space of the unit? 
Is there any space that you use for 
working? Do you cook?  

(same as above) Cultures and 
economies; 
Housing and 
dwelling 

 Can you tell me more about this 
particular piece of furniture / this picture 
/ this gate / etc ? Why and where did 
you get it? 

(same as above)  Cultures and 
economies; 
Housing and 
dwelling 
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APPENDIX 3. ON THE MEANING AND UNDERSTANDING OF THE TERM 

‘COMMUNITY’ IN KHMER (CAMBODIAN) LANGUAGE 

This thesis has deliberately avoided a light-hearted use of the term ‘community’. Such term is often 
misused in the Cambodian context: while groups of households may belong to the same territory and 
pursue common interests – as for instance the one of resisting to the threat of displacement – definining 
them as ‘communities’ is indeed fundamentally wrong.  

The word ‘community’ is translatable with the Khmer term sahakhum, a word that is currently not of 

common usage. Such term indicates a form of organisation and mobilisation within a certain group of 
individuals. De facto, Cambodian authorities do not encourage the formation of sahakhum groups, 

attempting to disable any form of collective mobilisation.310 Such attitude is also a legacy from the Khmer 

Rouge era (1975-1979), when sahmakum groups were prohibited and, rather, people were organized in 

sahako, a form of collective production unit, controlled by the Regime and meant to cultivate rural land.311   

Today, to formally exist, community groups (sahakhum) must be registered with the sub-district 

authorities.312 Registerd communities are not completely autonomous structures: they have to comply 

with the decisions of sub-district authorities. For instance, the community of Boeung Choeuk Meanchey 
Tmey II, in Chbar Ampov district, was obliged in 2012 to split from the community of Boeung Choeuk 
Liroth. The split was imposed because a group of  households had managed to acquire a land title from 
a private landlord (whereas the settlement of the community now known as Boeung Choeuk Meanchey 

Tmey II was built over State Public Land).313  

This research has found no community organisations anywhere but in the Railway settlements, in Andong 
Chas, in Tang Khiev.  In Borei Keila, eight community groups were present but dissolved soon during the 

implementation of the land-sharing process. Evidence from the interviews314 shows that one reason 

behind the overall decrease of formally recognised in Phnom Penh lies in the long series of corrupted 
community leaders, which led eventually to disaffection and to the failure of many community saving 
schemes. The scepticism toward forms of community organisation have contributed to the success of 
divide-and-rule strategies by authorities and developers, and to the rejection by urban poor groups of 
collective forms of land tenure. 

                                                   
310 Interviews 227, 334. 

311 Interviews 227, 334. 

312 Interviews 227, 334.. 

313 See Land Law (RGC, 2001). 

314 Interviews 124, 227, 300, 302, 311.  


