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Abstract This essay explores the ways in which the materiality of rice is encountered

by agents along the production-consumption chain, from farmers to processors to

urban consumers. Each agent, whether it is a farmer, miller, trader, consumer, or

agronomic research agency, defines what is material (i.e., both tangible and discur-

sively relevant) with respect to his or her relationship to rice. Materiality of rice is

informally constituted by each actor in ideological standards that guide and configure

how different aspects of rice, such as cultivation, milling, and variety, equate with

quality and desirability. Technical standards, which originate from ideological stan-

dards and discursive norms, crystallize certain combinations of quality characteristics

in space and time. Although technical standards initially exist as points of reference

within more comprehensive ideological standards, they can multiply and increasingly

dominate the material encounter with rice. Local actors, however, can contest this

process by trying to bring technical standards more into line with ideological inten-

tions. More specifically, I explore how a technical organic standard is situated within

an ideological standard for natural in Cambodia, a country with strong historical and

contemporary sympathies for ecological agriculture. I find that organic/natural is an

important platform for promoting popular control over standardization and, more

generally, over commoditization of food.
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1 Introduction

This paper sets out to explore ways in which the materiality of rice is encountered and

reshaped by themultitude of agents along the path from the field to the rice bowl. Each
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agent, whether it is a farmer, miller, trader, consumer, or agronomic research agency,

defines what is material (i.e., both tangible and discursively relevant) with respect to

his or her relationship to rice. For example, each actor has somewhat different expec-

tations about what constitutes quality and suitability in each of his or her domains.

Generally, farmers tend to value farm system characteristics; traders and processors

value standards and marketability; consumers (which also include farmers) value

taste, texture, and fragrance; agronomic research institutions privilege productivity

and consistency. These actors exert their respective influence on the various configu-

rations of rice by demanding and transforming varieties, cultivation methods, and

standards that suit their evolving needs on the farm, in the test plot, in themarketplace,

and on the kitchen table. Farmers in agrarian societies, as themajority of producers and

consumers, historically have played the largest cumulative role in the formation of

tastes, farming systems, and processing. Urban consumers and traders, as well as

research institutions, also play a role in configuring production-consumption patterns

for rice in poor countries. However, with the onset of large-scale commoditization of

staple crops in the seventeenth century and the climax of the so-called Green Revolu-

tion in the mid-twentieth century,1 the state and select international agencies have

typically become the dominant agents in many countries. They privilege a narrow

productivist experience with the materiality of rice and work to curtail the influence of

producers, traders, and consumers (Smith 2010; Courville 2006). However, with the

decline of the hegemony of green revolution agriculture in international development

discourse, localized food and agriculture systems, often with ecological character-

istics, have been increasingly reasserted by a wider stakeholder base.

Through a focus on the materiality of rice in Cambodia, I describe the locally

specific ways that commoditization and agrarian transformation are managed by

reconfiguring technical and ideological standards. Technical standards are a codifica-

tion of certain material aspects of rice that the private and public sectors deem worthy

of institutionalization and regulation (see, e.g., Thévenot 2009;Hill 1990). Ideological

standards are informal, relational, and flexible guidelines for quality assessment root-

ed in experience that often overlap with technical standards but are defined in differ-

ent terms and experienced in different ways (e.g., sensory perception, in negotiation,

through measurement).2 A relevant example is the technical standard organic and the

ideological standard natural. The former requires specific guidelines to be fulfilled;

the latter is broadly agreed upon in society but ultimately settled individually. In a

general sense, ideological standards are the antecedents of technical standards, though

the former has a much broader purview and can encompass characteristics that are not

easily defined or are symbolic (Appadurai 1986), such as tastiness, fragrance, texture,

and heritage value. Ideological standards are also relational and fluid, which is to say

that they do not judge one characteristic to the exclusion of others and that they are

1 By green revolution agriculture (lowercase), I refer primarily to a package of policy and technical

interventions referenced in modernist agricultural literature, including, but not limited to, government-

assisted land consolidation, widespread irrigation projects, varietal narrowing through external seed

input, and support (usually subsidies) for fertilizer and other agrochemicals (Kaosa-ard and Rerkasem

2000).
2 This conception of ideological standards is broadly consistent with French convention theory (notably

from Boltanski and Thévenot 2006); differences are clarified further in the text.
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configured individually and in relation to group preferences. Technical standards, on

the contrary, are fixed and derive from a limited participant base (often international

standards), which can result in, for example, a rice variety with excellent growth

characteristics but such miserable flavor that it ends up being used for military rations

(Khush and Juliano 1985). It is through this type of narrow specification that the

industrialization and globalization of agriculture have caused technical standards to

become increasingly decoupled from ideological standards.

