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Introduction

After the US had unleashed its Pearl Harbor equivalent on Iraq in 1991, and
celebrating what seemed a glorious victory in the Persian Gulf War, George
Bush [I], the then President of the US, jumped up and down in glee, screaming
“We’ve kicked the Vietnam syndrome”.1 This was regime-speak for the
supposed end of US fear to intervene in the internal affairs of other countries,
especially weak ones, if it was seen to be of advantage to US regime interests.

The real Vietnam syndrome, however, was visceral hatred of the small enemy
who, to secure independence, fought the US to a standstill. This hatred inspired
the US to exert all efforts short of further military intervention to block Viet
Nam’s recovery from the war. This included undermining the recovery of
Cambodia which, both for the French in their failed war of reconquest (1946-54)
and later for the US, was a secure rear base from which to stab Viet Nam in the
back, but which after 1979 had become a close ally of Viet Nam.

Perhaps the US insistence to construct their new Phnom Penh embassy, a real
‘Green Zone,” in the city center, and one of the largest US embassies in Asia,
obliterating an attractive French colonial recreational area, indicates a desire to
maintain the same role for Cambodia now.

The US campaign against Viet Nam and Cambodia, in contrast to similar
campaigns in Nicaragua and Cuba, was accepted by nearly the totality of US
journalism. If it was possible to occasionally find a critical editorial about
Nicaragua in the Washington Post, everyone, including some surprising cases
toward the leftward end of the political spectrum, such as it is in the US, fell into
line on Viet Nam and Cambodia.

Probably for no other controversial area of the world did the press, from large
mainstream organs to what had once been classified as moderate left, cooperate
so obsequiously with regime profpaganda, not only in limiting their own output
to support for it, but refusing to publish criticism. It seemed that the arrogant and
successful defiance of the US by a small Asian state inspired patriotic,

1 The date was 1 March 1991. I have cited this from H. Bruce Franklin, “The Last
Chapter?” Adapted from H. Bruce Franklin,M.L.A. or mythmaking in America (New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1993, pp. 177-197, 237-242, republished in
Vietham and America, edited by Marvin E. Gettlemen, Jane Franklin, Marilyn B. Young,
and H. Bruce Franklin, New York, Grove Press, 1995, pp. 500-515.

Obviously I wrote this years ago. The actions of the first George Bush now seem like
playful skirmishing compared to the aggressions of Bush junior. In what follows I
continue to write ‘Vietnam’ when the term is used as an adjective, as in ‘Vietnam
syndrome’, or in quotations, although otherwise writing ‘Viet Nam’, the official name for
the country. Note that ‘Viet Nam’ and ‘Thailand’ are anachronistic when used for times
before the 20™ century, and are here strictly conventional as areal designations for non-
specialist readers. ‘Cambodia’ is not so anachronistic, for in its native form,
kambuja/Kampuchea, it was in use at least since the 9" century.
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evenracial, horror, not only in traditional warmongers, but also in persons who
had otherwise seemed free of such psychic aberrations.

That propaganda has had continuing influence in Cambodian affairs. When
the United Nations Transitional Authority for Cambodia (UNTAC) went to
Cambodia in 1992 and 1993 to organize an election it brought in hordes of
sincere young people from western countries, most of whom, having been
exposed to years of the anti-Vietnamese, anti-Phnom Penh, press in their own
countries, arrived with a missionary prejudice against the existing Cambodian
government, and a conviction that the duty of UNTAC was to replace that
government by its rivals.

Since the end of UNTAC some of them have gone on to form the newest
generation of Cambodia pundits in the West, where they continue with their
zealotry. Others stayed in Cambodia as ‘human rights’, i.e. anti-Cambodian
Peoples Party (CPP), activists, and as the new generation of journalists, and they
have been joined by later newcomers whose prejudices reflect the same
background of biased reporting throughout the 1980s and 1990s to the present.3

Moreover, during these last few years when official US relations with Viet
Nam have been improving, albeit much too slowly, and when, finally, as some of
the old warmongers have called for a revision of US policy on Cuba, that other
hate object, the intensity of anti-Cambodian emotion connected to the traditional
anti-Viet Nam hysteria has increased, both within the milieu inside Cambodia
which I noted above, and among a certain coterie in the Us.*

There is a difference, however, in that the official State Department policy on
Cambodia since 1993, which must have at least silent backing higher up in the
executive branch, has been for collaboration with the Cambodian government,
but they are at times out-shouted by the extremists, who, although without
official backing in the US, have had strong support in the media, in a reactionary
coterie of politicians (Congressman Dana Rohrabacher, Senator Mitch
McConnell), and, very important in Cambodia, in the activity of the International
Republican Institute and broadcasts of the Voice of America.’

2 Now we see the same spineless behavior of the mainstream press with respect to Iraq.
See: Moyer’s documentary at: http://www.pbs.org/moyers/journal/btw/watch.html

3 For some examples see my Cambodia: A Political Survey (Phnom Penh, Funan Press,
2007), and below. The Cambodian People’s Party, which governed before the 1993
election, took second place in that election although remaining the real holder of power,
which was consolidated by its victory in the 1998 election.

4 The old warmongers included Henry Kissinger and George Shultz who in the mid-
1990s were calling “for a bipartisan commission to review Cuba policy”, Julia E. Sweig,
in The Nation, New York, May 1, 2007.

5 For more on the International Republican Institute see Cambodia: A Political Survey,
and Chapter 8: the ‘coup’ and beyond, below



Introduction XV

They are all kicking their own Vietnam syndromes in Cambodia, the weakest
object. Minefields are not the only coward’s war there.®

The writings in this collection are my journalistic efforts to combat those
tendencies after 1979, and to kick the real Vietnam syndrome. Thus the
expression in the title has a double meaning. Some of the pieces here were not
published when written, and those which were published were either in obscure
journals, or in a restricted regional press (Bangkok, Phnom Penh, Australia, with
one in the Guardian Weekly [UK]), which, except for the last, would not have
reached a public outside those places, and were not seen where most needed.

On the positive side, the purpose of this writing was to explain what was
happening in Cambodia after the end of ‘Democratic Kampuchea’ (Pol Pot’s
‘Khmer Rouge’), to defend the new People’s Republic of Kampuchea, after 1989
the State of Cambodia, against unjust accusations in the Western, mainly
American, press, and to take that press to task for spinelessly turning themselves
into propagandists for the official US line, as happened again after 11 September
2001.”

My efforts were entirely marginal, as can be seen now when writers who
gained fame writing anti-Viet Nam war, even anti-US, literature have switched
to proclaiming that the war was justified, and when Cambodia specialist officials
of UNTAC, having attacked similar analyses from the left, argue that the
purpose of UNTAC and the 1993 election was not to secure democracy, but to
get rid of a regime which was intolerable to some of the Great Powers, first of all
the US.* Among the trendy post-something categories, we should include the
‘post-anti-Viet Nam war’ phenomenon, a type of Vietnam syndrome which this
publication is intended to kick.

