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Abstract 

The prevailing scholarly discourse on Indo-Pacific International Relations (IR) is frequently 
constrained by macro-level analyses focusing solely on state security, high politics, and 
international economics. This paper contends that this state-centric bias results in a critical 
omission: the profound influence of local history and sociocultural dynamics on interstate 
relationships, particularly between neighboring countries like Thailand and Cambodia. By 
adopting the lens of "local history" in the context of border demarcation, conflict, and cross-border 
cooperation, this study demonstrates that contemporary state-to-state relations are fundamentally 
shaped by the shared local histories, cultural identities, trade networks, and belief systems of 
border populations. These grassroots factors offer a powerful, bottom-up perspective that directly 
challenges dominant state-centric narratives and provides a viable pathway toward resolving long-
standing conflicts. Ultimately, this work contributes to the decolonization of knowledge in 
regional studies, asserting that local knowledge is an essential, yet underutilized, resource for 
fostering sustainable peace and development in the Indo-Pacific. 

1. Introduction: The Incompleteness of the State-Centric View 

The contemporary study of Indo-Pacific International Relations (IR) is overwhelmingly focused 
on macro-level discourses, primarily centered on high geopolitics, security architecture, and the 
dynamics of global economics. This framework emphasizes the maritime dimension of security 
and the strategic competition among major powers, particularly the dynamic shifts arising from 
the rise of China (evidenced by the Belt and Road Initiative) and the evolving foreign policy 
posture of the United States. Emerging Indo-Pacific strategies, often generated by traditional 
global powers, explicitly aim to manage, balance, or counter China’s expanding influence, thereby 
dominating regional discourse, including the traditionally softer area of development cooperation, 
which has become a contested space. 

While these macro-level analyses provide crucial context for great power rivalry, they inherently 
yield an incomplete understanding of the day-to-day relationships between neighboring countries, 
particularly those sharing long, complex land borders, such as Thailand and Cambodia. The 
decisions made by national leaders and the mechanisms of formal security bodies, such as the 
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), frequently fail to account for the deep-seated 
historical anxieties and localized economic realities that repeatedly undermine high-level 
diplomatic efforts. The Thai-Cambodian relationship, marked by centuries of enmity and periodic 
border hostilities, serves as a powerful case study demonstrating that state-centric narratives alone 
cannot explain the persistence and intensity of regional conflict. 



Thai-Cambodian relations are often presented through the lens of state-level conflicts, such as 
border disputes (e.g., the Preah Vihear Temple case), clashes along the demarcation line, or 
nationalist rhetoric amplified by political leaders and mainstream media. However, this level of 
analysis fails to explain why deep-seated cooperation and interdependence at the grassroots level 
persist and demonstrate high resilience, even when state-level relations are at their lowest 
point. This approach fundamentally misrepresents the relational reality on the ground, where the 
international border is not a hard-and-fast line of division, but a zone of permeability, shared 
livelihoods, and deep, often contradictory, historical memory. 

This analysis posits that to fully comprehend the complexities of neighborly relations in the Indo-
Pacific, scholarly attention must shift toward "local history." Therefore, this paper seeks to rectify 
this imbalance by proposing an analysis of Thai-Cambodian relations through this critical lens. 
We move beyond diplomatic communiqués and security treaties to examine the daily lives, shared 
pasts, and economic interdependencies of the populations living along the 817-kilometer border. 
In this context, local history is operationalized as the enduring influence of shared cultural 
identities, collective historical memory, cross-border trade networks (both formal and informal), 
deep religious beliefs, and established sub-national governance practices on modern state behavior. 

The central hypothesis is that state-to-state relationships are not solely products of national leaders' 
decisions but are critically influenced by these enduring grassroots factors. A rigorous, bottom-up 
examination of the Thai-Cambodian border—a crucible of competing memories and shared 
livelihoods—offers superior explanatory power for why conflicts over seemingly non-strategic 
territories, like the land surrounding the Preah Vihear temple, continue to flare up. 

The analysis will address three central questions: How does local history (e.g., pre-modern 
suzerainty, shared pilgrimage routes, cross-border markets) challenge and complicate the 
dominant, state-centric narrative of conflict between Thailand and Cambodia? In what specific 
ways have grassroots factors—like local trade and shared religious practices—mitigated or 
exacerbated border conflicts and promoted cooperation? Can the systematic elevation of local 
knowledge, as opposed to global discourse, provide effective, sustainable mechanisms for conflict 
resolution and regional development? 

