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Abstract 
 
This paper will relate how not only the built environment, but also the social subconscious of SE Asian 
society bears the trace of the major culture shock brought about by colonial concepts of urban planning 
and architecture by documenting some of the visible and intangible transformations of the last hundred 
years.  
 
Water exists in various unstable forms (solid, liquid, volatile). It is associated with abundance and 
benevolence of nature, of readily available food and drink, lack of constraint and freedom.  Water 
symbolizes the moon, the circle, the colour blue, maternity and fertility.   One symbol of this found 
throughout South East Asia from Vietnam through Thailand to Malaysia and Indonesia, is the water-
dragon, the Naga, an ancient pagan tradition.  Until recently in SE Asia, houses and whole cities were built 
on water.   
 
Earth is fixed, measurable, can be appropriated and lends itself easily to being bought and sold.  It is 
associated with material values, control, possession and labour.  Earth symbolises the square, the four 
cardinal directions, material values, logic and the colour black.  
 
The hypothesis of this paper is that as colonialism was instigated by earth-bound societies whose values 
were completely different to SE Asian this resulted in a generalized culture shock that has practically 
obliterated water-based values from social consciousness.1

 
The whole idea of the city as it is construed in Western countries, of a durably built, historically 
established, politically empowered physical space is in itself an anachronism compared to the improvised 
social consensus and loose spatial organization of pre-colonial SE Asian habitat. 
 
There appears to be a direct relationship between earth-bound cultures and the desire to dominate, control 
and conquer that can be traced back to the Greek and Roman Empires.  For several thousand years they 
have put pressure on other types of society (water-bound, nomadic, collectivist etc.) to adopt their values - 
and to develop their cities along their lines.  Proselytizing through widely published theories and literature 
about architecture and cities still supports this dominance. 
 
French Indochina’s main cities designed in the early 20th century by Ernest Hebrard; Saigon, Phnom Penh, 
and Vientiane, all bear witness to the earth-bound coloniser.  Aesthetic boulevards lined with trees create 
perspectives for public buildings.  Buildings are boxy compared to vernacular openness. 
 
Indigenous waterways and lakes have been filled in and neglected, the ground-floor of buildings on stilts 
enclosed and the dominant members of society have adopted Western attitudes to property.  The earth-
bound city rejects its dirty water into the few remaining traditional waterways and pollutes them.  As a 
result these areas have become zones for the poor, for squatters and pariahs of society hence reinforcing 

 

                                                 
1 Even countries like Thailand that were not colonized have suffered this culture shock no doubt because they had not rationalized 
any model for development. Bangkok, called the “Venice of the East” in the 1930’s, with a population of approximately 400.000, has 
become landlocked with a population of 10 million, 3 million cars, inadequate rail and road, public transport and a few boats.  Its 
network of khlongs has been filled in and the Chao Praya River has almost been buried in the city fabric.  Widespread flooding 
worsens each year.  
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the rejection they inspire in the endowed members of society.  The resulting ecological imbalance can be 
seen in widespread flooding and pollution. 
 
These are some of the visible effects but another consequence is that the collective subconscious still 
continues to function as if it was water-bound with dire effects on the development of the city which is 
neither thought and planned on earth-bound values nor on rationally considered water-bound values as the 
latter have never been elucidated. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Based on the hypothesis that human settlements tend either to be built on water, as was 
traditionally the case in most of South-East Asia and much of Central America2 or on 
the earth, as is notably the case of the descendants of the Roman Empire, we wish to try 
to understand the phenomenon at work when a traditionally earth-bound culture imposes 
its urban tradition on a water-bound one. 
 

  
Figure 1. floating village Mexico (Gouvion) 

 
To do this, first we need to understand what the specific values inherent to the two 
elements water and earth in relation to society’s spatial organization, social behaviour, 
control and/or flexibility, spirituality, property, urban spatial morphology, architectural 
characteristics, time and space are?   
 
Then, based on the example of Phnom Penh, Cambodia, we will attempt to understand 
the following points: 
 

• what can be observed as regards the mutation of a water-bound to a colonial 
earth-bound city, then to an independent one over the last one hundred years 

• four readily identifiable phases of architecture:  
- vernacular wooden water-bound structures (until the present day) 
- colonial earth-bound masonry (1900-1947) 
- water revival after Independence (1953-1975)  
- the last 15 years - confusion (1990-2004) 

• an inversion of values, how  water has become synonymous with squalor, dirt, 
slums and is perceived as being in-adapted to modern life 

• land-fill and an ecological imbalance resulting in flooding – roads and parks, 
versus canals, lakes and waterways 

• inadequate space for an earth-bound style of city planning – lack of roads, 
bridges, pavements and public space 

• a negative effect on climate, vegetation and air quality 

                                                 
2 Spanish conquistadors recount how Mexico City had as many as one million inhabitants living in Mexico 
lake 
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• technology that is focused on developing earth-bound modes of transport with 
almost non existent interest in improving water-bound methods 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF PHNOM PENH 
 
Although ASEAN3 is scattered over a large area, with a population of over half a billion, 
has many religions, languages and different traditions, it shares a deeply ingrained 
common culture – these countries are all traditionally water-founded cultures.  One 
symbol of this found throughout the region from Vietnam through Thailand to Malaysia 
and Indonesia, is the water-dragon, the Naga, an ancient pagan tradition (Jumsai) – see 
Figure 2.  

