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Phnom Penh's Formation and Otherness:
A History of the Spatial Construction Behind City Life

Fuyuki MAKINO*

Abstract

Cambodia has a long history stretching back approximately 1100 years to the Khmer Empire.
This history is one of conflict with the countries that existed in the present-day regions of
Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam. One of the ways Cambodia countered threats from neighboring
countries was by incorporating itself into French Indochina. Urban planning during the French
Indochina era is an important element when considering the city environment of Phnom Penh.
Elements such as population movements due to the Cambodian Civil War, increases in population
density, and the city's abandonment by the Khmer Rouge administration also contributed largely
to the areas in which residents live and its city environment. The complex nature of Cambodia's
border relations with its surrounding countries and its history of conflict gave birth to Phnom
Penh's unique ethnic composition and city environment. When looking at the relationship between
people and space in the city, one must consider the post-1979 process of re-establishing residents
there, as well as the residential districts of various ethnicities that changed amidst the city's post-
United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia expansion. This paper examines the history
of the formation of the largest city in Cambodia and the relationships between people that can be

seen through the contemporary forms of residence within its metropolitan area.
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