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Introduction
Cambodia, nestled in the heart of Southeast Asia, is a nation with a vibrant and storied
heritage. Its culture, shaped by the influences of history, religion, and resilience,
stands as one of the most compelling in the region. For beginners eager to understand
the essence of Cambodia, the journey promises glimpses into ancient rituals,
monumental architecture, and the lively, enduring spirit of its people.

The roots of Cambodian culture stretch deep into the past, embedded in the legacy of
the Khmer Empire and the earlier kingdoms of Funan and Chenla. These civilizations
laid the groundwork for Cambodia’s spectacular achievements, most notably the awe-
inspiring temples of Angkor, and instilled traditions that continue to inform daily life.
Over centuries, Cambodia absorbed influences from India, China, and later, from
neighboring Thailand and Vietnam, yet it has always maintained its own unique
identity.

Religion is a cornerstone of Cambodian life, with Theravada Buddhism serving as the
guiding light for the majority of its people. Temples, ceremonies, and monastic
communities remain central to Cambodian society, shaping values such as
compassion, humility, and respect for all living beings. Alongside Buddhism, elements
of Hinduism and indigenous animistic beliefs continue to thrive, creating a diverse
spiritual tapestry that is both ancient and ever-evolving.

Artistic expression breathes life into Cambodian culture. From the enchanting Apsara
dances and haunting melodies of traditional musical ensembles to the masterful bas-
reliefs at Angkor Wat and exquisite silk weaving, creativity permeates every aspect of
Cambodian society. These art forms are not merely decorative; they are vessels for
storytelling, moral guidance, and the transmission of cultural memory from one
generation to the next.

Social customs, etiquette, and ways of living in Cambodia reflect the nation’s
commitment to community and kinship. Family ties are paramount, hospitality is
ingrained, and festivals mark the rhythms of the year, reinforcing communal bonds.
Despite the profound challenges Cambodia faced in the twentieth century—including
the horrors of the Khmer Rouge era—its people have shown remarkable resolve in
reviving and safeguarding their culture.

Today, Cambodia is a country in transition. Economic growth, globalization, and
modern technologies are reshaping cities and lifestyles, yet the importance of cultural
preservation has never been more pronounced. This book offers a clear, accessible
introduction to the many facets of Cambodian culture, from its ancient foundations to

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

its contemporary transformations. Whether you are a traveler, student, or curious
reader, you are invited to explore the rich tapestry of Cambodia—a nation where
tradition and innovation coexist, and where every ritual, melody, or monument tells a
story that spans the ages.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and People of
Cambodia
Cambodia, officially known as the Kingdom of Cambodia, is a country nestled in the
heart of Mainland Southeast Asia. It shares its borders with Thailand to the northwest,
Laos to the north, and Vietnam to the east and southeast. To the southwest, it boasts
a coastline along the Gulf of Thailand, offering picturesque beaches and a scattering of
islands. The country spans an area of 181,035 square kilometers (approximately
69,898 square miles), making it roughly half the size of Germany. This compact size
belies a remarkable diversity in its landscape.

The terrain of Cambodia is largely characterized by a low-lying central plain, often
referred to as the Cambodian Plain. This expansive plain is the economic and cultural
heartland of the nation, dominated by fertile agricultural lands, particularly rice
paddies. Extending outwards from this central region are transitional plains, which are
thinly forested and gradually rise to elevations of about 200 meters (650 feet) above
sea level.

Surrounding this central plain are uplands and low mountains. To the north, the plain
meets a sandstone escarpment, the Dângrêk Mountains, which forms a cliff stretching
over 320 kilometers (200 miles) from west to east, rising abruptly to heights of 180 to
550 meters (600 to 1,800 feet). In southwestern Cambodia, two distinct mountain
ranges, the Krâvanh Mountains (Cardamom Mountains) and the Dâmrei Mountains
(Elephant Mountains), create another highland region, heavily forested and sometimes
reaching elevations of over 1,800 meters (5,900 feet) at Phnom Aural, the country's
highest peak. These southwestern highlands are characterized by rain-drenched
slopes blanketed in dense rainforest. The southern coastal region, adjoining the Gulf of
Thailand, is a narrow strip of lowland, mostly wooded and sparsely populated, and
isolated from the central plain by these highlands. This coastal stretch features
mangrove marshes, peninsulas, sandy beaches, and numerous bays, with around 50
islands within Cambodia's territorial waters.

One of the most defining geographical features of Cambodia is its intricate river
system, dominated by the mighty Mekong River and the unique Tonlé Sap Lake. The
Mekong River, one of Southeast Asia's longest rivers, flows southward through
Cambodia from the Laos border. This impressive waterway plays a crucial role in the
country's ecology and economy, providing water for agriculture, transportation, and a
rich source of fish.

At Phnom Penh, the nation's capital, four major waterways converge in a spot known
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as the Chaktomuk, or "Four Faces." Here, the Mekong River, flowing from the
northeast, meets the Tonlé Sap River, which emanates from the Tonlé Sap Lake to the
northwest. These then divide into two parallel channels, the Mekong River proper and
the Bassac River, continuing their journey independently through the delta areas of
Cambodia and Vietnam towards the South China Sea.