 
Figure 2. naga staircase at Chiang Mai, Thailand 

 
Until recently in SE Asia, houses and whole cities were built on water.  Villages such as 
this still exist in Cambodia today and some historians believe that Angkor, the capital of the 
Khmer empire, had a population as large as one million people – probably living in the 
Tonle Sap lake in a similar way to this. 
 
France took control of Indochina (composed of Laos, Tonkin, Annam, Cochinchina and 
Cambodia) in the middle of the 19th century at which time Cambodia was in decline as 
Thailand to the West and Vietnam to the East had encroached into its territory to the 
point that it did not Figure in Steiler’s map of the world. 

     
Figure 3. 1826 map by Stieler   Figure 4. Mekong delta (Vann Molyvann op.cit) 
(courtesy of HRH Sisowath Thomico) 
 
80% of Cambodian territory is situated in the Mekong river delta (Figure 4).  The capital 
moved several times over the centuries, from Sambur Preah Kouk 6th AD (on the Stung 
Treng river, a tributary of the Tonle Sap4) to Angkor 9th AD (on the Siem Reap river 
tributary of the Tonle Sap)  to Lovek 15th AD (Tonle Sap) and latterly to Oudong 18th 
AD (Tonle Sap lake).  It had never occurred to the Khmer kings to settle on the Mae 
Kong river5 as it represented a terrifying force to be contended with.  Yet in 1856 when 
Cambodia became a French Protectorate the capital was relocated to Phnom Penh, from 
Oudong, 60 km to the North of the present capital.   
 
The site of Phnom Penh is on the Western flank of an impressive water cross-roads 
several miles wide located in a meander of the Mekong river (see FIGURE 5-9).  The 

                                                 
3 Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Brunei Darussalam, Philippines, 
Singapore 
4 sap means river in the Khmer language 
5 mae – mother – kong – dragon or river 

 
 



Helen Grant Ross, Phnom Penh, mAAN June 2005 
 

5

Sap river to the North, feeds the largest fresh water lake of South Asia, the Tonle Sap 
lake, covering up to one million hectares.  The Bassac river flowing South to the China 
sea is one of the first tributaries of the gigantic Mekong delta.  This sacred place is called 
‘the four rivers’ or ‘Chaktomuk’, evoking the four cardinal directions.  Before the 
French arrived, Phnom Penh was just a small village grouped around the Phnom6 that 
appears to have been the point from which Mouhot made his engraving showing the site 
of the four rivers.  In 1926 the French population of Phnom Penh was only 900 with a 
total of 76.000 other ethnic groups (Pavie).  French occupation virtually came to an end 
with the advent of the 2nd World War in 1945 so the dramatic cultural change that came 
about in 20 years is even more striking.  By imposing their own legislative and 
administrative system, the French imposed their own culture. 
 
One of the most significant changes introduced by the French was to authorize 
construction on land only.  This was in complete contradiction with Khmer law (Grant 
Ross, H) by which nobody was allowed to build on land without the specific consent of 
the King.  The Khmer tradition was that the King owned all the land, authorizations for 
construction were only consented for palaces, wats and monasteries. (Grant Ross, H)   
Human settlements grew up along the river banks and the traditional Cambodian 
settlement was therefore a linear one as can be seen in the sketch made of Phnom Penh 
by a French army officer in 1867 (Figure 5.). 
 

    
Figure 5. Phnom Penh 15th c by Coedes in 1913  Figure 6. Phnom Penh in 1867 
(from Vann Molyvann opus cit)    (from Vann Molyvann opus cit) 

        
Figure 7. – Phnom Penh in 1860  Figure 8. – Phnom Penh Figure 9. – Chakto- 
depicting the four rivers (Mouhot)  in 2000 (Municipality)  muk, city centre 2000 

 
This significant decision to build the new capital of Cambodia on the Mekong was in 
itself a revolution compared to the SE Asian tradition in which major cities had always 
been located some distance from dangerous rivers or coastlines.  As described below, the 
SE Asian mentality is to compose with the elements as compared to a European 
mentality that tries to control them. 