6 See “Landmines in Cambodia: The Coward’s War”, issued by Human Rights Watch
(Asia Division) and Physicians for Human Rights, September 1991.

7 These journalistic writings thus amplify and continue the purpose of my books,
Cambodia 1975-1982 (first published by South End Press, Boston, 1984, second edition,
Silkworm Books, Chiang Mai, 1999), Kampuchea, Politics, Economics, and Society,
London, Frances Pinter (Publishers), 1986, and Cambodia: a Political Survey, Phnom
Penh, Funan Press, 2007.

8 Below are treatments of some of those writers, of whom the most egregious jacket-
switchers are William Shawcross (see below, “Tragedy in Cambodia”), Ed Friedman
(writings cited below in “Violence in Democratic Kampuchea: Some Problems of
Explanation”), and Stephen Heder (“Shawcross book Highlights post-UNTAC blues”, a
review of William Shawcross, Cambodia’s New Deal, in Phnom Penh Post (hereafter
PPP) 4/4, 24 Feb-9 March 1995, p. 19. David Ashley, “The end justifies the means?”,
PPP 4/11, 2-15 June, 1995, p. 6, is an example of the second type.






Chapter 1: an introduction to Cambodia

The creation of modern Cambodia

Among all of the countries of Southeast Asia which came under western colonial
control, it was only in Cambodia that imperialism failed to perform what Marx in
an early analysis accepted as its historic task — to smash the existing ‘feudal’
system and thereby open the way to the development of more progressive
capitalism.

In the other states of Southeast Asia the old structures were in varying
degrees replaced by one or another type of European system based on capitalism,
and now most of these states have taken off, as Marx supposed, on their own
capitalist paths, and moreover show varying degrees of capitalist crisis.

The same process prevailed in Thailand in spite of its formal independence.
In this respect Burma and Viet Nam seemed for some time to lag behind the
others, but perhaps deliberately in order to test innovations, and in the end they
may be the most successful. Certainly now, in 2009, there can be no doubt that
Viet Nam has been successful. '’

This process of smashing a pre-modern structure to embark on a path
mimicking the West has only now, since 1991, begun in Cambodia, at a time and
in a way which may prove disastrous. Under the French Protectorate not only

9 ‘Feudal’ is in inverted commas because the term is inaccurate for Southeast Asia. I shall
comment on this below. Later Marx’s views changed. As Sunti Kumar Ghosh, “Marx on
India”, Monthly Review Jan 1984, pp. 40, ff., wrote, in the 1840s-50s Marx and Engels
hoped free trade and the world market would ensure capitalism everywhere; but as facts
on colonialism accumulated, their “enthusiasm for capitalism as a transforming
instrument cooled” (see H.B. Davis, Towards a Marxist Theory of Nationalism, New
York, 1978).

Their early view is in articles on India in 1852 in the New York Daily Tribune, where
they said British rule is an “unconscious tool of history”, and would rid India of the muck
of ages, shatter oriental despotism, and lay “material foundations of Western society in
Asia”. They believed the ruin and devastation of colonial rule was a necessary price for
“the only social revolution ever heard of in Asia”; In the third volume of Capital there is
no more talk of the Asiatic Mode of Production, but of “pre-capitalistic, national modes
of production” (333); and Marx’s view of the benefits of colonialism changed. See also,
Theodore Shanin, “Late Marx and the Russian ‘Periphery of Capitalism’“, Monthly
Review, June 1983, pp. 10-24.

10 It should not be forgotten that Burma was in advance of the rest of Southeast Asia,
including independent Thailand, in the development of formal democratic and
parliamentary procedures, and was more advanced in modern education, with a school
system that still produces more competent English speakers than that of Thailand, where,
a few years ago it was announced that Thailand would import Information Technology
people from Burma (Bangkok Post, ‘Database’, 30 July 2003, “Thailand to tap Burma for
IT skills”).
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were the royalty and the special type of bureaucracy supporting it not destroyed,
they were solidified and protected under a benevolent, for them, French
umbrella. Domestic opposition to the king, whether from royal pretenders or the
lower orders, was successfully suppressed, and Cambodian kings, from
Norodom (r. 1864-1904) to his great-grandson Sihanouk (r. 1941-1955, 1993-
2005), sat more solidly on their thrones than at any time since Angkor.

No capitalist bourgeoisie, either local or French, developed, for French
economic interests lay elsewhere, and merchants were mostly foreign, thus
outside political life, and, like the Cambodian elite, interested in accumulation
for consumption, not investment for production. The great majority of Khmer
were poor peasants. In mid-19th century, when western colonialism and
capitalism began to impinge on Cambodia, Cambodians had no more memory of
their great past than the Greeks had of theirs as they struggled for
independence. 1

Nor were the Cambodians even fighting for independence. They were near
the bottom of an ancient Asian international system in which, contrary to the
modern, equality of states, even nominally, was unknown, and each polity was
situated in a hierarchy, with China at the apex. Cambodia was ranked below both
Thailand and Viet Nam, but above, for example, the Jarai who had for centuries
maintained a traditional diplomatic relationship with the Cambodian court, and
probably with the court in Viet Nam, and earlier Champa, as well. 12

Within this structure ‘independence’ did not mean what it does in the modern
world — indeed there may have been no such concept. This was particularly true
for those polities near the bottom of the international hierarchy, such as
Cambodia. At least the words for ‘independence’ in Southeast Asian languages
are all modern creations, and traditional histories stress, not independence or its
loss, but the types and degrees of dependence or obligations to other polities,
which were formed, altered, broken, or renewed as power relationships
changed.13

There had been a time when the territory now forming central Thailand, the
core of the Kingdom of Ayutthaya, after 1782 centered in Bangkok, was
ethnically Khmer and Mon, and probably under Angkor hegemony. No precise
date for the reversal of that hegemony may be established, but the older

11 Tom Nairn, The Break-Up of Britain, pp. 105-6, quoting D. Dakin, The Greek Struggle

for Independence 1821-1833, “Those who spoke the Greek language ... had no notion of
classical Greece ... The classical ruins were quite unintelligible to early modern Greeks
[who] ... called themselves Romans”.

12 See Charles Meyer, “Les mysterieuses relations entre les rois du Cambodge et les
‘Po’tdo’ des Jarai”, Etudes cambodgiennes, No. 4, Octobre-Décembre 1965, pp. 14-26. 1
have not found records of similar Jarai-Viet Nam contact.