By focusing on this bottom-up perspective, this study directly aligns with the broader movement 
to decolonize knowledge, asserting the agency of local populations and validating their historical 
experience as a crucial body of knowledge for driving sustainable development in the region. 

2. Theoretical Framework: Local History, Grassroots Agency, and Decolonizing 
IR 

2.1 The Construction of the Nation's "Geo-Body" 

Any analysis of Thai-Cambodian territorial disputes must be grounded in an understanding of the 
historical construction of national identity, particularly in Thailand. The influential work of 
historian Thongchai Winichakul highlights the pivotal moment when the modern Thai state 
established its territorial form, known as the "geo-body," through the imposition of Western-style 
cartography and the negotiation of colonial-era treaties. This process did not merely define 



boundaries; it sacralized the resulting shape of the nation, embedding deep, persistent national 
anxieties about potential "territorial loss". 

These anxieties are intrinsically linked to Thailand's domestic political struggles, where irredentist 
claims are easily mobilized by ruling elites. For Thailand, the border is not just a line of political 
demarcation but a highly sensitive symbol testing the limits of national identity ("Thainess").15 
Consequently, confrontation over seemingly minor tracts of land can become imminent, regardless 
of the area’s actual strategic or economic utility. This geo-historical trauma stemming from the 
perceived territorial losses to France in the colonial era continues to fuel intense nationalistic 
responses far beyond what geopolitical logic would dictate. 

2.2 The Limits of Methodological Nationalism 

Methodological nationalism, the paradigm that takes the nation-state as the natural, unquestioned 
unit of social and political analysis, dominates IR theory. In Southeast Asia, this approach often 
frames Thai-Cambodian relations solely through the lens of modern territorial disputes inherited 
from the French colonial era and the subsequent Cold War politics. The result is a narrative that 
emphasizes perpetual antagonism—the cycle of military build-ups, diplomatic spats, and 
nationalism-driven disputes over historical sites. 

However, historical realities in the region predate the 19th-century imposition of modern borders. 
For centuries, the populations now residing in Eastern Thailand (Isan) and Western Cambodia 
operated within fluid pre-modern political systems characterized by suzerainty, tributary 
relationships, and ethnic intermingling rather than fixed, sovereign boundaries. The Siamese and 
Khmer spheres of influence were often overlapping and conditional, especially in remote jungle 
and mountain regions. The people inhabiting these regions saw themselves less as distinct national 
subjects and more as part of a localized, multi-ethnic, and often highly autonomous community. 

2.3 Critiquing Mainstream IR 

The necessity of adopting a local history perspective aligns with the critical movement 
to decolonize knowledge, particularly within the field of International Relations (IR). Traditional 
IR theory is often critiqued for its Western-centric nature, which tends to perpetuate the imaginary 
of the modern, unitary state system as the global norm.⁸This approach frequently marginalizes 
indigenous and local categories of analysis, overlooking historical and cultural resources essential 
for generating non-Western-centric theory. By adopting a bottom-up methodology, this study shifts 
the analytical focus away from the typical "top-down" elite cue-taking models towards 
understanding the agency of localized populations and sub-national decision-makers. Interpretivist 
approaches that reconstruct the decisions and lived experiences of people on the ground provide a 
nuanced understanding of regional dynamics that challenges the dominant, state-centric narratives. 
The paper challenges conventional theories like Realism and Liberalism, which often treat the state 
as a "black box" or a "unitary rational actor." It argues that in the borderlands, the state does not 
possess a monopoly of power; local, cross-border interactions frequently occur beyond the control, 
or even in defiance, of policies dictated by the central governments in Bangkok and Phnom Penh. 
This endeavor asserts that local knowledge is as significant as global discourse and represents a 
powerful tool for constructing a more inclusive and resilient future for the Indo-Pacific. 