The Tonlé Sap Lake, often called the "Great Lake," is the largest freshwater lake in
Southeast Asia and a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, renowned for its extraordinary
biodiversity. What makes this lake truly remarkable is its seasonal hydrological
phenomenon. During the dry season, the Tonlé Sap River drains the lake into the
Mekong. However, with the onset of the monsoon rains, the Mekong's increased
volume causes the Tonlé Sap River to reverse its flow, pushing water back into the
lake.

This "reversal flow" causes the Tonlé Sap Lake to expand dramatically, transforming
from approximately 2,590 square kilometers (1,000 square miles) in the dry season to
as much as 24,605 square kilometers (9,500 square miles) during the rainy season.
This annual inundation creates vast flooded forests and fertile plains, which are crucial
breeding grounds for fish and a haven for numerous waterbird species. The Tonlé Sap
Lake is an incredibly productive ecosystem, providing over 75% of Cambodia's annual
inland fish catch and forming a cornerstone of the country's food security. Its
significance to Cambodian civilization, both ancient and modern, cannot be
overstated, contributing billions annually through fisheries, transportation, and
tourism.

Cambodia's climate is tropical, characterized by distinct wet and dry seasons, a result
of the monsoons. Temperatures remain consistently high throughout the year,
typically ranging from 21°C to 35°C (70°F to 95°F). The southwest monsoon brings the
rainy season from May to October, carrying moisture-laden winds from the Gulf of
Thailand and the Indian Ocean. This period sees heavy rainfall, with September and
October often experiencing the heaviest precipitation. The dry season, lasting from
November to April, is ushered in by the northeast monsoon, bringing drier and cooler
air. February typically marks the driest month, while April and May can be the hottest,
with temperatures sometimes soaring above 38°C (100°F) before the monsoon rains
provide a refreshing reprieve. Humidity levels are generally high, especially during the
wet season.

Now, let's turn our attention to the people who inhabit this fascinating landscape.
Cambodia's population is estimated to be around 17 million people, with the vast
majority, over 95%, being ethnically Khmer. The term "Khmer" refers to the dominant
ethnic group native to Cambodia, and it is often used interchangeably with
"Cambodian," though "Cambodian" technically refers to anyone holding Cambodian
nationality, regardless of their ethnic background. The Khmer people are an ancient
Austroasiatic group, believed to have migrated into Southeast Asia from southern
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China or Northeast India possibly over four millennia ago, bringing with them the
practice of rice cultivation. They were the architects of the glorious Khmer Empire,
which profoundly shaped the region's history and culture.

While the Khmer form the overwhelming majority, Cambodia is also home to various
ethnic minority groups, categorized as either "indigenous ethnic minorities" or "non-
indigenous ethnic minorities." The indigenous ethnic minorities are collectively known
as Khmer Loeu, meaning "upland Khmer." These groups primarily reside in the remote,
mountainous provinces of Ratanakiri, Mondulkiri, and Stung Treng. They comprise
diverse communities such as the Bunong, Kouy, Stieng, and others, often
distinguished by their distinct languages and traditional ways of life.

Non-indigenous ethnic minorities include communities that have migrated to
Cambodia over time and, to varying degrees, have integrated into Cambodian society,
adopting aspects of Khmer culture and language. The most prominent among these
are the Cham, Vietnamese, and Chinese communities. The Cham people, a Muslim
minority, are descendants of refugees from the historical kingdom of Champa and live
among the Khmer in the central plains. Chinese Cambodians, or those of mixed Sino-
Khmer ancestry, have a long history of immigration and play a significant role in
business and urban life. The Vietnamese community has also been historically present
in Cambodia, though their numbers significantly decreased during periods of conflict.
Smaller numbers of other minority groups, such as the Lao, also reside along the
Mekong at the northeast border.

The official and most widely spoken language in Cambodia is Khmer, which is an
Austroasiatic language with its own unique script, rooted in Indian scripts. Nearly 90%
of the population speaks Khmer, which is used in government, education, and media.
Due to historical influences, the Khmer language has absorbed elements from Sanskrit
and Pali, as well as from neighboring languages like Cham, Vietnamese, Thai, and Lao.

While French was once the language of government during the French Protectorate
and is still spoken by some older Cambodians, English has largely replaced it as the
primary foreign language since the early 1990s. English is now widely spoken among
younger Cambodians and in business circles, with many universities offering
instruction in the language.

The population of Cambodia has experienced significant shifts throughout its history.
After a period of decline and displacement in the latter half of the 20th century,
particularly during the Khmer Rouge regime, the population has seen a rebound. In
2024, the population was estimated to be around 17.6 million, with a projected
increase to approximately 18 million by the end of 2025. The country has a relatively
young population, with a median age of 26.2 years in 2025, and a large proportion of
its citizens are under the age of 30.
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Urbanization has also been a notable trend in contemporary Cambodia, with
approximately 41.5% of the population now residing in urban areas, reflecting ongoing
economic development and migration from rural to urban centers. Phnom Penh, the
capital, remains the most densely populated region, hosting a significant portion of the
national total. Despite this, Cambodia has historically been, and largely remains, a
land of villages, with a strong connection to agricultural life, particularly rice
cultivation, which forms the backbone of its economy.
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