13 By ‘traditional histories’ I mean chronicles written before European contact, not
modern history compilations dealing with ancient times.
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relationship continued, terminologically, on the Thai side well into the new
society.

The site of Angkor, throughout the chronicles of Ayutthaya and Bangkok, is
called ‘Nakhon (nagara) Luang’, ‘the capital’ par excellence, a terminological
relic of a time when it had really been such, preserved long into a time after it
had become a collection of nearly deserted and forgotten temples under the
authority of a minor governor dependent on Ayutthaya and then on Bangkok.

It may be inferred that the reversal of hegemony was not a sharp break, but
very gradual and never apparent to those involved, for Ayutthaya probably began
as a Khmer center and was still Khmer when Angkor was abandoned as their
political center by the elite within Cambodia in mid-15th century. 14

On the other side, an old Cambodian chronicle outside the canonical tradition,
and probably more accurate, portrays an early 17th-century Cambodian king as
manifesting from a position of strength a condescending attitude to the
Vietnamese Nguyén ruler at what is a crucial moment in traditional Cambodian
historiography which portrays the events as marking Viet Nam’s first occupation
of Cambodian territory around 1620.

This first record of relations between them portrays the Nguyén King of Hug,
when about to go to war with the rival Trinh rulers in the north, requesting war
elephants from the Cambodian king, and offering a daughter in return.”” The
tone of this Cambodian chronicle suggests that not only did they not feel
threatened, but considered the Vietnamese royalty as lower in rank.

In another reversal of fortunes and hegemony, without any evocation of
‘independence’, Prince Nguyén Anh, the future Gia Long, the first king of the
restored Nguyén dynasty in Viet Nam, having been chased from his country by
rebels, placed himself under the protection of King Rama I (r. 1782-1809) of
Bangkok, and then after reconquering Viet Nam sent tribute signifying

14 For the elements of this argument, which has not yet been fully published, see Michael
Vickery, “The 2/k.125 Fragment, a Lost Chronicle of Ayutthaya”, Journal of the Siam
Society LXV, 1 (January 1977), 1-80; Chris Baker, “Ayutthaya Rising: From the Land or
From the Sea”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 34/1 (2003), pp. 41-62; Yoneo Ishii,
“A reinterpretation of Thai history with special reference to the pre-modern period”.
Paper presented at the 8" International Conference on Thai Studies at Nakhon Phanom,
January 2002.

15 See Michael Vickery, “Cambodia After Angkor, The Chronicular Evidence for the
Fourteenth to Sixteenth Centuries”, Ph.D. Thesis, Yale, 1977, pp. 200-217; Mak Phoeun,
Histoire du Cambodge de la fin du XVle siecle au début du XVIIle, where it is clear that
the first Vietnamese military intervention in Cambodia was in 1658, and the first
occupation of territory in the 1690s; Vickery, review of Mak Phoeun, in Bulletin de
I’Ecole Francaise d’Extréme-Orient (BEFO) Tome 83 (1996), pp. 405-15; and Vickery, «
‘1620” A Cautionary Tale”, forthcoming in Felicitation volume for John Whitmore. The
chronicle fragment which I am citing places the event in 1613, perhaps not quite accurate.
At least the event was in that decade.
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acknowledgement of hegemony until his death in 1820. This was discontinued
by his successor, Minh Mang.

By the end of the 17" century Cambodia had fallen into a position of double
dependency, in which it remained long enough that by the time the French
arrived there was probably no conception among its ruling class of any other
possibility.

During the time of competing hegemonies between Thailand and Viet Nam,
which unavoidably involved Cambodia as battlefield and object of dispute,
Cambodian rulers opted for the hegemony of one or another of their neighbors
according to positions of relative strength, and possibly ideological preferences.
At least, it is mistaken to project contemporary prejudices into the past and assert
that Viet Nam was always the greater danger and the more foreign.

It is bad history, as seen in Mabbett and Chandler, to treat King Chan (7.
1806-34) and his faction, who sought support from Viet Nam, as less patriotic or
less competent than those who preferred Thai patronage. To do so is to project
modern chauvinism onto that time. A historian of the period must accept a priori
that some Cambodians were pro-Vietnamese, some pro-Thai, for legitimate
reasons of personal or class interest, or even patriotism as they saw it, and not
transpose 20th-century prejudices and preconceptions. 16

The pro-Vietnamese faction of Cambodian royalty lost in the last Thai-
Vietnamese arrangement before the French, in 1846-48, which put Sihanouk’s
Thai-educated and protected great-great-grandfather Ang Duang on the throne as
a formally joint vassal of Thailand and Viet Nam.

Since then Cambodian tradition has been recounted and written by the
descendents of the pro-Thai faction, of whom some, following the tradition of
Ang Duang, were proud of their Thai education and fluent linguistic competence
at least as late as the 1940s."’

16 As in Ian Mabbett and David Chandler, The Khmers, Oxford, Blackwell, 1995, p. 229,
“the unfortunate choice made by ... King Chan (r. 1806-34) to resist Siam by seeking the
countervailing patronage of Vietnam”. This is also a defect in David P. Chandler, “Songs
at the Edge of the Forest”, in David K. Wyatt and Alexander Woodside, eds., Moral
Order and the Question of Change: Essays on Southeast Asian Thought, Yale Southeast
Asia Studies, 1982. See also comment in Evans and Rowley, Red Brotherhood at War
(first edition), London, Verso, 1984; (second edition), London, Verso, 1990, pp. 2-7, with
the especially trenchant reference, p. 2, to Elizabeth Becker, who had lifted her remarks
from David Chandler, A History of Cambodia, p. 127. All references to this work, unless
otherwise noted, are to the third edition, Boulder, Westview Press, 2000. All citations
from Evans and Rowley, unless explicitly referred to the first, are to their second edition.

17 These were persons of the generation of Sihanouk’s grandparents, whom the American
Thai linguist, William J. Gedney, met on a trip to Cambodia at that time (personal
information from Gedney). Before becoming king, Ang Duang spent many years in
Bangkok for education and as protégé of King Mongkut. For a general history of this
period see Chandler, A History; and Philippe Devillers, [sections on Indochinal], in L Asie
du sud-est I, L’Histoire du XXe Siécle, Paris, Editions Sirey, 1971.
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Thus the danger from Viet Nam exclusively has been emphasized by all
regimes in independent Cambodia, except the PRK/SOC from 1979 to 1993, and
this emphasis has been continued by a reactionary opposition faction eager to
overthrow the CPP and Hun Sen with the accusation that they are Vietnamese
agents.18

To what extent are the chauvinists correct? Is Vietnamese expansion an
inevitable threat? And is Cambodia not equally threatened by Thailand, a subject
rarely evoked by either academics or media, and emphatically, if inadequately,
denied by Thailand’s chief military-political propagandist, General Charan
Kullavanija, then Secretary-General of the Thai National Security Council. 1

In his A History of Cambodia David Chandler wrote that the border between
Cambodia and Viet Nam is one of the greatest cultural divides of Southeast
Asia.”’ This was ‘borrowed’ by Elizabeth Becker who added that “it marks the
frontiers of Asia’s two great cultures, China and India ... the Cambodians would
represent the artistic Latin culture, the Vietnamese the industrious northern
temperament”. *! Like most such idealistic metaphor-bashing, this is largely
nonsense.