 

                                                 
6 ‘Phnom’ means hillock and ‘Penh’ refers to a lady called Madame Penh who is said to have found a 
Buddha relic, in the 15th century with which she founded ‘Wat Phnom’ – a stupa on the top of this small 
hill.  By 1911 the population was only 30.000.   
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Figures 4-8 show the city of Phnom Penh (present population 1.5 million) in the middle 
of a complex wetland composed of rivers, boeungs (lakes), tributaries and preks7 that is 
continually being eroded by a river projecting 40.000 M3/second when in full spate, at 
the same time as it deposits large quantities of sediment elsewhere.   
 
The only way the site of Phnom Penh could be tamed and protected from its mass of 
water was by erecting a system of polders, canals, pumps and storage lakes.  And that 
was what the French set out to build by excavating the Tonle Sap and building a dyke all 
along the river bank with earth extracted from the lake.   
 
Phnom Penh was founded in a wetland that is lower than the Mekong river water level.  
This varies an impressive 12M between the dry and wet seasons.  But the threat of 
flooding does not only come directly from the river, though this would be the most 
devastating, but from the hinterland that absorbs the massive volume of rain during the 
monsoon from May to October and that presses a path towards the Tonle Sap and 
Mekong through a complex of tributaries.  As a result, in addition to the lip of the river, 
as the city grew a successive set of semi-concentric dykes has been built West of the city 
to protect it from inland flooding, virtually transforming Phnom Penh into an island.  
 

    
Figure 9. Phnom Penh in 1925 (NA)    Figure 10. Phnom Penh in 1966 (NA) 

  
These two plans show the development of Phnom Penh between 1925 and 1966 with the 
four rivers junction clearly sketched in Figure 9.  It is also interesting to note how the 
isthmus called Chruy Changvar has ‘grown’ southwards in forty years due to sediment 
being deposited by the Mekong.   As the city has been extended westwards so have a 
succession of dykes been built orientated North South Figure 10 (in red).  Today the 
mouth of the Bassac river has tightened.  Some engineers predict that sediment will 
eventually close it.  There is also a danger that as Chruy Changvar progresses 
southwards, the entrance to the Tonle Sap will become blocked and the great lake will be 
deprived of its annual influx of fresh water, flora and fauna.  It is a fragile and 
unpredictable eco-system. 
 
The level of the Mekong in full spate is totally unpredictable.  In 1961 catastrophic 
flooding caused distress to all the populations living on the Mekong river banks as is 
shown by the scale of flooding in Figure 11.  The ‘Mekong flood plain’ takes on its full 
meaning here as the Tonle Sap lake has swollen to three times its normal size, 
inundating the whole area South of Phnom Penh and joining it to Kompong Cham, a 
town 120 km away.   

                                                 

 

7 a ‘prek’ is a tributary that has been excavated to serve the city.  Traditionally a network of ‘preks’ 
allowed water in at one end of the city and evacuated it at the other.  FIGURE 4 clearly illustrates Phnom 
Penh’s preks in 1913 as observed by Coedes. 
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Figure 11. FLOODING   Figure 12. STATISTICS 
In 1961 Cambodge d’Aujourd’hui 1894 - 1961 Cambodge d’Aujourd’hui 
 
THE VALUES OF WATER AND EARTH 
 
1.  Water 
 
Water is a vital element for life.  
Humanity has always sought out water 
and venerated it.  Water is part of 
numerous religious rites related to giving 
life.  Water is liquid, runs, and renews 
itself continually.  It is elusive to being 
put under control, (water-proofing!) or 
being contained in a border or frontier.  It 
evaporates, freezes and exists in various 
unstable forms.  It is difficult to 
appropriate.  Water acts as a natural 
mirror and is therefore associated with 
dreams and narcissism.  It is associated 
with the abundance and benevolence of 
nature, readily available food and drink – 
‘fish for the multitude’. 
 
Just as clean water is attractive to human 
beings and has often been a source of 
inspiration for poetry and architecture, 
associated with paradise and beauty; dirty 
water is repulsive, rejected and avoided, 
associated with nauseous smells, germs 
and the Styx, the river of Hades. 
 
Transportation on water is easy, being 
borne by the current, swimming or 
floating on a log, or on more 
sophisticated vessels such as man has 
invented.  Water is associated with lack 
of constraint, of freedom. 
 
Symbolically water is associated with the 
circle and the colour blue, with maternity 
and fertility.   The circle is not orientated 
and has no beginning or end. 
 
 

2.  Earth 
 
Earth is fixed, defined, measurable, easily 
marked out with borders, it can be 
appropriated, and lends itself easily to 
being bought and sold.  Earth needs water 
to be fertile.  Land has no value in itself.  
Its only value is in its usage.  Therefore it 
might have agricultural, mineral or 
political value, which has repercussions 
on its monetary value. 
 