2.4 Elite Manipulation of Collective Memory and Identity 

Historical memory plays a profound and often divisive role in shaping national identities and 
international relations. While political leaders can invoke a shared past to unify populations, they 
frequently deploy historical memories cynically to serve instruments of power politics, thereby 
undermining mutual understanding and peace. The dispute over Preah Vihear is a prime example 
of this manipulation, where conflict is framed as a struggle over ancient stones rather than a 
consequence of ruling classes facing domestic crises of legitimacy. 
 
In Cambodia, post-colonial nation-building efforts actively utilized the Preah Vihear controversy 
to re-awaken a collective memory of bitter historical experiences with Siam, reinforcing Khmer 
ethnic identity and strengthening national cohesion. State elites leveraged this narrative to 
consolidate political power, but nationalist narratives were also embraced by a wide range of 
individuals seeking to fulfill diverse political, social, and economic needs in the borderland and 
urban spaces. 
 
Crucially, the conflict’s intensity stems from a deep paradox: the presence of a profound, shared 
cultural inheritance, rather than mitigating conflict, fundamentally intensifies it. Thailand and 
Cambodia are predominantly Buddhist kingdoms that share deep historical, cultural, and religious 
ties. The contested temples, such as Preah Vihear and Ta Muen Thom, are remnants of the Khmer 
Empire’s golden age (11th and 12th centuries) and bear the influence of both Hinduism and 
Buddhism, thus representing a shared regional spiritual legacy. However, this shared past 
heightens the stakes of exclusive national ownership. The conflict is less about resolving the 
boundary line, which the International Court of Justice (ICJ) attempted to define, and more about 
which nation is the legitimate successor and true inheritor of the Khmer Empire's cultural and 
historical legacy. This zero-sum competition for the historical narrative makes the dispute resistant 
to purely legal or rational policy resolution, driving the intense nationalism observed in both 
countries during periodic clashes. 
 
2.5 Defining and Applying "Local History" and “History from Below” 

For the purpose of this analysis, "local history" is defined not merely as history that occurs locally, 
but as the history experienced, narrated, and preserved by non-state actors (local communities, 
ethnic minorities, market traders, and religious groups). Key components of this local history 
include Shared Beliefs and Pilgrimage Routes: The movement of monks, pilgrims, and religious 
artifacts across the political boundary, demonstrating a shared spiritual space. Kinship Networks 
(Baan/Phum): Family and ancestral ties that predate the border and continue to operate despite it. 
Informal Economic Systems: Traditional, often unrecorded, cross-border trade and resource 
sharing (e.g., timber, agriculture). 

This framework, which views the relationship as a multi-layered matrix rather than a simple binary 
(state-to-state), allows for the analytical inclusion of grassroots agency. This bottom-up approach 
recognizes that while national leaders may dictate policy, local resilience, shared memory, and 
economic necessity often compel localized cooperation, frequently overriding high-level tensions. 

 
 



3. Local History and the Politics of Border Demarcation 

The Thai-Cambodian border remains a highly sensitive and only partially demarcated line, a 
condition that continuously fuels nationalistic tensions. The root of these tensions lies in the 
conflict between colonial mapping (a state-centric, top-down imposition) and local geographical 
memory (the pre-existing, bottom-up reality). 

3.1. Colonial Cartography and the Dângrêk Geo-Cultural Divide 

Modern border demarcation is largely rooted in the Franco-Siamese treaties of 1904 and 1907, 
which utilized watershed lines (the Dângrêk Range) and colonial mapping conventions to establish 
sovereignty. While legally definitive for the states, this process fundamentally disregarded 
centuries of local use and cultural significance. The border, stretching over 800 kilometers, was 
delimited through a series of treaties between France (ruling Cambodia as part of French 
Indochina) and Siam between 1867 and 1907. These treaties resulted in France expanding its 
control at the expense of Siam, annexing territories like Battambang, Sisophon, and Siem Reap. 

Thailand’s enduring irredentist claim against the current boundary rests on the argument that the 
1907 map, established by the Franco-Siamese commissions, was fundamentally flawed. Thai 
critiques argue the map was inaccurate, unfair, and drawn to an inadequate scale (1:200,000, when 
a scale of 1:50,000 would have been more appropriate for accurate demarcation). Furthermore, 
while international agreements governed the delimitation, the physical demarcation on the ground 
was partial and poorly maintained. This history of flawed and contested cartography created 
chronic ambiguity on the ground, providing fertile symbolic and physical territory for future 
political exploitation. 