Cambodia is an interesting case in which to explore this phenomenon, as its trau-

matic contemporary history has insulated it from many residual influences of indus-

trial agriculture and its concomitant standardization. Indeed, a destructive Maoist

revolution and the ensuing political isolation during the 1970s and 1980s meant that

Cambodia emerged in the early 1990s with a relatively clean slate upon which to

develop agricultural policy and institutions.3 To add to this, by the time Cambodia

came out of isolation, what some call a paradigmatic shift had occurred in agriculture

that favored sustainable and alternative agriculture development (Beus and Dunlap

1990). Indeed, the practical orientation of international development aid—which

began flooding into Cambodia from 1992 onward—promoted a more inclusive and

democratic understanding of the materiality of rice. This open agricultural platform

combined with the persistence of agricultural knowledge systems among the popu-

lation has meant that ideological standards have predominated over technical stan-

dards. This unique case provides an opportunity to fill two gaps in the literature on

standards. The first is to address the bias in academic work toward the export and

internationalization of ecological agriculture. Laura Raynolds (2004) addresses this

somewhat by highlighting the lack of focus on the “periphery,” or the north-south

organic trade, but she and others are silent on the development of domestic organic

markets in developing countries, which are, arguably, the true periphery. The second

gap, emerging from the common view that formalization (i.e., standardization) by

economic and state actors is inevitable (e.g., Kaplinsky 2000; Ponte 2002), is the

dearth of academic literature on the issue of sustained informalization in (non)com-

modity chains, particularly in subsistence societies, in which much of the world’s

natural and heritage production is consumed without need for formal certification or

standardization.

In Cambodia, a constellation of civil society elements composed of concerned

farmers, politicians, nongovernmental organizations, and rural associations arose at

the end of the 1990s to preemptively supervise the formalization of these ideological

standards to match domestic sentiment. These formalization “moderators” in Cambo-

dian civil society enjoy at least an equal playing field with the nascent global agri-

culture sector, which includes agribusiness concerns, international agronomic

research institutions, large traders, and exporters. Functionally, all of these stakehold-

ers share a common view about raising milling quality, promoting more rice varieties

in urbanmarkets, and potentially achieving export ratings, but they differ on the issues

of who drives this process and what conditions and restrictions shall be imposed upon

3 This statement does not ignore the influences on agriculture of the Vietnamese occupation in the 1980s,

but considerable anti-Vietnamese sentiment coupled with a new constitution and new elections under the

United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia left considerable open space for new policy and insti-

tutional developments.
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this commoditization. Typically, the productivist, industrial agriculture stakeholders

support strict technical standards, objective dimensions for quality determination, and

harmonization with international standards. Civil society stakeholders, speaking pri-

marily on the behalf of small-scale farmers and domestic consumers, advocate for

more flexibility in production dynamics and for a more diverse view of standards and

quality, in which protocols for technical quality and desirability can evolve with

farmers’ practice and consumer preference (Beus and Dunlap 1990; Vandermeer

1995).

In this essay, I evaluate the material encounter through which ideological and

technical standardization proceeds in three contexts: (1) in the social context, in

which the desirability of rice for the consumer is a multidimensional assessment

that only partially reflects industrial quality concerns; (2) in the practical context, in

which traders balance the constraints imposed by ideological production systems with

prevailing quality expectations; and (3) in the semiotic context, in which promoters

develop ways to render ideological and technical aspects visible and meaningful to

customers. My approach is interdisciplinary in nature, with economic experiments

providing an empirical background to ethnographic fieldwork among rice producers,

marketers, and retailers. For practical reasons, the area of research is constrained to

Cambodia’s capital, Phnom Penh, and the lowland rice-farming provinces neighbor-

ing it.

2 Rice in Cambodian Society

In Cambodia, as in a few other developing countries that have garnered focus based on

the uniqueness of their ecological agricultural movements—most notably, Uganda,

Ethiopia, Cuba, and the Falkland Islands—there is a convergence of historical and

contemporary conditions that precondition people’s ideological standards and struc-

ture the agroecological system. Contemporary support for ecological agriculture in

Cambodia is evident by looking at its support within different social and technical

leverage points, as outlined by Raynolds (2002). To start with, government planning

documents and speeches promote the organic sector and discourage agricultural

chemicals (Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries [Cambodia] 2006; Minis-

try of Commerce [Cambodia] 2006). The media give attention, air time, and consis-

tently favorable commentary to sustainable agriculture issues, training programs, and

commentators.4Multilateral development agencies both praise the organic production

and criticize the exclusionary conditions restricting entry of corporate agribusiness

(World Bank 2005; Cai et al. 2008; Purcell andRich 2002). The current market itself is

also evidence of the success. Cambodia is the regional leader in organic production

(IFOAM and FiBL 2008, 2010),5 and the organic output is almost entirely consumed

4 This is based on a six-year sampling of coverage of agricultural issues in three Khmer newspapers (Koh

Santepheap, Rasmey Thmei, Kampuchea Thmei), two English-language dailies (Phnom Penh Post, Cam-

bodia Daily), two popular radio stations in rural areas (Radio France Internationale, Radio Bayon), and two

television channels (Bayon TV, Cambodian Television Network).
5 This is based on the percentage of organic agricultural output and excludes Timor Leste’s coffee exports.

A further discussion of the statistical issues is given later in the paper.
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domestically, which is unusual for a least developed country. Even outside markets

have recognized this movement in Cambodia, and organic fertilizer companies are

flocking to the Cambodian market (Sophakchakrya 2008).

The contemporary situation, however, owes its position largely to preconditions

that are embedded in the broader historical narrative. Agrarian change in Cambodia

has largely mirrored historical fluctuations, resulting in periods of centralization and

decentralization that have followed the rise and fall of various political regimes.