Earth is associated with material values, 
possession, and labour.  Originally labour 
was to do with “labouring the earth” but 
has come to mean “work” or “workers”.  
For earth to be fertile and to produce 
crops it requires the input of water and 
labour. Earth can be moulded, sculpted, 
formed.   
 
Transport on earth is laborious and 
required the invention of the wheel, the 
domestication of the horse and physical 
effort. 
 
Symbolically earth is associated with the 
square, the four cardinal directions, with 
material values, logic and the colour 
black. 
 
The main difference between earth and 
water is in the time/space relationship that 
it implies. 
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INTRINSIC QUALITIES OF 
WATER-BOUND SOCIETIES  
(inland rivers + equatorial climate)  
 
Collective approach 
As water is difficult to limit, to fence in, 
to appropriate, a water-bound society 
tends to have a collective approach to all 
the space.  The water belongs to 
everybody (Figure 13); only the built 
structures which are raised above the 
collective area of water are appropriated 
(Figure 14). This kind of society 
improvises its spatial organization in a 
fluid social consensus which does not 
require rules and regulations (Figure 15). 
 

      
Figure 13. Floating market  
Preak Bra in the suburb of Phnom Penh 
(HGR)  

Figure 14. traditional houses (HS) 
 

 
Figure 15. Village in the 
Tonle Sap (RUFA 1960s) 

 
Property 

As a result of this collective approach the 
relationship to property is relaxed not to 
say non-existent.  Water cannot be 
bought and sold.  Houses are erected 
without any pre-determined plan on the 
fluid base of water.  They can also be 
dismantled and re-erected.  The idea of 
boundaries is fuzzy to say the least.  
Map-making and property demarcations 
are not organized – or necessary.  
 

Ancestors and spirits 
Water based societies have an intense 
spiritual life.  This can be seen in the 

INTRINSIC QUALITIES OF  
EARTH-BOUND SOCIETIES  

   
Figure 19. – Roman town of                   
Aigues Mortes, France                          
 

Figure  20. – advertisement
 “the French think that the truth lies in the 

earth”

 
Figure 21. – road intersection 

 
Collective approach 
As earth is easily limited, fenced in, 
walled, it is easy to appropriate, and is 
coveted by those members of society who 
have the power and money.  The buildings 
of an earth-bound society are “founded” 
in the land. This requires ownership of the 
patch they are built on.  The only 
collective areas are those which are not 
coveted by private individuals, or else 
decreed as “public” by the powers that be.  
This kind of society has a sophisticated 
administration with laws to control its 
space and implement its rules, to defend 
the public interest compared to the 
individual interest and to defend the idea 
of private property. 
 

Property 
Property does not only mean any goods 
which might be owned but especially real-
estate!  The relationship to property is 
strongly ingrained in this kind of society.  
People are literally “rooted” to the earth in 
a collective fantasy of belonging to the 
plot they live on or own.  This shows to 
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energy which Thais, Khmers, and 
Indonesians put into the construction of 
their temples (especially compared to 
their secular buildings).   This kind of 
society still finds its identity through the 
cult of ancestors and spirits connected to 
the water (naga), the forest, the tree etc. 
that are not strictly related to time or 
space.  Material values are not 
fundamental as everything is transitory.  
Water festivals and veneration abound. 

Figure 16. Sacred spirit 
tree(HGR) 

 
Figure 17.  Phnom Penh boat race 
(HGR) 
 

Spatial morphology 

  
Figure 18.  diagram of typical water-bound 
community (HGR) 
Complex infrastructure or sophisticated 
urban plans are unnecessary as water 
serves for transport, water supply, and 
drainage system in one continuous 
horizontal plane.  As long as the 
population density and flow of water are 
in harmony there is no health-hazard.  
Water enables communication in all 
directions and does not necessitate 
footpaths - everyone has a little boat to 
get around.  Buildings are not erected on 
a pre-construed plan and there is no 
central forum or public place - the water 
is the public place, so the whole area of 
the city is public.  

what an extent an earth-bound society is 
attached to the value of property.  Land 
can be bought and sold.  Town-planning is 
required to provide a minimum 
communication infrastructure, water 
supply and drainage and complex 
legislation is designed to enforce the law.  
There is a distinct difference between 
public and private space.  Buildings are 
built to last and not to move. The idea of 
property is a fundamental factor in the 
evolution of capitalism.  Investment is 
only worthwhile if property and 
ownership are guaranteed.   It also implies 
that property will be defended up to the 
hilt from any threat to take it away.  
Earth-bound values are inherent to an 
industrially productive society.  Map-
making and cadastral maps are typical 
products of an earth-bound society. 
Earth-bound societies covet property and 
possessing more - which translates into 
their conquering spirit and the 
establishment of national frontiers and 
boundaries. 
 

