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Introduction
The Khmer, the heart and soul of Cambodia, are a people whose story spans millennia,
touching greatness and tragedy in equal measure. As the predominant ethnic group of
Cambodia, the Khmer have shaped the land, culture, and destiny of their country.
Their legacy resonates from the imposing stones of Angkor Wat to the rhythms of
modern Phnom Penh and echoes across oceans in the homes of the Cambodian
diaspora. To understand the Khmer is to perceive the pulse of Southeast Asia—a
region marked by resilience, innovation, and reverence for the past.

This book seeks to offer a comprehensive portrait of the Khmer people: to trace their
origins and migrations, to unveil the glories of the Angkor civilization, and to confront
the shadows cast by recent history. We will journey through the complex tapestry of
Khmer society and culture, shaped by powerful ancient empires, foreign domination,
and the harsh lessons of twentieth-century upheaval. We will spotlight the enduring
traditions, languages, religious beliefs, and art forms that continue to define Khmer
identity.

No portrait of the Khmer can ignore their collective trauma—the horrors of the Khmer
Rouge, the Cambodian Genocide, and the struggles of recovery. These were not
merely historical aberrations but lived realities that continue to influence generations.
The pain and resilience manifested by survivors have indelibly influenced Khmer
family life, storytelling, and hopes for the future. The legacy of these events is written
in the memories of elders, observed in the rituals of remembrance, and debated in
courtrooms and classrooms, both in Cambodia and among diaspora communities.

Yet, the Khmer story is not one of victimhood alone. It is a narrative of adaptation and
renewal. Khmer communities around the world have rebuilt their lives, preserving
language and customs, and contributing to broader societies with determination and
pride. In Cambodia, despite political challenges, economic struggles, and
environmental pressures, Khmer people persist in nurturing their land, faith, and
culture.

In these pages, you will meet not only kings and conquerors, artists and monks, but
also farmers, musicians, weavers, teachers, and refugees. This book paints a portrait
that is plural—embracing the many faces of Khmer rural villages, bustling cities,
temple grounds, riverbanks, and far-flung settlements from Long Beach to Paris.
Above all, it is a portrait of their shared humanity and enduring spirit.

"The Khmer: Portrait of a People" invites readers to explore, question, and appreciate
the fullness of Khmer history and contemporary experience. It is both a record of what
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has been and a reflection on what may come, as the Khmer continue to shape—and be
shaped by—their changing world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Khmer People: Origins and
Identity
The story of the Khmer is inextricably linked to the land of Cambodia, a nation they
have shaped and been shaped by for millennia. They are the heart of this Southeast
Asian kingdom, comprising well over 95% of its roughly 17 million inhabitants, making
them one of the most ethnically cohesive nations in the region. But to truly understand
the Khmer people, one must look beyond the modern borders of Cambodia, for their
footprint extends across the historical landscape of mainland Southeast Asia and into
the global diaspora.

While the vast majority reside within Cambodia’s borders, the Khmer are also a people
with significant communities in neighboring countries. To the northwest, in parts of
Thailand, reside the Northern Khmer, often referred to as Khmer Surin, whose
ancestral lands were historically part of Khmer kingdoms. To the east, in the fertile
Mekong Delta of Vietnam, live the Khmer Krom, a community with deep historical ties
to the region, whose presence there predates modern national demarcations. These
distinct regional groups, though separated by political boundaries, share a common
heritage and language that binds them to their kin in Cambodia.

Beyond Southeast Asia, a substantial Khmer diaspora, numbering over a million souls,
has forged new lives in distant lands such as France, the United States, and Australia.
This global dispersion, a direct consequence of the Cambodian civil war and the
unspeakable tragedy of the genocide, speaks volumes about the resilience and
adaptability of the Khmer spirit. These communities, while adapting to new
environments, strive tirelessly to preserve their unique cultural identity, maintaining a
vital connection to their ancestral homeland and its rich traditions.

The identity of the Khmer is a complex tapestry woven from threads of deep historical
roots, an enduring connection to the land, and a distinct cultural spirit. They are widely
believed to be among the earliest inhabitants of mainland Southeast Asia, their
presence in the middle and lower Mekong River valleys dating back thousands of
years. This long and continuous occupation of the land has fostered a profound sense
of belonging and stewardship, where the rhythm of life is deeply intertwined with the
cycles of rice cultivation and the seasonal ebbs and flows of the great Tonle Sap lake.

This ancient lineage imbues the Khmer with a unique historical consciousness. They
are not merely citizens of a modern state; they are inheritors of a civilization that once
commanded a vast empire, builders of architectural marvels that continue to astound
the world, and preservers of a cultural legacy rich in art, dance, and spiritual depth.
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This awareness of a grand past, even when interspersed with periods of decline and
immense suffering, forms a foundational pillar of their collective identity. It provides a
sense of pride and continuity that transcends the ephemeral nature of political
regimes or economic hardship.

Central to this identity is the Khmer language, a member of the Mon-Khmer group
within the broader Austroasiatic language family. More than just a tool for
communication, the Khmer language is a living repository of their history, folklore, and
worldview. It carries the nuances of their thought, the echoes of ancient tales, and the
practical wisdom accumulated over generations. For the Khmer, their language is an
unbreakable link to their ancestors, their community, and their very sense of national
belonging, a cultural anchor in a turbulent world.

The deep connection to the land is not merely metaphorical; it is a practical reality. For
centuries, the Khmer have been primarily an agricultural people, their lives dictated by
the rhythm of the monsoon seasons and the fertility of the central plains. Rice is not
just a staple food; it is a way of life, shaping village structures, family units, and even
cultural celebrations. This agrarian foundation has cultivated a pragmatic and resilient
character, capable of enduring hardship and finding sustenance from the earth,
fostering a unique relationship with their natural environment that continues to define
their daily existence.

Despite the variations found among the Northern Khmer, Khmer Krom, and the
diaspora, a core "Khmerness" persists. This shared identity manifests in subtle yet
powerful ways: a common appreciation for certain art forms, a similar approach to
family and community, and a shared understanding of historical narratives. Even when
political or geographical divides have separated them, the cultural current flows,
connecting them through ancient traditions and a collective memory of a shared past.

The journey of the Khmer people has been one of extraordinary highs and
unimaginable lows. They have built empires that redefined regional power, created
artistic wonders that stand as testaments to human ingenuity, and demonstrated a
profound capacity for spiritual development. Yet, they have also faced invasions,
colonial subjugation, and, most recently, a brutal genocide that decimated a quarter of
their population. Through all these vicissitudes, their identity has endured, shaped but
not broken by the immense pressures of history.

This resilience is perhaps the most defining characteristic of the Khmer. It is a quiet
strength, often born of necessity, that has allowed them to rebuild, to remember, and
to carry forward their heritage against overwhelming odds. The smiles seen in the
villages, the determination evident in daily life, and the vibrant cultural expressions
that continue to flourish, all speak to an unbroken spirit. This enduring quality is not
simply about survival; it is about the sustained commitment to their unique way of life
and their profound sense of self as the Khmer people.
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The Khmer identity, therefore, is not a static concept but a dynamic one, constantly
evolving yet firmly rooted in a deep sense of lineage and place. It is a testament to the
power of culture, language, and shared experience to bind a people together across
centuries and continents. Understanding this enduring identity is the first step in
appreciating the complex and fascinating story of the Khmer, a people who, despite
all, continue to thrive and define the soul of Cambodia.
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