During the height of the Khmer civilization in the twelfth to fourteenth centuries,

one of the world’s largest urban centers at Angkor thrived due to expansive irrigation

and centrally coordinated rice cultivation.6 The decline of Angkor from the fourteenth

century led to the decay of waterworks and planned agricultural development for

several centuries, but it proved that the ingenuity of Cambodian management could

lead to agricultural achievement (particularly in rice cultivation). During the French

protectorate and on through the limited agricultural mechanization of King Norodom

Sihanouk’s Sangkum regime, few changes in rice agriculture took place (Samphan

1959: 23–25; Ear 1995: 35–37) before the spreading war in Vietnam began to eclipse

development goals (Ear 1995: 67–68). In 1975, the Khmer Rouge under Pol Pot came

into power; the ensuing upheaval led to the almost complete rearrangement of agri-

cultural infrastructure and labor relations. Urban citizens were forced into the country-

side, and an agrarian social economy based on collective agriculture predominated

until the Khmer Rouge were deposed by the Vietnamese in 1979 (Chandler 2000

[1983]; De Nike et al. 2000: 352–53).

During the 1980s, people were focused on returning to their land and rebuilding

communities rather than assembling coherent agricultural policy. Although sporadic

elements of industrial agriculture began filtering into Cambodia during this period,

this was not in the framework of agricultural policy.7 After the departure of the

Vietnamese and opening up of the country to development aid as a result of the

Paris Peace Agreement in 1991, Cambodia was exposed to the prevailing discourse

in agricultural development at that time, which had begun to focus on food sovereignty

and ecology (Fairbairn 1995; Pingali, Hossein, and Gerpacio 1995; Altieri 1987; Ellis

and Biggs 2001; Vandermeer 1995). This discursive shift encountered congruent

structural dynamics in Cambodia, notably that many farmers continued to be

“organic” by default (Sok Siphana in Makarady 2007; De Launey 2005).8 Since the

turn of the century, this structural characteristic has been viewed as an opportunity for

scaling up ecological agriculture in Cambodia and other emerging markets (United

Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 2002).

6 Angkorean hydrological development has been studied by a series of researchers, most notably Bernard-

Philippe Groslier, Christophe Pottier, and the team of the University of Sydney’s Greater Angkor Project

(see http://acl.arts.usyd.edu.au/angkor/gap/).
7 The only exception here is a pilot project of the International Rice Research Institute, which encouraged

the adoption of high-yielding varieties and fertilizer banks, some of which still operate today.
8 Default organic is a term to describe farmers who minimally do not use (or have never used) agricultural

chemicals such as inorganic fertilizer or pesticides. It can also include farmers who practice soil erosion

control, crop rotation, use of natural fertilizers andmanures, andmulching. Often it refers to farmers who do

not intentionally practice natural agriculture but lack resources (cash, credit, etc.) to purchase inputs (see the

case study of Uganda in Källander and Rundgren 2008: 167–74).
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Organic rice production has therefore emerged as a bridge between international

agricultural development trends, particularly sustainability in agriculture and food

sovereignty, and the informal aspirations in Cambodia for local diversity in the food

system and domestic consumption. In fact, postindustrial conceptions of sustainable

agriculture often deliberately resemble preindustrial agriculture (Singer 1974; Clarke

et al. 2008) and are therefore potentially easier to internalize by peasant farmers

(Goodman 1999). In practice, however, adapting preindustrial agriculture to resemble

modern practices of organic agriculture quickly faces formalization problems.Official

statistics provided by the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements

report that, in 2008 (the most recent data available at publication), 0.16 percent of the

agricultural production in Cambodia was organic (IFOAM and FiBL 2008, 2010).

Although this is higher than all neighboring Southeast Asian countries, including

Thailand, Laos, and Vietnam, as well as more distant island nations, it appears low

because most noncertified organic agriculture is not formally assessed. Indeed, in my

own sampling of lowland rice production in Cambodia, I found that 14 percent, 47

percent, or 61 percent of village families in my sample area farmed without chemical

fertilizers, depending on the definition applied.9 Furthermore, despite lacking formal

awareness of an international alternative agriculturalmovement,most farmers, aswell

as many city dwellers, were familiar with and personally agreed with the basic phi-

losophy behind organic agriculture. One of the most salient philosophical desires

expressed by farmers involved in natural production10 is to maintain varietal diversity

and control over the process of transforming (i.e., commoditizing) rice production in

Cambodia (see also Cleveland et al. 1994; Fitzgerald 1993).

3 Encountering the Materiality of Rice

3.1 Farmers and Farmer Families

With more than 75 percent of Cambodians living in the countryside (World Bank

2008) and primarily engaged in rice agriculture, most production decisions are orient-

ed toward supporting the family (including urban-based members) and the farm and

not anonymous consumers in the market. The family unit often includes kin living

temporarily in urban areas who receive rice from rural-based relatives. Generally,

rural-based members of the farming family calculate the value of the rice produced

based on the utility it provideswithin the entire farming system,which includes human

consumption but also livestock and ecosystem needs. Although farmers’ material

interactions with rice are practical in nature, they also value abstract ideals such as

purity, cultural value and heritage, locality, diversity, and taste.11 Indeed, the persis-

9 This draws from a random sampling of seventy farming families in six villages and three districts of

Takeo province, Cambodia: 14 percent use no chemical fertilizers at all; an additional 33 percent use

fertilizers only on their early-season hybrid rice varieties, but not during the main growing season; a final

14 percent only irregularly apply fertilizer.
10 Farmers in natural production include those engaged in the System of Rice Intensification as well as

certified and noncertified organic production.
11 As a calibration exercise, I conducted a double-blind taste test with farmer families in 2009, in which I

brought premium-grade supermarket rice from the United Kingdom to Cambodia for farmers to evaluate
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tence of “folk varieties” indicates that complex farming system and social character-

istics provide incentive to be wary of modern varieties and the consequent changes to

farmer practice knowledge systems they entail (Cleveland, Soleri, and Smith 1994;

Fitzgerald 1993). To illustrate the diversity of considerations at the farm level, I will

highlight farmer perceptions from my fieldwork in the lowlands of three different

variety types: traditional, high-yielding, and improved traditional.