Spatial morphology 
 

 
Figure 22. diagram of typical earth-bound 

settlement (HGR) 
 
This kind of society needs sophisticated 
urban plans and laws to uphold them.  
Typically it will give rise to rigid layouts 
as the plans are not evolved from social 
consensus but rather from political 
decision-making.  It necessitates 
infrastructure: a road system, pavements, 
water supply and drainage etc.   As earth 
is static, water is required to drain away 
the detritus of this kind of society which 
raises the problem of pollution.  Buildings 
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Buildings 

Constructions in water are best erected on 
piles and posts - i.e. wood is the ideal 
building material.  Or else float.  Wood 
can be picked off the surface of the water 
or else felled and floated to the building 
site.  It is lightweight, easy to assemble 
and dismantle.  The height of the stilts 
and a few steps enable easy adaptability 
to the water level. Walls in structures like 
this are simple screens to create shade or 
privacy and in some cases there are no 
walls - transparency.  Balconies and 
loggias are important transitory spaces 
between the construction and the water. 
Water cools the air in an equatorial 
climate.  Boats facilitate getting around, 
buying and selling.(floating markets).  
Because this society is not so attached to 
the idea of property, buildings are not 
made to last, but are seen as temporary 
adaptable structures which can be 
enlarged or taken down depending on the 
needs of the users. 
 

Behaviour 
 
This kind of society lives “transparently”, 
sharing the water element for bathing, 
cooking, washing etc.  There are no 
secrets and few walls.  Water facilitates 
communications between inhabitants.  It 
is a continual source of pleasure for 
playing, washing, growing plants etc.  It 
facilitates disposing of detritus by 
carrying away anything unwanted.  Water 
makes life “cool” easy-going. The boat is 
the natural mode of transport, collective 
or personal “naga”. 
 
TIME FACTOR 
Because of its continual transformation, 
water-level rising and falling, water-flow 
increasing or diminishing, this kind of 
society is used to change and does not try 
to “capture time”.  This induces an 
attitude of things being indefinite, not 
attached.  Time tends to be rhythmed by 
lunar phases as water is associated with 

or walls demarcate private property and 
prevent trespassing.  There is a clear 
difference between public and private 
property. 
 

Buildings 
The wall is the obvious construction 
technique when building on earth.  Land 
can support heavy materials such as brick 
and stone.  Buildings are made to last in 
respect of the idea of the commercial 
value of property and its buildings and the 
idea of handing them down to ones 
descendants.  Walls create a distinct 
barrier between private and public space 
and do not engender the kind of structure 
which is “transparent”.  Today the 
durability of buildings has become a 
veritable cult in earth-bound societies with 
conservation and preservation at all costs. 

 
Figure 23. 1955 Faculty of Medicine 

Phnom Penh (RUFA) 
 

Behaviour 
This kind of society tends to live behind 
“walls” where an element of secrecy 
prevails.  Being “rooted” attaches a 
society to a place and psychologically 
“fixes” it both spatially and in its ideas.  
Being fixed it relates to the cardinal 
directions and to orthogonal plans.  It is 
attached to the rising and setting sun and 
to cultivating the earth.  Land’s value is 
related to its value of usage so a work 
ethic is derived from exploiting the land 
as much as possible.  Because earth 
requires the input of labour and water to 
make it productive, a strong work ethic is 
associated with an earth-bound society.   
Earth = labour. 
Water = fishing. “pecher” in French has a 
double meaning “to fish” or “to 
misbehave”. 
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the moon rather than the sun.    Water is 
continually renewed and flows, in the 
same way time is unidirectional and 
society is not attached to the past.  
History was not an important factor in SE 
Asia until colonizing countries put the 
idea into the nations they were creating. 
 
Time is not an important reference.  As 
water cannot be bought and sold, the 
attitude to property is different from an 
earth-bound society in which economies 
are made to pay on the long-term.  Here 
the short-term is the rule.  The attitude to 
riches is to enjoy them and spend them.  
Water-bound societies do not project into 
the future, just as they do not polarize on 
their history.    
 

TIME FACTOR 
Because of its fixed nature an earth bound 
society is attached to time and tries to 
harness it. “Time is money” is the famous 
phrase.  Because of land ownership, the 
idea of property being transmitted to 
descendants is all-prevailing especially in 
rural communities.  This tends to fix 
generations of people in the same place 
and “attaches” them “roots them” and 
connects society to its history.  So history 
becomes a cult and is an important part of 
identity. 

$ 
Earth-bound societies put a high price on 
property and as a result the scale of 
investment required to purchase real-
estate implies a mentality of economizing 
- or saving for the future.  This is an 
attitude which projects into the future - 
making sacrifices today for future benefit. 
 

 
 
 
EXAMPLE OF PHNOM PENH 
Collective approach 
After independence, the Municipality of Phnom Penh inherited the French urban plans 
and byelaws.  They continued to develop the city along these guidelines and the preks in 
FIGURE 4 were transformed into roads on dykes (Bd Mao Tse Teung 1960s, Bd 
Monivong 1950s, St 273).   One advantage of French town planning was to incorporate 
indispensable public space in street design, so unlike Bangkok for example, there are 
pavements and spacious boulevards.  
 