There is, however, a real materialistic divide, but it is not based on the
cultures and personalities of present inhabitants; and the eventual expansion of
the Vietnamese-to-be out of their Red River valley homeland between the 10th
and the 18th centuries is an undoubted part of the historical record. In this
process they moved down over the narrow central plains, until then occupied by
the Cham, whom they absorbed and gradually transformed into Vietnamese.

18 See Evans and Rowley, pp. 35-57. The acronyms are for ‘People’s Republic of
Kampuchea’ (1979-1989), and ‘State of Cambodia’ (1989-1993). The latest (since April
2006) accusation by this opposition is that Hun Sen and the CPP are illegitimately giving
up territory to Viet Nam through border demarcation treaties. For detail see Vickery,
Cambodia A Political Survey, Phnom Penh, 2007, pp. 183-192. Because of the anti-Viet
Nam stance this faction has enjoyed much western support.

19 General Charan, Bangkok Post, 25 June 1992, p. 5. See also Evans and Rowley, pp.
6-7.

20 Chandler, 4 History (first edition), Boulder , Westview Press, 1983, p.127, “the two
peoples lived on different sides of a deep cultural divide, perhaps the most sharply
defined of those in effect in nineteenth-century Southeast Asia” a view which Chandler,
in answer to an objection from me, said then that he no longer held. However, this
statement was maintained on the same page in the second and third editions of his
History, published in 1992 and 2000, p. 153 in the fourth, and in the Khmer translation of
his book, p.137.

21 Elizabeth Becker, When the War Was Over, first edition, New York, Simon and
Schuster 1986, p. 337; second edition, New York, Public Affairs, p. 329, where there is
no credit to Chandler. Further citations from Becker’s book, unless otherwise noted, are
from the second edition. Unacknowledged borrowing from scholars is one of Becker’s
notable defects (below, note 358). See also Philip Short, Pol Pot, London, John Murray,
2004, p. 41, typically without reference to predecessors.
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The process was not steady, and the nam tién (progress southward) is a myth.
There were frequent retreats from Cham attacks. The process is better explained
by reference to objective geographical-economic conditions, and the reversal of
fortunes against the Cham, who were at first aggressors, was not clear for over
three hundred years.22

Viet Nam, considered within its modern boundaries, consists of two large
plains in the north and south joined by an extremely narrow strip of flat land
squeezed between mountains and sea, with a few small spots of fertile lowlands
at river mouths along the coast.

A reasonable hypothesis about the prehistory of the region is that when
societal development had progressed beyond prehistoric village level, the
occupants of the narrow central coast were forced to depend on, or seek control
of, one or both of the large plains in the north and south. Conversely, the
societies of the large plains, in reaction against pressure from the central coast
peoples, sought to dominate them.

These inevitable processes are amply documented, although too often
obscured by French-colonial, and anti-Vietnamese post-colonial, treatments
which emphasize the ethnic difference, and depict the process as unilateral
Vietnamese aggression. In fact periods of warfare alternated with times of peace
and cooperation, and in the late 14th century Cham aggression overran most of
northern Viet Nam and nearly captured its capita1.23

Until the 17th century Viet Nam was of less immediate significance for
Cambodia than developments in what is now Thailand, since Champa was still a
buffer between Viet Nam and Cambodia, and the Cham conflict with Viet Nam
was not a menace to Cambodia, while Cambodia and Thailand were in direct and
equal competition for favored status on the international sea-trade route to
China.**

Indirectly, Vietnamese pressure on Champa may have been of benefit to
Cambodia which, since the oth century, had been in sporadic conflict with

22 Michael Vickery, “Champa Revised”, 2005, long version available as ART WPS No.
37 at the following URL: http://www.ari.nus.edu.sg/docs/wps/wps05_037.pdf; “Histoire
du Champa”, Tresors de I’Art du Vietnam La Sculpture du Champa, Paris, Musée
Guimet, 2005, pp. 23-35; and on nam tién note 58 below.

23 These were the campaigns of the Cham leader Che [a Cham princely title] Bong Nga
[a name known only from Vietnamese records]. See Georges Maspero, Le royaume de
Champa, pp. 203-220; and Vickery, “Champa Revised”. See also John K. Whitmore,
University of Michigan, “The Last Great King of Classical Southeast Asia: ‘Che Bong
Nga’ and Fourteenth Century Champa”, to be published in a volume of papers from the
2004 Champa conference in Singapore.

24 Vickery, “Champa Revised”, Yoneo Ishii, ed., The Junk Trade from Southeast Asia,
Translations from the Tésen Fusetsu-gaki, 1674-1723, pp. 153-193, showing that in the

17" century Cambodia in certain periods even outstripped Ayutthaya in trade with Japan;
Chris Baker, “Ayutthaya Rising: From the Land or From the Sea”.
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Champa over control of the rivers and ports of the Champa coast, now central
Viet Nam.

Cham interest and influence in Cambodia is manifest in the Spanish and
Portuguese reports from Cambodia in the 1590s and in the circumstance that a
Cambodian king, no doubt seeing the benefit to Cambodia of integration into the
Moslem-dominated Southeast Asian maritime network, in 1642 embraced Islam,
to which the Cham in Cambodia had in majority converted during the previous
200 years.

That was the mainland high-water mark of the rapid expansion of Islam in
Southeast Asia, and its repulsion, with the return of Cambodian royalty to
Buddhism in 1658, coincided, although no causality may be deduced, with the
beginning of Cambodia’s decline as a Southeast Asian power.

It is important to recognize that tension, rivalry, and conflict between the
Cambodian central plain and the southeastern coast have been constants
throughout recorded history from Funan (2nd-6th centuries), when the rival
groups may both have been Khmer, or related Mon-Khmer, through the Angkor
period (9th-14th centuries) when the contesting groups were Khmer and Cham,
to modern times when the Cham have been assimilated to and replaced by
Vietnamese.

Until mid-17th century Cambodia competed as an equal with its neighbors
both east and west. Thereafter Ayutthaya’s more cohesive political-
administrative structure and its larger hinterland supplying desirable products
resulted in greater wealth and state power, while Cambodia gradually, weakened
from the end of the 17" century by factional rivalry among its elite, became an
economic backwater.