Traditional Variety: Red Rice (Sro Krahom). This variety is well-known in the

southern lowlands and encompasses one long-season and one medium-season variety

(Fig. 1). The straw output is high, which is valuable for the farming system. The yield,

however, is modest, though reliable and considered “sufficient.” It is often a landrace

and therefore well adapted to the soil andweather; the crop is rarely damaged bywind

and hard rain (lodging) or by an early onset of drought. The responsiveness of Red

Rice to inorganic fertilizer is poor, so it is suited to informal organic cultivation for

within-family consumption. The taste is flavorful (nutty), and it is mildly aromatic. The

texture is coarse, but the rice expands considerably upon cooking, is filling, and is rich

in protein.When found in urbanmarkets, it is often soldmixed togetherwith rice under

other names. The farm gate value is on the lower end of the spectrum, around $0.25 per

kilogram.12

Due to their utility in the farming system, traditional varieties such as Red Rice are

often selected for the medium- or long-season cultivation, which represents approxi-

mately 75 percent of the total rice produced annually in Cambodia (U.S. Department

of Agriculture 2010). For festival rice or commercial sale, improved traditionals or

other aromatic varieties are cropped in parallel with traditional varieties. In my field-

work, themajority of farmers indicated their preference for “everyday eating rice” that

tastes neutral but “puffs out” (i.e., swells without becoming pasty) upon cooking,

which is indicative of high protein and amylose content in the endosperm (Vanaja

and Babu 2003; Singhal, Kulkarni, and Rege 1997: 57–58), an informal assessment of

important dietary and eating-quality characteristics. These everyday varieties are

meant to represent their working-class status and allow them space to use a fancier

variety to celebrate festivals.13 Traditional varieties such as Red Rice also supply

adequate straw for livestock, mature at the desired time of the year, and are valued for

their resilience to inclement conditions. Growing certain varieties under organic con-

ditions is also looked upon favorably and can fetch a higher pricewhile eliminating the

costs of inorganic fertilizer and the health problems associated with applying agri-

alongside premium-grade IR56 (a high-yielding variety) and one middle-grade and one high-grade Cam-

bodian variety. All were middle-grain varieties and not obviously distinguishable. Six farmer couples

received access to the dry grain, and four wives steamed the four samples using the same water:grain

ratio and pot. Along multiple dimensions (including fragrance, aroma, and cooking quality), the six farmer

couples anonymously rated the Cambodian varieties the highest, followed by IR56 and the premiumBritish

supermarket rice.
12 Price data were collected in Phnom Penh markets 15 May 2010 and confirmed by phone with local

farmers.
13 In two districts of Takeo province in Cambodia, I documented thirty-one distinct varieties of rice. Often,

farmers grow multiple varieties in order to cater to different functions, such as for festivals and weddings,

visitors, elderly without teeth, pastries, and animal feed.
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chemicals. Farmers also report that inorganic fertilizers increase the coarseness and

reduce the fragrance of the rice.14

High-Yielding Varieties: IR56 and CAR11. These two varieties are often conflated by

farmers due to their similarities. Both are dwarf varieties and feature a short growth

duration, which makes them ideal for early-season cropping. The straw output is low

due to the dwarf growth feature, but the early harvest timing yields fresh straw at the

end of the lean season. The yield is similar to Red Rice without inputs, but these

varieties have high responsiveness to inorganic fertilizer and are thus typically not

grown organically. The taste is disliked, and the steamed rice lacks an attractive

aroma. The texture is coarser than traditional varieties. The farm gate value is the

lowest of all varieties, around $0.18 per kilogram.

IR varieties, which are developed by the International Rice Research Institute and

were largely responsible for the Green Revolution in Asia, are similar in growth

dynamics to CAR varieties, which are produced by the Cambodian Agriculture

Research andDevelopment Institute (CARDI). Early-season rice cultivation is almost

Fig. 1 Strawstack in southernCambodiamade primarily of long-stem traditional rice varieties. Photograph

by the author, February 2010

14 Organic paddy can fetch a 5–10 percent premium,which combinedwith savings from avoiding fertilizer

purchases can compensate farmers for yield loss of 0.30 to 0.55 metric tons/hectare, not including health

benefits and rice grain quality improvements. When improved ecological field management techniques

are employed, such as the System of Rice Intensification, yield loss is commonly minimized or eliminated

(68 percent of respondents) (Feuer 2007).
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exclusively cropped with IR and CAR varieties, which represents most of the remain-

ing 25 percent of the total annual rice production. Due to their poor taste, it is difficult

to findCAR and IR varieties in the household consumermarket; most of the produce is

exported informally to Vietnam, sold to the government as soldier rations, employed

as feedstock, and used as famine relief. Low desirability is a well-known problemwith

many short-duration dwarf varieties despite an increasing focus since the 1980s on

improving grain quality (Khush and Juliano 1985; International Rice Research Insti-

tute 2010). A further well-documented disadvantage is the potential decline in pro-

ductivity through seed saving and/or the dependence on annual seed purchases

(Fitzgerald 1993).