For the communities on the plateau and slopes of the Dângrêk, the mountain range was not a 
dividing line but a shared ecological and cultural resource. The Dângrêk, whose name literally 
means “the mountains of the yoke-pole,” marks the southern limit of the Khorat Plateau. It is a 
region steeped in history, from the settlement of “Austro-Asiatic” ethnic groups to the Angkorian 
civilization. The range also functions as a dividing zone within the Khmer people themselves, 
splitting what was once a single cultural entity into two distinct groups: the “Upper Khmers” 
(Khmen Sung) on the Thai side, and the “Lower Khmers” (Khmen Tam) on the Cambodian side. 
Both groups traditionally regarded the region as a terrestrial link between the homeland 
(Mathuphum) and friendly peoples (Mittuphum), for it long remained freely crossable, enabling 
families to maintain relations. 

3.2 The Preah Vihear Paradox: Sovereignty vs. Shared Heritage 

The most famous manifestation of this disconnect between cartography and lived experience is the 
dispute over the Preah Vihear Temple (Prasat Preah Vihear). While the International Court of 
Justice (ICJ) rulings granted sovereignty over the temple to Cambodia, the local history tells a 
different story: it was a regional spiritual center utilized by people from both sides of the modern 
line for pilgrimage and rituals for centuries. Many Thai villagers historically viewed the site as 
belonging to a collective, regional cultural heritage, separate from the political claims of Bangkok 
or Phnom Penh. The immediate local population often facilitated access and commerce for both 



Thai and Cambodian visitors, regardless of the national status claimed by military forces. The 
national narrative treats Preah Vihear as an abstract symbol of national pride and a zero-sum 
territorial gain. The local history, conversely, presents it as a shared, non-zero-sum cultural 
space repeatedly interrupted by national political conflict. 

Significantly, the ICJ decision rested on narrow technical grounds (Thailand's acceptance of the 
map), deliberately saying almost nothing about the sensitive, existential issues of cultural 
ownership or the inheritance rights of either country as a historical successor to the Khmer Empire. 
While this legal positivism may have temporarily defused a diplomatic crisis, it failed to address 
the deeper historical and normative debates driving the conflict. 

The intensity and persistence of the conflict over territories possessing neither major strategic 
value nor significant natural resources defy explanation through traditional rational-choice 
theories. Instead, the endowment effect—the cognitive bias where losing an item one owns is 
experienced as far more detrimental than the prospect of gaining an equivalent item—helps explain 
Thailand's sustained and intense reaction to the ICJ rulings. For Thai nationalist sentiment, the 
temple and the surrounding land were perceived as already belonging to the Thai geo-body, 
meaning the legal loss was interpreted as a national humiliation and betrayal, sustaining the 
conflict even when rational cost-benefit analysis suggested otherwise. 

3.3 The Resilience of Informal Cross-Border Economies 

Since the Khmer Rouge took power in 1975, the border, particularly in Sa Kaeo Province, became 
a strategic hub for illegal and informal trade after the Cambodian government banned cross-border 
exchanges. The subsequent "open door" policy announced by Thailand (September 1979) and the 
distribution of rice by international organizations at the border further fueled this activity, leading 
to the creation of a vast "land bridge" and open-air markets, such as the one at Poipet 
and Aranyaprathet (dubbed the largest open-air market in the world). Local farmers abandoned 
rice fields to take part in this trade, creating an economic structure built on localized necessity. 

The Phnom Penh government eventually and reluctantly agreed to regard exchanges with Thailand 
as an essential element in Cambodia’s economic revival (1984). Refugee and resistance fighters 
crossed the border to transport consumer goods that Cambodians had been deprived of since 1975. 
Since the monetary system had been abolished, valuable items like gemstones and gold (up to the 
equivalent of half a million euros) were used to purchase basic necessities. This rapidly evolved 
after the 1993 elections into a complex mix of legal (construction materials, foodstuffs), semi-legal 
(gambling, natural resource extraction), and illegal activities (money laundering, human 
trafficking). For example, the casino industry in border towns like Poipet flourished due to Thai 
investment and the prohibition of gambling in Thailand, with nearly 150 million USD estimated 
to flow from Thai gamblers annually. This demonstrates the functional and financial primacy of 
local and informal economic systems over national regulatory laws. 