As the Vietnamese step-by-step completed their domination of Champa, they
occupied areas which made tension between them and Cambodia inevitable; and
by the 1690s (not the 1620s) the Saigon area, an ancient Khmer zone, was in
their hands, with the potential to dominate Cambodia’s foreign commerce. It is
important to note, however, that the first Vietnamese intervention within

25 On the Iberians in Cambodia in the 16™ century see Bernard P Groslier, Angkor et le
cambodge au XVle siecle. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1958; Pierre-Yves
Manguin, “L’Introduction de I’Islam au Campa”, BEFEO, LXVI, 1979, pp. 255-287.

The majority of Cham in Viet Nam in the Phan Tiet-Phan Rang area have not
converted to Islam. Chandler, in his 4 History, has ignored the political-economic
importance of the reign of Cambodia’s Moslem king, passing it off with the traditional
explanation that he had fallen in love with a Malay girl. See Carool Kersten,
“Cambodia’s Muslim King: Khmer and Dutch Sources on the Conversion of
Reameathipadei (1642-58)”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, February 2006. I wish to
apologize for my letter (TLS, 14 December 1984, p. 1447) denying the importance of
Prof. R.B. Smith’s criticism of Chandler’s neglect of this subject.

26 Cambodia’s decline in the 18" century still lacks adequate scholarly treatment.



8 Michael Vickery / Kicking the Vietnam Syndrome in Cambodia

Cambodia, in 1658, had been at the invitation of a Cambodian royal faction,
requesting help against the Cham, and to oust the Islamic king.

When the Cham danger had disappeared, the tendency to rely on outside help
in internal power struggles continued, and during the end of the 18th and first
half of the 19th centuries, Cambodian royalty, following traditional economic-
political fault lines, were split into pro-Thai and pro-Vietnamese factions and the
country was pre%/7 to invading armies supporting the Cambodian agents of
Bangkok or Hué.

We must not ignore, as conventional wisdom does, that to Cambodia’s west a
similar process was underway. Just as the Cham were being absorbed into Viet
Nam, the Mon and Khmer of central Thailand were being absorbed and
transformed by the Thai, and expansion against neighbors was as much a part of
Thai development as of Vietnamese. A map showing stages of Vietnamese
expansionism against Champa, Cambodia and Laos is de rigueur in textbooks of
Southeast Asian history and popular journalistic treatments, and this expansion
of one country against its neighbors in Southeast Asia is presented as something
uniquely Vietnamese.

Rarely, if ever, does one see a similar map illustrating Thai expansionism,
during roughly the same time and against some of the same victims, Mon and
Khmer, who, like the Cham and Khmer of Southern Viet Nam, have been
reduced in the first instance (Mon) to an insignificant minority, and in the second
to a somewhat larger, potentially more troublesome, minority, without
recognized cultural or linguistic rights and conscious of its invidious position.28

27 For the first Vietnamese intervention see Mak Phoeun and Po Dharma, “La premiére
intervention militaire vietnamienne au Cambodge (1658-1659)”, BEFEO LXIII (1984),
pp- 285-318. For subsequent involvement of Thai and Vietnamese in Cambodia see
Chandler, A History.

28 Cited from my “Notes on the Political Economy of the People’s Republic of
Kampuchea (PRK)”, Journal of Contemporary Asia (JCA), Vol. 20, No. 4 (1990), pp.
435-436. Ethnic minority rights are guaranteed by the Vietnamese constitution, but
unmentioned in the Thai; and primary education in minority languages is even less
conceivable in Thailand than among the Cham and Khmer of Vietnam. I must emphasize
that my purpose here is not to single out Thailand for blame, for in these matters
Thailand’s conduct has been well within standard international norms. The purpose is to
call attention to the way in which Viet Nam’s positions have been viewed through the
blinkers of colonialist and imperialist prejudices, and, on the part of academics,
intellectually dishonest analyses.

An example of such a map of Vietnam is in Nayan Chanda, Brother Enemy, The War
After the War, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, San Diego, New York, London,
1986, p. 50. Part of the problem, at least among journalists, is that the gradual
encroachment by Thai into areas of Mon and Khmer population is not recognized in
standard Thai history. Too many western historians of Thailand have given it too little
emphasis, an example being the currently popular version, David K. Wyatt, Thailand: 4
Short History, Chiang Mai, Silkworm Books, 1991, which is hardly more than an English
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This made it very easy for France to secure its foothold. The Cambodians
calculated that dependency under France would be less onerous than under their
neighbors, of whom Thailand at the time, the 1860s, was their major concern.”’

The Cambodians took the Protectorate seriously, expecting protection against
their neighbors, and within the country protection for the ruling family against its
rivals. Indeed, the latter was the greatest threat. King Norodom, Ang Duang’s
son, with whom France signed the so-called Protectorate treaty in 1863, had in
1861 nearly been dethroned by a more popular younger brother, Sivotha, and had
to flee to Bangkok for protection from one of Sivotha’s assaults.

This incident provides an example of hegemonistic maneuvering by Bangkok,
which prefigured their support for unpopular contras, such as the Khmer Rouge,
‘Khmer Serei’, KPNLF, and FUNCINPEC, after 1979.

In the record of a meeting of Thai royalty and ministers of state in 1861 to
decide which of two contending Cambodian princes, Norodom or Sivotha,
should get Thai support to become the new Cambodian king, the tenor of the
discussion was that “Prince Norodom is the eldest son, but the people do not like
him, he is unstable ... his younger brother is steadfast, the people like and respect
him very much ... if we make the younger brother king, he will not feel gratitude
toward us, because he will consider that he was made king because he was
popular ... if we make Prince Norodom king, he will be very grateful, because no
one respects him ... and His Majesty [King Mongkut] agreed”.31

So, Norodom like Sihanouk in 1991 returned to Cambodia with an impressive
Thai escort; French support after 1863 removed the danger of Sivotha, the Thai
were forced to give up their privileged position in 1867, and Cambodia went on
into the 20th century as a Protectorate within French Indochina.

version of a Thai school textbook. For a succinct corrective see Evans and Rowley, pp.
6-7.

29 The French foisted the canard that the protectorate agreement protected Cambodia
from Viet Nam; but since most of southern Viet Nam had already been conquered by the
French, there was no longer any danger to Cambodia from that quarter. Moreover, the
French argued that after conquering southern Viet Nam in 1862-1867 they had inherited
suzerainty over Cambodia from Viet Nam, a suzerainty which they magnanimously
converted to a mere protectorate in their 1863 treaty of “Friendship and Commerce” with
Cambodia.

In the original French the preamble of the treaty said that one of its purposes was to
“régler ... les conditions auxquelles S.M. I’Empereur des Frangais consent a transformer
ses droits de suzeraineté sur le royaume du Cambodge en un protectorat” (Georges
Taboulet, La geste frangaise en Indochine, Tome 11, p. 624 ).