Improved Traditional: Phkar Rumduol. This variety is an improved version of Cam-

bodia’s famous Phkar Malis aromatic variety, bred by CARDI. It is a long-stem

variety with a medium growing season. The straw output is very high, and the yield

is moderate, which makes it an attractive supplementary rice variety for farmers

(Fig. 2). Phkar Rumduol is moderately responsive to inorganic fertilizer, though

farmers often prefer to grow aromatic varieties without fertilizer for quality reasons.

It is also adapted to local soils and farming systems already present for PhkarMalis. It

has a tendency to lodge under conditions of strong wind and rain. It usually matures

far ahead of droughts. The taste is very good, and the rice is strongly aromatic. The

texture is soft and chewy, making it an ideal dessert or festival rice. The farm gate

value is similar to Phkar Malis at the expensive end of the spectrum, around $0.34 per

kilogram.

Phkar Rumduol is an improved variety that has been very successful in displacing

traditional aromatic varieties in the wet season. Bymaintaining the growing dynamics

of Phkar Malis, which was already familiar to farmers, CARDI was able to craft a

variety that represented a marginal productivity improvement without sacrificing

flavor and aroma, or what is called an “elite folk variety” (Cleveland, Soleri, and

Smith 1994). Phkar Rumduol also retains the long stalks of Phkar Malis, which are

critical for providing straw for smallholder farm use. It also built upon the taste of a

well-known variety under the logic that trying to engineer good taste was a losing

proposition for scientists. As one CARDI staff member commented to me: “We are

neither the chef nor the eater, so how can we judge what tastes good?”15 This fits with

ongoing research, which has indicated that high-yielding aromatic rice varieties bred

at international agencies often fail to achieve par with improved traditional varieties

imported from Asia (Suwansri et al. 2002).

3.2 Handlers and Traders

The imperative for traders and handlers is to add enough value to the grain to outweigh

the costs associated with their salary, transport, milling, certification, and packaging,

while ensuring optimum storability. Each marginal product-quality (e.g., aromatic),

process-quality (e.g., organic), quality-control (e.g., premium grade), or marketing

15 Anonymous, personal communication to the author, 12 February 2010.
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technique can raise the value of the rice (Grunert 1995), but this comes at the cost of

losing the marginally poorer consumer. The common result is that traders market

enough varieties and quality grades to capture the widest range of desirability con-

figurations, ideally so that each consumer buys the most expensive price that she is

able.

At the farm gate, the trader must determine the potential value of the farmer’s rice

and must consider the risk of receiving degraded rice. Through interviews and other

formal and informal assessments, the trader must ascertain the variety, harvesting

conditions, and cultivation practices (e.g., organic). A trader can typically inspect the

grains, sample the steamed rice, crush the grains to check for moisture and starch gel

consistency, or employ measurement instruments (e.g., for moisture content).

Depending on her relationship with the farmer, she may also cross-reference any

information provided, particularly cultivation practices, with neighbors. After pur-

chase, reducing grain breakage through proper drying, preparation, and milling

becomes a priority. Based on her chosen degree of market segmentation, the trader

will sort the rice into different grades: breakage of 0–5 percent with little foreign

matter typically indicates “premium quality”; 5–20 percent is viewed as grade 2;more

than 30 percent is summarily lumped together as “low quality,” “cheap,” or grade 3.

Additionally, broken and damaged kernels can be graded in a separate category for

livestock feed or powdering.

After milling, the trader or processor focuses her attention on selecting how to

represent the product to consumers. Generally, a trader has an incentive to achieve

Fig. 2 Southern Cambodian farmer exhibiting long-stem traditional variety under organic cultivation.

Photograph by the author, October 2009
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product qualities that are readily visible to the consumer, such as milling quality,

polish, aroma, and packaging. Invisible characteristics that cannot be readily con-

firmed by customers before purchase, such as place of origin, age, and variety, can be

promoted, downplayed, or distorted through marketing (Schnettler et al. 2008). Trad-

ers can also attempt tomanipulate consumers by using artificial whiteners or aromas or

by mixing together different varieties.

Handlers and traders of organic rice face many of the same demands as those

dealing in conventional rice, but they must additionally consider the ideological

views of their investor and consumer bases. Indeed, as actors embedded in a broader

ecological movement, promoters of organic rice must manage the contradictions that

emerge from attempting to satisfy both the standards of the urban market and the

principles of ecological rural development. On the one hand, natural rice production is

the by-product of a rural development nongovernmental organization, the Cambodian

Center for Study and Development in Agriculture (CEDAC), which has goals outside

of producing for the market, including smallholder self-sufficiency, conserving bio-

logical diversity (among varieties), and providing a fiscally safe environment in which

to transition from conventional to organic rice production. On the other hand, the

quasi-private sector promoters of organic rice, the “CEDAC Enterprise” (Sahakreas

CEDAC), are compelled to cater to a long-standing regime populated by traders and

marketers andmoderated by deep-rooted ideological standards,which also value basic

characteristics such as standardized quality and consistent products (Straughan and

Roberts 1999). Success is a matter of achieving the highest technical standards pos-

sible (constrained by the development apparatus) and then appealing to sympathies in

line with the ideological standards of ecological agriculture.

