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Mere mention of the name Vannarith Chheang will 
immediately bring to mind notions of ASEAN 
integration and Southeast Asian diplomacy to 

those in the know. His various policy-making efforts for the 
collective socio-economic and geopolitical improvement of 
Asia Pacific via effective collaborations and various think 
tanks have been well-received and consistently lauded by 
various nations in the region. In this issue, Top 10 of Asia 
chats with the educator about the path he took that led him 
to where he is today.

A formidable figure with many 
areas of expertise, including 
ASEAN political economy 

and environmental tourism, it is hard 
to believe that Vannarith Chheang 
comes from a humble Cambodian 
background. Born in 1979, just a few 
weeks after the Khmer rouge was 
ousted, Vannarith was brought up 
by a single mother in the Stoung 
district of the Kompong Thom 
Province, one of the frontlines of the 
Cambodian civil war. As a result, the 
now-academician’s early education 
was continuously disrupted, leading 
to his mother teaching him at home. 
Evidently, the perseverance of both 
mother and son did not just stop 
there.

“There was no high school in my 
district at that time. So I cycled 
50 kilometres from my village to 
Kompong Thom provincial city to 
continue my study at high school 
level. After completing high school, 
I went to the capital Phnom Penh to 
continue my study. However, due to 
financial constraints and difficulties, I 
had to discontinue my studies there 
and I tried to get a full scholarship 
to study abroad. I was one of the 50 
students awarded a scholarship to 
study in Vietnam,” reveals Vannarith. 

Upon completing five years of 
education in Vietnam, he returned 
home with a degree in International 
Relations from the Diplomatic 
Academy of Vietnam in 2002. Right 
after returning, Vannarith landed 
a job with the Japan’s Assistance 
Team for Small Arms Management. “I 
was proud to be part of the team to 
help restore and strengthen peace 
and stability in the post-conflict 
Cambodia through collecting and 
destroying illegal weapons,” admits 
the academician.

Shortly thereafter, Vannarith went 
to Japan to complete his MA and 
PhD in the International University 
of Japan and the Ritsumeikan Asia 
Pacific University respectively. This 
exposure to numerous efforts by 
various parties in the Asia Pacific 
expanse led him to have a strong 
interest in Southeast Asian politics 

and international relations.
He went on to serve for five years 

in the Cambodian Institute for 
Cooperation and Peace, the training 
ground for the researcher to gain 
more knowledge on international 
relations before becoming a lecturer 
at the University of Leeds in early 
2013, teaching courses on Southeast 
Asian development and Asia Pacific 
politics.

The struggles that the scholar went 
through for access to even basic 
education has been a motivation 
for him to educate fellow Asians of 
the importance of education. “I am 
never tired of learning, relearning 
new things, and sharing what I 
think.  I hope that I can share my 
experiences and inspire those 
children and students who are 
struggling to get out from poverty 
through the means of acquiring 
education.” 

“Experiencing prolonged civil war 
and extreme poverty helped me 
to understand better my life goal. 
We should never give up; it is just a 
matter of time and perseverance 
before we would achieve what 
we aimed for,” advises Vannarith 
who cites Barrack Obama as 
an inspiration for the similar 
underprivileged background they 
both come from.  

When asked what the main 
inspiration for him to go on to 
become an educator, researcher 
and an intellectual was, Vannarith 
explains that it was none other than 
his mother who was responsible in 
directing his life. “She kept telling me 
“I have nothing to give you besides 
education. Knowledge is the only 
way to get us from poverty”.  She 
also told me “once you obtain your 
knowledge, don’t forget to share 
it with others.” She passed away 
before I could get my doctoral 
degree for her. However, her 
inspiring words remain deep inside 
me,” admits the scholar who plans 
to write books on governance and 
development in Southeast Asia and 
on Cambodia’s foreign policy in the 
next 10 years.
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