3.4 Elite-Driven Conflict vs. Local Economic Necessity 

During periods of high tension, such as the major military clashes in 2008 and 2011, the national-
level conflict—driven by military action and political rhetoric—came into direct opposition with 



local realities. While the capitals exchanged heated diplomatic notes, local border markets often 
continued to operate, albeit with interruption, and established kinship ties acted as emergency 
social safety nets. Even amidst fighting, local officials and military commanders on both sides 
frequently maintained informal communication channels to minimize collateral damage to the 
local economy. 

The overwhelming reliance of border communities on each other for basic goods, labor, and 
agricultural trade creates a powerful local lobby for peace. The closure of a major border crossing, 
while a political win for national pride, causes immediate and acute economic distress for the local 
populations. The economic cost of elite-driven conflict is immediate and localized: the 2025 
conflict disrupted bilateral trade and cultural tourism, leading to a 40% drop in visitor numbers at 
Preah Vihear. The ultimate victims of national political posturing are the vulnerable groups 
residing along the frontier, demonstrating the functional primacy of local economic necessity over 
national political goals. 

3.5 Domestic Instability and New Transnational Security Drivers 

While the dispute over territory has ancient roots, recent escalations, such as the fierce five-day 
border conflict in 2025, were primarily driven by domestic political volatility rather than pure 
geopolitical necessity. The border crises are classic examples of how instability within national 
capitals has a greater impact on border crises than geography itself. On the Thai side, leadership 
vacuums and political unrest allow nationalist groups to exploit the dispute as a symbol of national 
security and loyalty. In Cambodia, the escalation has been utilized as a strategic political 
maneuver by the new Prime Minister Hun Manet to consolidate authority and garner public trust. 

Furthermore, modern border tensions are now deeply intertwined with new functional, 
transnational security issues. Thailand’s demands for de-escalation explicitly link border security 
to the suppression of transnational online scam operations. These scam compounds, often linked 
to organized crime and hosting an estimated 300,000 trafficking victims across Southeast Asia, 
introduce a critical new layer of complexity to the security dilemma, making border management 
a matter of global security alongside local politics. 

4. Grassroots Factors and the Mechanisms of Cross-Border Cooperation 

The most compelling evidence for the influence of local history and grassroots factors is found in 
the mechanisms of cooperation that persist despite top-down political instability. These enduring 
mechanisms are built on centuries-old cultural, religious, and economic foundations. 

4.1 Shared Cultural Identity and Linguistic Kinship 

In Thailand’s Isan region, particularly in provinces like Surin, Sisaket, and Buriram, a significant 
population speaks Northern Khmer (Khmer Surin), a language closely related to standard 
Cambodian Khmer. This linguistic and ethnic overlap predates the modern state and fosters a deep 
sense of shared identity, making the border less of a division and more of a common cultural space. 
Festivals and Rituals: Traditional festivals are often celebrated on both sides of the border 
simultaneously or involve cross-border visits, highlighting shared ancestry and practices. This 



cultural synchronization acts as a powerful, non-political form of diplomacy. The Role of Temples 
and Monks: Buddhist temples in border areas frequently host monks from the neighboring country. 
Monks travel across the border for special ceremonies, shared ordinations, and religious studies. 
These transnational spiritual networks are governed by monastic rules and localized belief 
systems, largely outside the jurisdiction of national foreign ministries, thereby creating a 
continuous, peace-promoting social fabric. 

4.2 Transnational Spiritual Networks: The Thammayut/Mohanikay Dynamics 

The influence of transnational Buddhism offers a profound example of deep cultural integration. 
The Thammayut order (or Thommayut in Khmer), founded by King Mongkut (Rama IV) in 
Bangkok, was introduced to Cambodia by King Ang Duong in the 19th century. Eminent Khmer 
monks of the 19th century, such as Samtec Sugandhadhipati Pan, who initiated the Thammayut 
sect in Cambodia, had been trained and ordained in Bangkok. 