Many of the goals inherent to the rural development programming are inconsistent

with satisfying the technical standards of marketers (Ellis et al. 2006). For example,

serving as a reliable and supportive middleman for smallholder organic rice farmers

occasionally obliges the CEDAC Enterprise to purchase low-grade paddy from parti-

cipating farmers. This endangers their standardized quality and jeopardizes other de-

sirability characteristics such as fragrance. Indeed, the 2008 season rice was plagued

with mildew because of inconsistent drying practices of some farmers and poor

storage capacity of the CEDAC Enterprise. CEDAC also faces problems of scale: it

lacks the transport capacity to draw rice from diffusely scattered smallholders and has

insufficient bargaining power at local ricemills to prioritize their paddy. The result is a

degradation of standardized quality in their milled rice, which diminishes CEDAC’s

credibility and negatively affects the perception of organic. On many levels, the

development goals that helped secure donor funding and promote rural development

involve practices that sacrifice the promoters’ capability to achieve marketability.

Due to the diversity in ideological standards for rice, the CEDACEnterprise cannot

position its organic rice as a simple substitute for conventional varieties. Instead, its

members try as hard as they can to achieve quality parity with rice in the marketplace

and then hope consumers’ ideological standards for natural rice balance out negative

characteristics. Consumers who wish to buy into natural products with an organic

certification are commonly faced with the trade-offs resulting from CEDAC’s pro-

duction and processing (Fig. 3). First, they must often settle for lower-quality rice (by

milling standards), although this is improving incrementally. Second, their selection

of rice varieties is limited; only the middle to upper spectrum of varieties is rep-
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resented. Third, there are often subtle ideological standards for quality, that is, con-

figurations of fragrance, cooking quality, and place of origin, that are not necessarily

aligned with many consumers’ preferences. Fourth, the price is higher—typically

5–10 percent, but up to 20 percent according to my surveys. The result is that the

ecological attribute must often compensate not only for the price premium but also

potentially for other unwanted or neutral characteristics. Under normal circumstances,

consumerswould seek a different trader or a different variety to align their preferences

more exactly—but in the case of organic rice, they are constrained to very few readily

available companies.16

However, my research in wet markets in Phnom Penh indicates that the ideological

standard for natural rice often softens expectations in other domains and therefore

makes even a limited selection of organic varieties marketable to a wide range of

customers. In a marketing experiment designed to explore this dynamic, I provided

organic rice to small wet-market traders on credit and instructed them to sell it as they

would any other rice.17 Traders reported that the organic rice not only crowds out the

same variety of conventional rice but also attracts customers who regularly buy vari-

eties that do not yet have an organic counterpart. The customer base is broadly repre-

Fig. 3 Workers sorting and packing several varieties of organic rice in a Phnom Penh warehouse of the

CEDAC Enterprise. Photograph by the author, February 2010

16 Cambodia has a few other noncertified organic rice labels, such as Ibis, New Rain, Saravan, and the

CCRD Rice Mill (Schmerler 2006). These initiatives, however, have a very small scale and minimal diffu-

sion into regular markets in Cambodia compared with CEDAC’s NAP brand.
17 In this experiment, twelve traders participated.
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sentative of the middle-class and lower-middle-class urbanites who shop at wet

markets. To position the organic rice, the traders minimally reference the technical

standard (i.e., the certification), but they usually have more success if they appeal to

the ideological standards for natural rice. For example, often they market the rice as

both romantically traditional (farming in the old way) and also modern (inspected and

controlled, advertised on the radio). They make claims on quality that are not objec-

tively proven but appeal to the ideological standards for natural, including better

fragrance, texture, and health due to the avoidance of chemical inputs. In a country

where such claims are not preemptively rejected by agribusiness concerns and

besieged by lawyers, traders casually justify their claims with common sense or

expedience. As one trader illustrates, “Farmers say that rice made with fertilizer is

tough and not as tasty-smelling. And until someone finds out that this is wrong, I think

it’s fair. . . . I’m not 100 percent sure if eating organic rice is healthier, but I guess that it

improves the farmers’ health. So if it improves anyone’s health, I think it’s fair to say

that this rice is good for health.”18

3.3 The Urban Consumer

While certain trade characteristics of rice quality, such as breakage, foreign matter, or

fragrance (Webb 1991), generate defined quality brackets for urban customers, pref-

erences for other criteria, such as variety, origin, and texture, are based on personal

background and individual taste (Kloppenburg et al. 2000; Cleveland, Soleri, and

Smith 1994). By far the most important determinant of these preferences among

urban Cambodians is their strong relationship with rural farming communities. This

dynamic is particularly salient in Cambodia, a country in which, in 1975, all urban

citizens were marched into the countryside by the Khmer Rouge to take part in an

agrarian social economy based on rice farming. The population of former urbanites

was decimated due to politically motivated killings and the hardships of transitioning

to rural farm life (Chandler 2000 [1983]). The cities repopulated slowly after the

Khmer Rougewere deposed in 1979, andmost urban Cambodians today still are either

directly connected to the countryside through land or close relatives, or have—at

most—one generation separating them from rural life.19 As a result, urban family

members often consume rice obtained directly from their rural-based kin, or if they do

purchase rice in an urban market, their preferences and knowledge about rice are

informed by their rural upbringing (Janz et al. 2003).