30 Alain Forest, Le Cambodge et la colonisation francaise, histoire d’une colonisation
sans heurts [sic!] (1897-1920), p. 6.

31 Royal Ratanakosin Chronicle, Fourth Reign [King Mongkut], Royal Library Edition
[in Thai], “Roang moang khamer [Cambodian affairs] (continued)”, pp. 597-598.
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The status of ‘protectorate’ rather than ‘colony’ must be understood. It meant
that unlike Southern Viet Nam, Cochinchina, de jure, and all of Viet Nam de
facto, a thoroughly French administration from capital to village was not set up.

The old Cambodian state structure was left in place, the prestige of king,
royal family, and aristocracy was preserved, with in fact much greater security
from internal disturbances, provincial administration under governors from
dominant local families was maintained, and in their usual activities most
Cambodian villagers rarely had to deal with a Frenchman.

French control was maintained by a parallel structure of a Résident Supérieur
in Phnom Penh subordinate to the Governor-General in Hanoi, and Résidents at
provincial level, who gave ‘advice’ to their Cambodian counterparts. Cambodia
was not a very important component of French Indochina, and except for the
very heavy taxation, worse than in Viet Nam or Laos, French rule did not greatly
impinge on the life of ordinary people.32

After 1945, during a period of only 30 years, Cambodia attempted to move
out of a backwater of Asiatic ‘feudalism’ through a bourgeois revolution
followed immediately by a socialist revolution, without the classes which formed
elsewhere to carry out either of those revolutions, indeed with a society whose
structure was appropriate only to its own Mode of Production.*’

In contrast to Viet Nam, Burma, or Indonesia, colonialism had not carried out
its progressive task of destroying the old society and setting foundations for
capitalism, let alone socialism.* A royalty already foundering and decadent was
preserved in aspic in palaces which it could not have afforded on its own; the
small number of newly educated, instead of becoming progressive proto-
bourgeois, were coopted, or if hopeless rebels were exiled, and the mass of the
population, peasants, remained under the hegemony of a complex of ideas in

32 For details of the taxation, see Chandler, A History, fourth edition, Westview Press,
2008 pp. 187-8, 191-2.

33 Instead of ‘feudalism’ I would prefer to say ‘Asiatic Mode of Production’, but fear it
would evoke controversies irrelevant to, and distracting from, the present discussion. The
crucial difference from feudalism is that in the relevant Asiatic societies private property
in land was absent or very weak, and the conditions for formation of an urban bourgeoisie
of the European type were lacking.

For positive treatments of ‘Asiatic Mode of Production’ as an explanatory category
see Rudolf Bahro, The Alternative in Eastern Europe, London, Verso Edition, 1981; and
George Konrad and Ivan Szelényi, The Intellectuals on the Road to Class Power, New
York, Harcourt Brace & Company, 1979. Reactionaries take note that these authors were
1970s dissidents from respectively the German Democratic Republic (East Germany) and
communist Hungary whose works were hailed, at least as long as they were not
understood, by western anti-communists.

34 Note that Marx and Engels agreed with the most right-wing imperialists that capitalism
was a progressive stage, and that colonialism would usher in this progressive stage in
Asia and Africa.
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which the function of king was inextricably mixed with religion and the
ceremonies necessary for social well—being.35

As in other colonial countries, little was done to inculcate the best values of
the West. Although the French babbled on about their mission civilisatrice, and
the British, under protest, went through motions of establishing some democratic
forms, what Asians saw of modern western society was simply a new, and
foreign, ruling class, as rapacious economically and as exclusive socially as the
old. In front of the fine rhetoric were brutal officials, secret police, imprisonment
without trial, partisan justice, and political paly-offs.36

If these negative features have been prominent in newly independent former
colonies, and in formally independent Thailand, under heavy British imperial
influence, it is not just ‘traditional” society reasserting itself, but also imitation of
the West as seen in its practice in Cambodia, Viet Nam, Burma, etc.

In fact, Cambodia, because of the peculiar nature of its Protectorate, may
have been imbued with the worst possible mixture of the negative features of
both types of society. Whereas in Burma, where colonialism had carried out
what the young Marx considered its progressive role, by 1908 new barristers
were returning from education in En%land, while in protected royalist Cambodia
there was no high school until 1935.°

When the Pacific War ended in 1945 the royalty, like their counterparts in
Malaya and East Sumatra, wanted nothing more than return of the protecting
power. Like those other royals, they had neighbors where royal charisma had
long been forgotten, replaced by strong movements for independence.38

35 Thus the ‘stop in the mind” which I evoked in Cambodia A Political Survey, pp. 63,
102, 117, 195.

36 For an elegant description of the situation in Cambodia see Chandler, A History,
fourth edition, pp. 187-194, in particular his treatment of the trial for the killing of the
French Résident Bardez, pp. 192-193.

37 On Burma and the disparity with Cambodia see Ben Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to
Power (second edition), New Haven, Yale University Press, 2004, p. 19.

It should also be noted that the anti-sodomy law under which an anti-regime Malay
politician has been harassed in recent years, has nothing to do with supposed Islamic
detestation of homosexuality (casual buggery among ‘heterosexuals’ is rather common in
Malaysia, and when not a political issue is ignored by the authorities), but is a British
colonial relic, as is the law for indefinitely renewable two-year political incarceration
without trial. The same British colonial laws have also been preserved in non-Muslim
Singapore, and for the same reasons-they were seen useful for new regimes who wanted
independence, but not the greater democracy which accompanied imperial breakdown in
the Mother country. Insistence on a historical treatment and on the brutality of colonial
conquest is Thant Myint-U, The River of Lost Footsteps A Personal History of Burma,
New York, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006.

38 See Ariffin Omar, Bangsa Melayu, Malay Conceptions of Democracy and Community
1945-1950, Southeast Asian Historical Monographs, Oxford University Press, 1993.
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Like the early Malay nationalist movements who desired inclusion in a Great
Indonesia, there were Cambodian anti-royalist nationalist intellectuals who,
while not advocating absorption of Cambodia by Viet Nam, saw Viet Nam as a
more developed and progressive nation, and its language as a better vehicle for
modern education than Khmer.

If by that time there was no longer royalty with equal fluency and interest in
Vietnamese to counterbalance the Thai culture of the Norodoms, that interest had
been taken over by members of a rising class who would play a role in elite
politics for the next 40 years.39 Among those intellectuals was one tendency
whose goal was multi-party democracy and capitalism, although they probably
would have rejected the latter term, and a more radical group who admired
socialism.