The underground drains that replaced the preks do not suffice to cope with the high 
volume of monsoon rain and flooding is commonplace.   

 
Figure 23. Central Market in the rain 

 
During the prosperous Sangkum Reastr Niyum era (Grant Ross, H) after independence 
in 1953 until 1970, the Municipality succeeded in developing the city to accommodate a 
population that grew from 300.000 to 1 million in 15 years.  As Lu Ban Hap, then 
municipal architect recalls, even when refugees flocked to the city in the mid seventies, 
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and the population rose to 2 million, the water supply and sewage system were sufficient 
as they had been planned for the year 2000!  
 
At the time, although the Cambodians responsible for Phnom Penh’s development were 
using French style planning, they were careful to integrate water as an intrinsic part of 
development.  Among others, two large urban plans illustrate this; those of the university 
campus and the national sports complex (Grant Ross, H) see Figures 24-26. 

        
Figure 24. NSC site plan 1964   Figure 25. NSC aerial view Figure 26. University site plan 
Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge evacuated the city from 1975-1979.  Most educated 
people were killed or escaped to foreign lands.  The city was re-inhabited in 1980 not by 
city dwellers but by country folk.  At present the city is out of control. Implementing 
town plans, establishing town rules and regulations, enforcing rules, foreseeing the 
future, or simply learning lessons from the past, are extremely difficult.   
 
Property 
Why does chaos reign?  Land laws were re-instigated in 1989 but they are not complied 
with.  There is no register of state property and the promised cadastre is forever 
unfinished.  Legislation for registering land titles exists but private individuals 
continually find their property taken away from them as their title is not legal even 
though the authorities drew it up.    State property, public gardens, railway tracks, 
ministerial buildings are all being sold off for private profit.  The main reason is 
undoubtedly that there is no enforcement of the law and the corrupt in power are taking 
advantage of the absence of a competent judiciary.  But the scale of the problem and the 
lack of collective outcry to this abuse seems symptomatic that the phantoms of water-
bound culture have returned.  Unfortunately this does not mean a return to collective 
ownership but to a negligent attitude in which the man in the street does not know 
clearly what he is entitled to.  Water-bound nonchalant attitudes and short term vision 
are prevalent in people’s attitude to the city.      
 
From a mentality of boat driving, the city transformed to a mentality of cars but did not 
integrate that cars go fast, require straight lines, and cross-roads, unlike boats which can 
negotiate diagonals and a little bumping into each other without any harm.   People drive 
cars like boats, negotiating bends and crossing.  Houses and buildings continue to be 
erected without integrating a general plan but whereas before they were made of wood 
and easily transformed or dismantled, now they are concrete.   
 
But the most worrying attitude concerns an ever-growing problem of landfill on a 
gigantic scale of the precious water reservoirs and waterways that sponge up the excess 
water of monsoon rains (Huybrechts, Eric).  One motivation is that as water is not 
constructible it belongs to the State (i.e. nobody) therefore private individuals with the 
connivance of officials, fill in the water and transform it into constructible land without 
any respect for the ecological consequences.  Although located in one of the most fragile 
river complexes in the planet, Phnom Penh amazingly has no water management project. 
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Figure 27. Phnom Penh North,     Figure 28. New Phnom Penh 2004 

(courtesy of the Municipality of Phnom Penh) 
 
 
Ancestors and spirits 
Cambodian society still associates with numerous cults of ancestors and spirits and 
“spirit houses” are everywhere.  Many buildings are empty as they are reputed to be 
haunted or were misused by the infamous Khmer Rouge.   
 
Spatial morphology 
The way Phnom Penh is developing at present is not purely haphazard as one might 
think. The spatial fabric is directly inherited from the water tradition except that there is 
no water left.  The ancient lines of paddy fields with their long thin plots measuring 
standard 4M x 25M or 8M x 50M can be seen in the new earthworks and plots.  All the 
main roads have been created where large canals used to exist.  
 
Pavements are full of holes, outdoor workshops, the roots of runty trees, gaping sewers, 
electricity poles and cables - not to mention street vendors by their thousands.  Walking 
is not a water-bound society tradition anyway.  In Phnom Penh it is a feat comparable to 
climbing the Himalayas.  Locals marvel at the lonely barang8 picking his way along the 
obstacle course of the pavement. 
 