Sitha Meng (pseudonym), an accountant at a bank in Phnom Penh, shares a typical

story of a new urban family:

My parents grow rice and have a small banana plantation in Kompong Cham

province. My father used to be a furniture maker in Phnom Penh before Pol Pot

came, but now he is a farmer. . . . When I was growing up, we used to eat a rice

variety called Bei Khua.We also ate special rice for festivals and holidays called

18 Anonymous, personal communication with the author, Phnom Penh, 15 February 2010.
19 Anecdotal evidence of this phenomenon emerges annually during the extended holiday of Khmer New

Year, in which consistently around half of the urban population returns to their homesteads in the

countryside.
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Phkar Malis. When I first moved to Phnom Penh to study, I brought bags of our

traditional variety of rice to eat with my brother who was living with me. We

saved a lot of money that way, only buying vegetables and some meat. These

days, I buy most of my rice in the market, even though I still bring a little bit of

rice back when I visit my parents during Khmer NewYear. . . . Because I studied

hard and I have a good job now, I started to buy PhkarMalis to eat at home all the

time. It has a good aroma and it is soft and good for guests. But if I go home, I

enjoy Bei Khua, because it reminds me of my childhood. (11 November 2009,

Phnom Penh)

Despite her new identity in the city, Sitha still refers to her parents’ farm in Kompong

Cham as “home,” and like many urban dwellers, she romanticizes the traditional

varieties of her childhood, although she considers her ability to buy Phkar Malis as

a signifier of her upward class mobility. The transition to urban lifestyles is often

accompanied by an appreciation of product-oriented quality and quality control, such

as famous varieties or “premium” grades. For Sitha and other rural émigrés, however,

formal market quality characteristics only bracket the individual and personal process

of selecting suitable rice of a desired quality, which is informed by their rural back-

ground and knowledge in rice. To illuminate this idiosyncratic dynamic, I will con-

trive two stories about buying rice in Cambodia based on fieldwork with traders and

consumers. These stories, much like tricks for choosing tasty apples or scanning

ingredient lists, provide informal evidence of quality and ordering of preferences.

In the big city. After scanning the available varieties and inquiring about the

place of origin of the rice, the average urban consumer in Cambodia will refer to

her informal list that ranks her favorite provincesmatchedwith various varieties

(Fig. 4). Before judging if the price is fair, she may also confer with the trader

about invisible characteristics, such as organic production. She will make a

judgment concerning the honesty and reliability of the trader and weigh this

accordingly. Finally, she will bury her hand deep in the rice and then scoop up a

handful of a potential candidate to examine it visually and smell it. She is feeling

for coarseness and inspecting for extraneous stones, broken and yellowed

grains, and considering shape and opacity. She is put off mildly by broken

and yellowed grains, but she strongly disfavors stones, which can damage

teeth. The shape is both an aesthetic and a nutritive consideration. A pleasing

shape is a casual indicator of the “fullness” of the grains (i.e., their maturity and

potentially their nutrition). The fragrance, similarly, is a hygiene consideration

as well as a matter of preference; it should be free of musty odors and at least

lightly floral, even if it is a nonaromatic variety. This indicates whether it has

been dried and stored correctly and, as some farmers argue, whether fertilizers

have been used (they diminish fragrance, in addition to affecting cooked tex-

ture). A particularly lovely bouquet can, at this point, compel a purchase. In the

end, she buys one kilogram of the chosen variety to taste at home, checking

finally for a fluffy texture and postcooking aroma. If she is satisfied, she will

return to the same trader during that year but she will continue to make oc-

casional inspections.
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In a village or small-townmarket. The average rural consumer directly exam-

ines the various grains on offer with a clear picture of what her family needs.

Because she is familiar with the advantages and disadvantages of different

cultivars, she will often select multiple varieties that fulfill different purposes:

for steaming, for soups, for dessert, and even for animal feed. With little input

from the trader, she will determine where the rice originated, if the grains are

mature, and whether or not fertilizers or pesticides have been applied. She has a

clear preference for rice from particular areas in the regions and for rice unaf-

fected by agrochemicals (though she does not seek a strict organic certification).

In particular, she inspects the chalkiness of the embryo and the fragrance

because she desires a grain that swells upon cooking, which is indicative of

higher protein content and of rice that is lighter on the stomach (so as not to

hinder manual labor). She is generally not concerned by broken grains, admit-

ting that they have poor millingmachinery locally and that kernel breakage is an

aesthetic consideration and not a practical one. Generally, she is seeking a

weaker fragrance and a neutral taste, as her family eats proportionately far

more rice than urban people and they desire an everyday variety. After the

inspection, she will negotiate on the price and, if fair, she is usually confident

enough to buy as much as she can afford.

In both of the preceding stories, the buyers clearly consider some of the characteristics

that are traditionally standardized in rice, but they also prioritize other characteristics

Fig. 4 Amodest-sized rice tradermarketing seven different varieties of different grades, including organic.

Photograph by the author, July 2011
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without a clear hierarchy (Straughan and Roberts 1999). Price is perhaps the only

characteristic that has a linear (negative) relationship with desirability. But in general,

the mental calculus that leads to an eventual purchase of rice comprises a complicated

series of trade-offs that preempt the potentiality of one universally desirable rice.