The spread of the Thammayut order into Cambodia, often championed by the royal court, 
demonstrates a history of deep, cross-border institutional and scholarly exchange that predates the 
rigidities of modern national boundaries. While rivalry naturally exists between the more 
traditional Mohanikay order and the more disciplined Thammayut sect in Cambodia, reflecting 
broader social tensions, these two currents have coexisted for a long time. This internal religious 
dynamic highlights that even ideological differences at the sub-national level are ultimately 
managed through mechanisms of co-existence. As the current head of the Thammayut order, the 
Venerable Bour Kri, affirmed: “There is no conflict between religions. Each follows its own path 
toward its ideal in order to attain peace of the soul.” This peaceful management of difference 
within the same spiritual space is a model of local resilience against political polarization 

4.3 Enduring Economic Interdependence and Essential Trade Networks 

For centuries, the area has been defined by informal economic exchange, with traditional routes 
used by traders and farmers transforming into modern market crossings. This enduring economic 
interdependence is a key driver of cooperation that supersedes political instability. The region’s 
economic history is dominated by the trade in salt (from northeastern Thailand) and fish (from 
Cambodia’s Tonlé Sap Lake), both essential for the preparation of prahoc. Caravans from Surin or 
Buriram would cross the Chong Jom trail with ox carts loaded with salt, which they exchanged on 
the shores of Tonlé Sap for a year’s supply of dried or fermented fish. The very name of the first 
major border market in Sakaeo Province, Rong Kleu (literally "salt storage"), signifies its 
historical role as a center for this essential, reciprocal exchange, establishing a deep economic 
reliance between the two peoples. 

Thousands of Cambodian workers cross daily or seasonally to work in Thai construction, 
agriculture, and service sectors. This flow, while sometimes fraught with issues of exploitation, is 
fundamentally an act of mutual economic necessity that connects families and communities on 
both sides. When high politics threatens to shut down this labor corridor, local Thai employers and 
Cambodian families exert immense pressure for the border to remain open. 



Border markets (like those at Poipet/Aranyaprathet) function as crucial neutral economic zones. 
They are places where national identity is temporarily subordinated to transactional efficiency. 
Thai goods flow into Cambodia; Cambodian labor flows into Thailand. This transactional peace 
is a tangible result of local, rather than state, needs, serving as a powerful grassroots mechanism 
for maintaining stability. 

5. Local History as a Tool for Conflict Resolution and Sustainable Development 

The sustained conflicts over Preah Vihear and the periodic military confrontations reveal 
the inadequacy of purely state-centric, nationalistic conflict resolution strategies. These 
approaches, predicated on legal claims and military might, merely address symptoms rather than 
the root cause of friction: the superimposition of a rigid modern state identity onto a fluid 
historical reality. 

5.1. The Local Knowledge Gap in Regional Governance 

ASEAN's regional blueprints, including the ASEAN Political-Security Community (APSC) and 
the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC), recognize the fundamental importance of 
sustainable and resilient development. Cooperation is often pursued through the "ASEAN Way"—
relying on flexibility, trust, and consensus. Despite this framework, a critical gap exists in the 
incorporation of local and traditional knowledge into governance structures. Global frameworks 
recognize the vital role of Indigenous Peoples (IPs) as environmental stewards. However, ASEAN 
policy instruments often lack comprehensive legal recognition for Indigenous Peoples and their 
rights. This failure to integrate Indigenous Knowledge (IK), a vital resource for sustainable 
environmental governance, marginalizes key local actors and leads to negative consequences, 
including exacerbated local conflicts and missed opportunities for effective natural resource 
management. The localization of development concepts, such as the Circular Economy, requires 
adaptation to specific contexts, respecting cultural beliefs and resourcefulness, moving beyond 
technology-based solutions to include community-driven approaches. 
 
5.2 Shifting the Resolution Focus from Sovereignty to Shared Heritage 

The knowledge provided by local history offers a clear path toward resolution by reframing the 
disputes. Instead of framing Preah Vihear solely as a matter of sovereignty (whose flag flies 
highest), it could be framed as a matter of shared heritage management. 

Drawing on the local history of shared pilgrimage, a mechanism for dual, localized management of 
cultural sites could be explored. This would involve local committees from both sides, composed 
of villagers, religious leaders, and provincial officials, managing the logistics, conservation, and 
tourism of the site. This mechanism would effectively insulate the cultural asset from nationalistic 
exploitation and promote a sustainable form of tourism and conservation that benefits the local 
economies directly. 