The waterways of Phnom Penh in the 1960s were alive with boats but today for reasons 
hard to explain, there is a dirth of water-borne modes of transport  
 
Buildings 
 
The vernacular tradition of lightweight bamboo structures with straw roofs prevails in 
rural areas where 90% of the population live.  Whereas in the 1960s (Grant Ross, H) 
New Khmer Architecture expressed a new style of architecture inspired by tradition but 
transcending it, the present norm is on a 4 metre grid system.  No individual access is 
made to the upper floors.  No attempt at natural ventilation, light or climatic adaptation 
is made.  Air-conditioning will solve all the problems created by poor design.  Yet again 
materialistic earth-bound values have prevailed compared to the natural harmony of 
traditional building.   
 
Interestingly there is a certain exuberance in the design of buildings, the scale of internal 
space and the luxury and refinement with which quite simple buildings are finished.  I 
believe this reflects the happy go lucky spirit of water-related societies who have not 
learnt to be mingy and mean, compared with older earth-bound societies.   
 
The idea is that buildings are still not made to last, but as they are built with durable 
materials and are not dismantable - they will last. 

                                                 
8 ‘barang’ means foreigner in Khmer  
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To maximize profit stilts to avoid flooding have disappeared.  The pavement, when there 
is one, is considered an extension of private property, of the ground-floor living-room, or 
of the shop vendor to appropriate for his wares.  This might be a resurgence of the idea 
that all the space of a water-bound society is collective except for the buildings.  The 
same attitude prevails among the electricity, telephone, cable tv companies who riddle 
the pavement, when there is one, with poles, posts and other obstacles to the walker. 
  
Behaviour 
As in a water-bound society it does not enter people’s minds to walk.  Even for a 500 m 
distance, out comes the car or the motorbike, and yet another person contributes to the 
jams.   Right-angles are unknown.  Bends are systematically rounded or straightened out.  
Taking a short-cut in a bend on the wrong side of the road is common sense. Traffic 
jams are negotiated like boats in a floating market. 
 
Shopkeepers live “transparently” their houses opening directly onto the street, cars 
parked in the living room or shop, just as boats would previously have been tied to the 
building.  But the garden wall has made its appearance, asserting property demarcation, 
depriving the community of shared space at ground level. 
 
Time relationship 
Like most SEAsians, Cambodians live in the present.  They are not particularly 
interested in their country’s past.  Likewise they have little interest in making sacrifices 
in the present to provide for a better future. Saving to invest is a typical earth-bound 
behaviour.  
 
Projecting into the future is difficult in this culture - therefore investment has not been 
made in public transport infrastructure, water control, drainage systems etc.   
 
Conservation is also of little interest.  There is no attachment to the past and therefore 
little public awareness of the value of old streets and buildings.  The colonial heritage is 
generally interpreted as being more picturesque than the exceptional New Khmer 
Architecture of the 1960s but this does not ensure its protection.  At the end of February 
a magnificent colonial villa housing the Red Cross was demolished during a weekend.  
On 4th March 2005 the author noticed a few thousand square metres of cheap metal 
construction going up in the water treatment system of the National Sports Complex9 in 
a further step towards its demolition.  JICA has drained the water basins in front of the 
Teacher Training College10 and has begun construction in front of the building without 
any respect for the architect’s initial design.   The magnificent Cambodian heritage of 
the 1960s is all under threat.  The whole city is at risk of transforming itself from one of 
the most beautiful SEAsian cities into a nondescript mini-Bangkok. 
 
CONCLUSION 

 

                                                

Water is the origin of life.  Humanity has always sought water to establish its cities.  
There is no major city in the world that is not on a large river or seaboard.  If scale is 
taken as a benchmark, some of the most successful cities of ancient times, Angkor and 
Mexico, were built on water.  Yet they have barely been studied.  Little is known about 

 
9 Architect Vann Molyvann’s masterpiece inaugurated 1964 – see mAAN inventory for UNESCO 
10 Architect Vann Molyvann’s last major work inaugurated in 1972 – see mAAN inventory for UNESCO 
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their spatial organization or their administration and it is difficult to conceive that such 
large floating human settlements could exist.    
 
Urban literature as self-promoted by Western authors can be traced back to Ancient 
Greece (Plato’s Republic), via Ancient Rome (Vitruvius’ 10 Books of Architecture), the 
mediaeval “paradise on earth”, the renaissance humanist city-state (Alberti’s  De re 
aedificatoria), through the baroque perspective of infinity, down the alley way of 
Howard’s “garden city” and through the zoning and no streets of CIAM, or the confused 
post Second World War attempts of European countries to build satisfactory new towns.   
 
Yet there is a notable lack of urban theory relative to any but earth-bound values, as 
though urbanity itself was inevitably founded on earth. Western urban ideas have 
proliferated and been widely disseminated but there has been no modern attempt to build 
a water-bound city, nor to develop water transport efficiently.  If as much effort had 
been put into improving the boat as has been put into improving the car, we might all be 
water-bound by now! 
 