Indeed, fulfilling a technical standard, such as organic, does not necessarily create

an organic substitute; instead, it invokes an ideological standard of natural rice that

reshuffles valuation of other dimensions of the rice (Murdoch andMiele 1999). A few

customers with whom I have had direct contact have commented to me that although

the organic rice they bought is not perfect, “it will do.”

4 Formalizing the Encounter with the Materiality of Rice

Along the production-consumption chain, agents encounter the materiality of rice in

idiosyncratic and locally specific ways and seek to shape it to fit their needs. Their

combined efforts result in configurations of rice that accommodate a diverse range of

ideological standards. In Cambodia, informal ideological standards continue to pre-

vail over technical standards because the needs of the farm system still dominate the

material demands of rice. Rural preferences favor agroecological diversity in farm

systems and independence from strict technical standards, a sentiment that is often

transmitted to city markets through urban extensions of farming families. In parallel,

however, international standards for export, development practice, and international

ideals embedded in the “alternative agriculture” discourse shape the way interactions

with materiality are formalized. As a result, mechanisms for certifying place of origin,

chemical standards for quantifying shelf life and cooking quality, and organic stan-

dards become enshrined in technical standards. However, these standards, which are

part of market maturation and commoditization, only complement the ideological

standards that people ultimately use to value rice. Organic, for example, becomes a

technical point of departure for assessing rice, but actual marketability is still incum-

bent on catering to the broader ideological standards of consumers. These standards

converge on broader societal preferences (especially rural ones), but they also diverge

individually and evolve rapidly. In the end, idiosyncratic valuations by end users based

on social class, ecological awareness, and tastes determinewhat sort of rice is demand-

ed. For handlers and traders to successfully serve urban markets, it is important not

only to strategically configure varieties and technical standards but also to position

ideological standards to suit different audiences.

5 Conclusion

The narrative of contemporary Cambodian history has provided an open platform on

which the cumulative social, practical, and semiotic negotiations between agents

along the production-consumption chain can be expressed. Formalizing, codifying,

and legislating the ideological standards of farmers, handlers, urban consumers, and

traders was, and is, a process of clarifying their interactions with the materiality of rice

and finding commonalities to render explicit. By empowering a wide stakeholder base

to contribute to the process of constituting socially desirable rice configurations, the
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democratic discourse of alternative agriculture in Cambodia has enabled interactions

with the materiality of rice to inform agricultural development and has led to more

formal control over the inevitable process of commoditization.

This process can be undermined, however, through the radical decoupling of tech-

nical standards from their associated ideological standards. Technical standards range

in degree of intervention from defining suitable grain moisture level for storage to

defining what amylose/amylopectin ratio makes for tasty cooked rice (Vanaja and

Babu 2003; Singhal, Kulkarni, and Rege 1997: 57–58). More often, however, tech-

nical standards oversimplify: they privilege one characteristic, such as short growing

season, to the exclusion of others, such as resilience or taste. In the end, the more

intrusive the technical standard, the morematerial facets of rice are fixed and removed

from ideological interpretation and material encounter. Indeed, the strict uniformity

and technical standards of the Green Revolution have been valorized for producing

cereal calories and facilitating food security through trade (e.g., Hill 1990; McMillen

1981; Heady 1966, 1967), but they preempted the democratic experience of materi-

ality and thus diverged radically from ideological standards.

In contemporary Cambodia, however, the domestic strata (farmer families, urban

consumers, small traders) are largely experiencing a diversification of the rice system.

Informal interaction with the materiality of rice has provided democratic space and

encouraged transformations in the production-consumption chain that allow the diver-

sity of organic rice to evolve with end user preferences. But as a growing exporter of

rice, Cambodia also faces entrenched international commercial and industrial actors

(German NGO Forum on Environment and Development 2005; Raynolds 2004). The

international market, however, is not monolithic, and the Green Revolution is no

longer the dominant discourse; there is increasingly space created for expressions

of locality—Fairtrade, Participatory Guarantee Systems, and heritage (heirloom)

grains, are a few current examples. However, in addition to these well-known

examples, there is also space for novel expressions in rice agriculture that may yet

emerge from creative interactions with materiality by agents in Cambodia.
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of origin in food consumption in a developing country. Food Quality and Preference 19: 372–82.

Singer, Peter (1974). All animals are equal. Philosophical Exchange 1: 103–16.

Singhal, Rekha S., Pushpa R. Kulkarni, and Dinanath V. Rege (1997). Handbook of indices of food quality

and authenticity. Cambridge: Woodhead.

Smith, Elta (2010). Imaginaries of development: The Rockefeller Foundation and rice research. Science as

Culture 18: 461–82.

Sophakchakrya, Khouth (2008). Farmers facing a fertiliser glut. Phnom Penh Post, 23 September.

Straughan, Robert D., and James A. Roberts (1999). Environmental segmentation alternatives: A look at

green consumer behavior in the new millennium. Journal of Consumer Marketing 16: 558.

Suwansri, S., J.-F.Meullenet, J. A. Hankins, and K. Griffin (2002). Preference mapping of domestic/import-

ed jasmine rice for U.S.-Asian consumers. Journal of Food Science 67: 2420–31.
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