5.3 Decolonizing Knowledge and Sustainable Development 

This paper aligns with the goal of elevating local history for sustainable development by proposing 
a direct link between decolonizing IR knowledge and achieving regional sustainability. The study 
offers a bottom-up perspective that challenges the dominant, state-centric narrative—a narrative 
often inherited from colonial power structures that prioritized fixed lines and zero-sum games. By 
emphasizing the long-term, fluid, and cooperative history of the people, we deconstruct the 
narrative of eternal enmity. 

Sustainable development in border regions cannot be imposed by capital cities; it must be locally 
owned. Local history provides the blueprint for sustainable practices, revealing which trade routes 
are historically resilient, which shared resources are customarily managed, and which kinship 
networks offer reliable social safety nets. Investing in and strengthening these existing local 
mechanisms, rather than imposing external development models, leads to more resilient, conflict-
resistant, and economically viable outcomes. Local knowledge, therefore, acts as a powerful 
diagnostic tool for effective policy intervention. 

5.4 Community-Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) as a Diplomatic Tool 

The promotion of local history is inherently linked to sustainable development through resource 
management. The Thai-Cambodian border region, encompassing significant ecosystems like the 
Cardamom Mountains, presents an opportunity for cooperation built on shared environmental 
necessities. A case study of Community-Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) in the 
Cardamom Ranges highlights the fundamental misalignment between global biodiversity 
conservation goals and the cultural, social, and economic realities of local populations. 

To achieve sustainable peace and development, policy must pivot toward cross-border CBNRM 
initiatives. By transforming contested areas into shared stewardship zones—for instance, along the 
Dângrêk ridge—neighboring communities are forced into cooperation based on shared 
environmental and livelihood needs (e.g., water, forestry, wildlife protection). This shifts the 
framework from a political deadlock over abstract sovereignty to pragmatic collaboration based 
on tangible resource requirements, thereby strengthening regional stability from the ecosystem up. 

5.5 Policy Recommendations for Elevating Local Knowledge 

To drive sustainable development and stability in the Thai-Cambodian border region and the 
broader Indo-Pacific, policy efforts must formally integrate local knowledge and agency through 
targeted mechanisms. Mechanisms like the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), which aims to 
advance economic and social development across the mainland, must ensure that the benefits of 
initiatives such as cross-border tourism are equitably distributed and truly reach the 
underdeveloped segments of the economic corridors. Governmental agencies and private sector 
actors must work to reduce barriers to local participation in the cross-border economy. This 
requires ministries of industry and commerce to simplify regulations and protocols for cross-
border trade, engaging local SME associations, and ensuring that training data and learning tools 
are contextualized and localized for Southeast Asian communities. 



6. Conclusion: A New Paradigm for Regional Dynamics 

The complexities of Thai-Cambodian relations—a relationship characterized by moments of 
profound cultural intimacy and periods of intense military hostility—cannot be fully grasped 
without acknowledging the deep, enduring influence of local history and grassroots agency. 

This paper has demonstrated that Grassroots factors are primary shapers of state relations, often 
acting as stabilizers that compel cooperation and temper nationalist fervor originating from the 
capital. Local history reveals a pre-national narrative of shared identity, economic 
interdependence, and cultural synchronicity, which fundamentally challenges the modern, state-
imposed narrative of division and zero-sum territorial disputes. The elevation of local 
knowledge and the bottom-up perspective is not just an academic exercise but a practical 
necessity for finding sustainable resolutions to conflicts, such as the Preah Vihear dispute, by 
reframing them as matters of shared heritage management. 

The future of sustainable development and conflict resolution in the Indo-Pacific relies on our 
willingness to look past the grand geopolitical stage and listen to the histories being told and lived 
on the ground. By centering the voices, memories, and cooperative mechanisms of border 
populations, we engage in a necessary act of decolonizing knowledge, paving the way for a more 
nuanced, inclusive, and peaceful regional dynamic. Further research should focus on comparative 
case studies of local dispute resolution mechanisms along the Thai-Cambodian border to develop 
a standardized framework for integrating local knowledge into regional foreign policy 
formulation. 
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