The hypothesis of this essay that colonialism, instigated by earth-bound societies whose 
values were completely different to SE Asian, has resulted in a generalized culture shock 
that has practically obliterated water-based values from social consciousness, is, alas, 
verified. 
 
For centuries earth-bound societies have put pressure on other types of society (water-
bound, nomadic, collectivist etc.) to adopt their values - and to develop their cities along 
their lines. 
 
This has resulted in confusion as earth-bound values have superficially been adopted but 
water-bound attitudes still survive in the collective subconscious. 
 
Phnom Penh, Ho Chi Minh, and Vientiane11, all bear the trace of the conjunction of a 
traditionally water-bound society with an earth-bound colonizer.  These French town-
plans have some charming aspects such as boulevards lined with trees, public buildings 
in the perspective of avenues, and public places where people can congregate.  But none 
of them integrates the tradition of an aquatic society into its spatial organization.   
 
On the contrary, their network of waterways has been filled in and neglected, the 
ground-floor of houses on stilts enclosed and the dominant members of society adopted 
Western attitudes to property.  Cadastral maps were introduced.  Today the traditional 
water-bound areas of the city are frowned upon as being insalubrious and shameful 
whereas paradoxically Western visitors seek out the picturesque rivers and waterways 
even if they are dirty.  This reflects the perversion of values that has occurred.  The 
earth-bound city rejects its dirty water into the traditional waterways that still remain and 
pollutes them.  These areas have become zones for the poor, for squatters and pariahs of 
society.   

                                                 
11 three of French Indochina’s ‘planned’ cities 
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Figure 29. Phnom Penh suburb on the Tonle Sap (PP Municipality) 

 
These are some of the visible effects but probably the most important effect is that the 
collective conscience still continues to function as if it was still water-bound with dire 
effects on the development of the city which is neither thought and planned on earth-
bound values, nor on water-bound values, as the latter has not given rise to theorization. 
 
The French law related to land rights versus the Khmer tradition of living in water had 
long-reaching effects on social and spatial organization and values.  The Khmer water 
based society in which houses could only be built on water derived from the particular 
geography of the major SE Asian civilizations that developed in large river deltas.  It 
was also coherent with the practice of Theravada Buddhism in which nothing is 
permanent.  Lightweight houses of bamboo and straw are sufficient to provide dignified 
family shelter in this tropical climate, they cost little and are worth nothing as, built on 
water they cannot be bought or sold.  They can be dismantled and reassembled.   
 
On the other hand as soon as people are forced to live on land there is a necessity to 
issue land titles, to establish ownership, boundaries and, to capitalize on the investment 
by building to last.  Speculation for land ownership becomes rife with those possessing 
capital in a powerful position to oust the poor from the most sort out parts of the city.  
The poor seek refuge in the abandoned waterways and marshy ground.  The traditional 
system of preks has not been maintained.  Instead of ensuring hygiene, the clogged up 
preks become quagmires in which poor people erect their houses in squalor.  According 
to French law that has been maintained this is illegal, but the water has no value, is not 
registered as property and so squatters abound.  Then the rich seeking ever more profit 
decide to fill in the prek and transform it into land.  As this converts it into a registered 
marketable property they get rid of the poor “squatters” who cannot prove their rights. 
 
The disastrous scale of landfill going on at present is one illustration of the conflict that 
exists between Western style urban legislation and a major river delta environment in a 
tropical climate. 
 
In rural areas the consequences of this cultural upheaval are even more drastic.  Though 
not the subject of the present paper investigating modern architecture, suffice it to say 
that throughout SE Asia there is a grave problem of conflict between traditional 
agricultural practices and land laws imported from Western society. 
 
FOR AN INNOVATIVE URBAN DESIGN - INSPIRED BY WATER AND 
EQUATORIAL CLIMATE 
 
It may not be the right place in a paper devoted to historical issues, to propose some 
thought about the future.  Neither am I defending a reactionary attitude of returning to 
old values, to a cute modern version of wooden houses on stilts.  
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There are intrinsic water-based values in SE Asia which are still very much alive in the 
population’s collective conscience - and the reality is that there is so much water it has to 
be taken into account.  The climate and the high level of rainfall and ground water 
should be the inspiration for a new style of equatorial city of which there is not yet a 
model.  Phnom Penh could be the precursor for an innovative style of urban 
development with the Four Rivers (or Four Faces) as its heart and soul.  It is on these 
lines that a new master plan has to be DESIGNED.  It is not on a Western recipe of road 
and drainage infrastructure.   
 
It is also a question of survival.  After two exceptionally dry years the law of averages 
infers that 2005 will see the Mekong take its revenge.  Without wishing for disaster, a 
bad flooding might force the authorities to reconsider their anarchic earth-filling in the 
same way as the tsunami catastrophe is making nations think twice before rebuilding the 
same erroneous way as they did over the last 50 years. 
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