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International Grant Program 2018

Understanding "Us" to know "Them": Employing Facilitative Listening Design regionally to
build empathy towards the Other through understanding those we can relate to

ive years ago, we sat together after finishing two
F projects about promoting understanding towards
other ethnic groups in Cambodia. Having worked with
minorities in our city and in areas along the Cambodia-
Vietnam border, we were full of reflections and thoughts
about the future. What if we extended our work into

neighbouring countries Vietnam and Thailand?

At the heart of our work has been the action of “radical
listening.” This form of listening requires you to put
away all the filters that influence you to judge someone.
Instead, it fosters the space for the speaker to be open,
and for you to resist the temptation to respond with your
own bias. It" s one of the most difficult human actions

to engage in, particularly between different people with

very different perspectives.

@ The Cambodian team filming an ethnic Vietnamese family
living on the water in Kampong Chhnang province. @The team in
Vietnam filming an ethnic Khmer dancer in Tra Vinh province.
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Understanding ‘Us’ to know ‘Them’

A framework to question identity and association to “the other”

@ Raymond Hyma and Suyheang Kry Women Peace Makers, Cambodia

Over several years, we developed our own homegrown
participatory action research approach in Cambodia
known as Facilitative Listening Design (FLD). FLD
is a community-centred methodology that facilitates
community members themselves to lead research
activities including planning, data collection, and
analysis on topics that are relevant to them. Community
researchers, known as “Listeners,” reach out to subjects
for their research who are known as “Sharers.” They
have open conversations without any notetaking or
recording to foster an atmosphere for genuine discussion
on the selected issue. After the conversation, Listeners
note everything they heard in a template that is
customised for them to record the data which is later
presented and analysed in the full group. FLD puts
equal focus on the process as the findings, meaning that
changes in perceptions by the Listeners themselves over
the course of the research are seen as just as important
through transformation that commonly happens when
people listen to multiple points of view.

he choice of particular minority groups was not
T haphazard. In Cambodia, the ethnic Vietnamese
minority has long been seen with suspicion and as
perpetual outsiders by the mainstream Khmer majority
due to complex historical, political, and social factors.
We began with ethnic Vietnamese residents in a
floating community and from there, built our regional
community. We looked across to Vietnam, where the
ethnic “Southern” Khmer have been living in the Mekong

Delta for centuries. In Thailand, the ethnic “Northern”
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Khmer living in the province of Surin were similar,
maintaining many aspects of their ancient culture and
language. These two minority groups outside Cambodia
were seen positively by Cambodian Khmer, and even
with a sense of nostalgia. Although ethnic Vietnamese
communities had been living in Cambodia for multiple
generations, they continued to be seen as immigrants
by the mainstream. That influenced our decision to
engage with Cambodian migrant workers in Thailand,
many who had spent their lives as immigrants in their
neighbouring country. All three minority groups outside
Cambodia were seen as deeply connected to the Khmer

mainstream and subsequently considered to some extent

as “us.”

© The Vietnam team presents their film about an ethnic Khmer
minority dancer in their country to ethnic Khmer residents in
Surin, Thailand. Most of the audience members had participated
as "Sharers" themselves in FLD research on their own ethnic Khmer
minority community. @ The team processes data and carries out
analysis of their FLD research from across the region in Buriram,
Thailand. @ A visitor explores the exhibition of Life Afloat that
brought together an artist and an ethnic Vietnamese minority
community in Cambodia to use photography to capture scenes of
their floating village. The exhibition provided the space for people
to discuss very sensitive issues on minority groups, legal identity,
and forced relocation in a more indirect way to foster deeper
empathy and ensure safety of the community involved.

21 JOINT

Through multiple activities and public events, the crux of
this work was always to find out whether people could
relate to who they considered “the other” by exploring
how they saw themselves in different contexts. In this
case, if mainstream Khmer Cambodians could relate
to ethnic Khmer in Vietnam and Thailand who live as
minorities there, would they be able to then find any
connection to the ethnic Vietnamese living as a minority

in Cambodia?

FLD was the primary tool in mobilising minority groups
together across borders around inquiry. Each group
conducted research and met again half a year later
to process data and present results to all groups. This
analysis phase was crucial in sharing their findings
with other minority groups in addition to mainstream
members from their countries who had coordinated
activities. Listeners shared details from their communities
without any interruption because they focused on
their findings rather than expressing any opinions
or reflections. Such a learning space is where real

transformation and mutual understanding begins.

second phase of listening took place via a different
Amethodology - human-centred storytelling through
the lens of a camera. Listeners who had previously
conducted FLD were brought together and trained in
filmmaking that involved humanising everyday people.
They went back to their communities and produced
short films to capture a story from one of the Sharers
they had listened to in FLD. The documentaries were
later screened in Phnom Penh and in the communities
sparking deep dialogue with both participants and

mainstream audiences.

From a content perspective, we gained enormous new
knowledge through findings from all communities. We
learnt about pride in practising culture and traditions,
desires to meet others across borders, and very particular

challenges living as minorities in their countries. From a
project perspective, we also learnt a great deal. Minority
groups tended to transcend borders, were connectors
across countries through culture and language, and held
similar shared lived experiences. We also learnt from the
mainstream participants that supported coordination.
In one reflection session, a coordinator who was not
part of a minority group said she felt like she became
a minority in the project. She couldn’ t speak the
language many participants chose to speak to each
other, couldn’ t connect to different cultures in her own
country, and couldn’ t relate to being a minority herself
like others. This insight showed us that by bringing
minorities together across borders as a group rather than
designating them by country fostered a space where
they could tap into several layers of their identity and

connect on levels that far surpassed nationality.

n the final phase, we connected with likeminded
I experts in our three target countries plus others from
Malaysia, the Philippines, the USA, and found synergies
with those working in Myanmar. Together we discovered
that our concept, Understanding ‘Us’ to know ‘Them,’
was far more universal than the three countries we set
out to focus on. Everyone seemed to be able to identify a
group that they saw as “the other” in their own contexts.
Whether it was those of a different ethnicity, nationality,
gender identity, generation, religious belief, or ideology,
it was almost always possible to find a subgroup or
representation of oneself in that so called “other” group.
By the end of 2022, we published a comprehensive
book on our work that not only tells our stories, but also
challenges readers to apply this concept to themselves
in perceiving “the other.” We also produced a first cut
of a film that retells the stories of minority groups across
our borders and blurs characters and stories, showing
the strong connection and similarities we share from one

place to another.

i L

® The Who's Listening? Understanding 'Us' to know 'Them' book
is published and launched in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. @ Book
authors from Cambodia, the Philippines, and Malaysia discuss
the publication at the book launch.®Book authors from Thailand
and Canada discuss the publication at the book launch. @ Film
directors and the Project Representative screen and discuss
the first cut of a new film called "Where the Sun Sets" that
explores identity and the lives of minorities across the region.
The film conveys project results and the underlying concept of
Understanding 'Us' to know 'Them' in an artistic and very human
way to the public.

After working so intensely with minority communities
to push the boundaries of identity and question who
are “we” and who are “they,” we know this work needs
to reach mainstream and majority communities. Our
goal now is to not only bring together minority groups,
but to put this concept into the mainstream in order to
foster deeper empathy among them when they view
“the other,” whoever that may be. The wonderful thing
about identity is that it is not static. It is up to each
and every one of us to turn “them” into “us” by more
deeply analysing our own identities and finding a layer
to connect to others that we may not have initially

associated as being part of “our” group.
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