Unlike the situation in western Europe at a comparable period of its history,
neither of these intellectual tendencies represented organic intellectuals of
already formed classes. There was no industrial bourgeoisie trying to take
political power, nor a fortiori, was there a proletariat needing guidance forward
into socialism.

The new class which naturally rose out of a dissolving Asiatic Mode of
Production under the impact of colonial capitalism was a petty bourgeoisie. They
existed in embryo in the interstices of the old society between the ruling class of
royalty and aristocrat-bureaucrats and peasantry as petty traders, monastery-
educated poor men trying to climb socially as independent intellectuals, or as
private clerks in the personal retinue of the elite (in old Ayutthaya-Krung Thep
the z‘ndy).41

Their chance as a class came when the traditional bureaucracies were opened
to all comers on the basis of education and talent, either after destruction of the
old regimes by colonial powers, or, as in independent Thailand, when
administrative modernization was seen as necessary to preserve independence,

39 See sources in notes 72-73, below.

40 See George Konrad and Ivan Szelényi, in general, and pp. 85-86; Karl Marx, The
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, remarks on “the relationship of the political
and literary representatives of a class to the class that they represent”, pp. 461-462 in The
Marx-Engels Reader, edited by Robert C. Tucker, New York, W.W. Norton & Company,
Inc., 1972, and pp. 281-282 in Karl Marx et Friedrich Engels, Oevres choisis, Tome 1,
Moscou, Editions du Progres, 1955.

41 Examples in Thailand of rising lower-class intellectuals were Thianwan/Tianwan and
K.S.R Kulap, both of whom spent time in prison for their writing. For Tianwan see Sulak
Sivaraksa, “The Crisis of Siamese Identity”, in Craig J. Reynolds, ed., National Identity
and its Defenders, Thailand 1939-1989, pp. 45, 57; and on Kulap see Craig Reynolds,
“The case of K.S.R. Kulap: A Challenge to Royal Historical Writing in Late Nineteenth
Century Thailand”, Journal of the Siam Society 61/2 (July 1973), pp. 63-90.



Chapter 1 / An introduction to Cambodia 13

and, incidentally, to enable the royalty to overthrow the hegemony which the
bureaucratic aristocrats had held since early in the nineteenth century.

The new petty bourgeoisie then develops within the new bureaucracy, the
traditional locus of power, but they are blocked from becoming a ruling class
like the old bureaucracy, for that slot is occupied by the colonial power, or in
Thailand after 1870 by the royalty. Neither can the new petty bourgeoisie
become a true entrepreneurial bourgeoisie, because that slot, if not occupied by
colons, is maintained, as in Thailand, by a local foreign element originating in
the agents of the state who managed trade under the old regimes (in Southeast
Asia mostly Chinese).

The new petty bourgeoisie is envious of the entrepreneurial bourgeoisie, as in
Europe, but is unable to compete with them, and seeks administrative
redressment of complaints through seizure of political control, as occurred in
Thailand in 1932. This is made easier because entrepreneurs are a different
ethnic group who cannot compete in the political arena, and class conflict is
disguised as ethnic rivalry, even for outside observers and western social
scientists.

In this situation the emerging bourgeoisie, because of its foreign origin,
cannot win power via democracy, as in Europe, and must seek strategic alliances
with colonial powers, or with royalty (Thailand), or with the new petty
bourgeoisie. Cambodia’s Khieu Samphan with his 1959 dissertation was offering
himself as an intellectual for the emerging capitalist class, but was rejected, if
only because the entrepreneurial bourgeoisie was not yet constituted as a class in
Cambodia, and its individuals preferred to make their own deals with Sihanouk.

As I noted briefly in Cambodia 1975-1982, Samphan’s conception of
potential Cambodian development owed less to Marx than to the German
‘national economist’ Friedrich List (born 1789), whose prescriptions for
development very closely resemble the statist polices followed by such modern
successes as the Republic of Korea.**

42 See Michael Vickery, “Thai Regional Elites and the Reforms of King Chulalongkorn”,
Journal of Asian Studies XXIX, 4 (August 1970), 863-881.

43 1 deliberately refrain here from drawing an obvious comparison with Central Europe in
the 1930s, not because I think it is irrelevant, or uncomfortable, but in order to avoid a
long discussion which is not relevant to the purpose of this book.

44 Khieu Samphan, “L’Economie du Cambodge et ses problémes d’industrialisation”,
Paris 1959, published in English translation by Laura Summers as “Cambodia’s economy
and Industrial Development”, Data Paper Number 111, Southeast Asia Program,
Department of Asian Studies, Cornell University, March 1979; Vickery, Cambodia 1975-
1982, p. 267. For an interesting comment on the relevance of List, but without mention
of Khieu Samphan, see Aidan Foster-Carter, “Friedrich List lives”, Inside Asia,
September-October 1985, pp. 33-34. See also below, and note the misunderstanding of
Khieu Samphan by Shawcross, text with n. 470, below.
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The excesses of Democratic Kampuchea were not only peasant revenge
against the city, as | emphasized in Cambodia 1975-1982, but revenge by petty-
bourgeois intellectuals against capitalists and those who had rejected them in the
old society.

In Cambodia, after 1945, the new intellectuals tried at first to take power
through the electoral process under the postwar democratic constitution, and they
enjoyed initial, but diminishing, success in the elections of 1947, 1948, and
1951. Their weakness was that they did not represent any class; the only radical
demand they had, and the only intellectual justification for their existence,
independence, could easily be taken over by their rivals. Republicanism, which
some of them secretly desired, was not an option under the prevailing ideological
hegemony, and, again, in the absence of a developing capitalist class in whose
interest it might have been.

Just ‘democracy’, going to the polls every few years, meant little to the
Cambodian populace, as became clear after independence was achieved. After
their total defeat in 1955, bourgeois-oriented intellectuals in search of power had
no choice, if they remained in Cambodia, but to seek a bureaucratic career,
except for the few in the free professions, or with inde]SfJendent, inherited wealth.
That is, they remained as a growing petty bourgeoisie.4

The socialist intellectuals, who in terms of family background were often
indistinguishable from those with bourgeois leanings, faced similar difficulties.
There was only a miniscule proletariat, and the only demand which could attract
the peasantry, with whom, in the absence of a proletariat, they tried to identify,
was again independence with an end to heavy French taxation.

When that was achieved in 1953-54 in a way which permitted Sihanouk to
claim credit, the Cambodian radical left also collapsed. If its leaders who
remained within the country did not just embark on bureaucratic careers, as
many did, thus joining their more conservative comrades, but maintained radical
lines within mainstream political culture, they were constrained in what they
could say, and not only because of police harassment.

Since, at least until the late 1960s, there was no sufficiently large rebellious
class whose demands they could articulate, they were forced to proclaim loyalty
to Sihanouk while trying to push him leftward on particular issues. Thus, they
proclaimed fervent support for his diplomatic openings to the socialist countries,
and his denunciations of the US.*®

45 An example of a group with elite education, inherited wealth and potential privileged
entry into state service are the Thiounn (pron. /chuon/) brothers, Mum, Thioeun, and
Prasith, who became, and remained until the end, fervent Democratic Kampuchea/Khmer
Rouge activists.

46 A good example is Hou Yuon UEM AJ U AN (The Cooperative Question), Phnom
Penh 1964, dedication, citing, sarcastically, Sihanouk’s expressed regret (in Peking) that
he had not been born as an ordinary citizen, and the following introductory chapter. Hou
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On domestic issues, their opposition to corruption and oppression of the
peasantry had less success, and eventually forced their withdrawal to guerrilla
warfare.

Sihanouk managed to outmaneuver those rivals. By skillful manipulation of
French interests he succeeded in getting formal indeBendence for himself, and
favorable treatment at the 1954 Geneva Conference. = Only in Malaya, among
Southeast Asian countries, did the communist movement in the 1950s and 1960s
fare as badly as in Cambodia. Different from Malaya was that the defeated left
were Khmer, not mainly a group which could be portrayed by the ruling classes
(British and Malay elite) as foreign, like the Malayan Chinese.

From the 1955 election until his deposition in 1970 Sihanouk ruled as a
despot, supported by a traditional elite whose 1950s generation had begun their
bureaucratic careers as loyal servants of the Protectorate, and some of whose
fathers, grandfathers and more distant forebears had served in similar positions
under pre-Protectorate Cambodian kings.

Few of them had been partisans of independence until it was seen as
inevitable, and they never lost the traditional Cambodian elite mentality that
Cambodia needed a strong protecting power. Their ideal was a Cambodia in
which they would have independence to exploit the country for their own
comfort, with an outside protecting power to fend off assaults from other foreign
powers and to intervene if domestic opposition to the status quo became too
threatening.

Cambodia was thus an ideal field of action for the United States trying to
supplant the traditional colonial powers, at first for control of valuable resources,
then in general for hegemony in the ‘Cold War’, and finally as a strategic rear
area from which to conduct war operations in Viet Nam. Amusingly, the US
thought at first that they could rely on Sihanouk as a suitable right-wing
princeling, and they probably could have, if they had not been too obtuse to
distinguish his occasionally leftist rhetoric from his solidly reactionary domestic
policies.

This lack of subtlety resulted in the exclusion of the US from Cambodia
during 1965 to 1969, when good relations with Sihanouk resumed briefly to be
interrupted by the coup of March 1970. American bungling aside, the changes in
Sihanouk’s attitude towards the US were closely related to events in Viet Nam.

Yuon was opposed to the extreme policies which later characterized Democratic
Kampuchea. Craig Etcheson’s treatment of him as a Maoist and the most radical of the
‘Khmer Rouge’ intellectuals is mistaken (Craig Etcheson, The Rise and Demise of
Democratic Kampuchea, Boulder, Westview Press and London, Frances Pinter
(Publishers), 1984, pp. 29, 51, 144, 170-171, 20).

47 See Jean Lacouture et Philippe Devillers, La fin d une guerre, Paris, Editions du Seuil,
1960.
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When American-Cambodian relations soured in the early 1960s it appeared that
in Viet Nam the revolutionary forces were winning. In 1969 Sihanouk may have
thought this was no longer true.

Although convincing evidence of US responsibility for the 1970 coup has not
been discovered, it certainly opened hitherto unhoped-for possibilities for US
influence. After all, Lon Nol had nowhere else to turn, and had the war ended
differently in Cambodia, not an impossible hope until 1972, the US, with French
influence eradicated, would have enjoyed a position of hegemony, which they
were only twenty years later, after the 1992-93 UNTAC operation, in a position
to contemplate, but against competition from Japan, China and the newer
capitalist states of East and Southeast Asia.

As further introduction to the position taken in this book, and as a summary of
Cambodia from 1945 to 1992 in the light of that position, | reproduce selections from
an article which, although journalistic in style, was published in an academic journal.

The Cold War and Cambodia (1992) **

When Harry Truman declared Cold War on the Soviet Union in 1946 he
probably didn’t know where Cambodia was; and had he known, it would not
have seemed a place to worry about in the international confrontation for which
he was planning.

Whatever might happen to French control over Indochina, and there were
significant elements in the US government who did not wish it to continue, the
alacrity with which the Cambodian ruling class had welcomed French return in
1945 indicated that they would not willingly join a Communist Bloc.”’

At the same time most of the US government probably still hoped that a
safely capitalist China would remain as a guardian of international righteousness
in Southeast Asia. The Soviet Union, it seems, took little interest in an

48 Journal of Oriental Studies, Centre of Asian Studies, University of Hong Kong,
Volume XXX, Numbers 1 and 2 (1992), Special Issue, The Cold War and Beyond in
Asia, pp. 87-118, from a paper presented at the 12th Conference of Historians of Asia,
June 1991, Hong Kong. Ellipses indicate cuts from the original text, which with respect
to events treats the situation from 1992. There is some updating of detail to 2007,
indicated with brackets.

49 On Truman’s responsibility see Carl Marzani, “On Interring Communism and Exalting
Capitalism”, Monthly Review, Vol. 41 (January 1990), Special Supplement, pp. 1-32, pp.
11, 14.

50 See below, pg. 26.
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independent Indochina, and expected that a Communist France would carry its
Indochinese colonies safely into the socialist camp.51

Up to 1970 the only interest in looking at ‘the Cold War and Cambodia’ is
from the Cambodian side, to see how Cambodia tried to manipulate the Cold
War in its own interest, and to avoid impingement of international Cold War
politics on domestic affairs. After 1970 it became clear that Cambodia had been
unsuccessful in manipulation and avoidance, and the country became a casualty
of the Cold War exploding into a hot one.

By 1970 Cambodia had become for an American hot-war president a key
element in his strategy. Richard Nixon characterized his April 1970 invasion of
Cambodia as “the Nixon Doctrine in its purest form”.”> As late as 1991 the
Cambodian situation, both internally and with respect to international maneuvers
involving the country, suggested that there had been no change at all in the Cold
War, in particular on the US side.

And now, in 1992, the US still continues Cold War policies toward Cambodia
as part of the ongoing vendetta against Viet Nam. We might profitably look at
what the long-lasting US-sponsored violence in Cambodia can tell us about a US
regime doctrine, perhaps only implicit.

I use the term ‘Cold War’ to mean the US policy of rolling back communism
and preserving the US domestic status quo (the two are intimately linked) by all
means short of direct large-scale armed conflict with major communist powers.
It is clear now that the other side of the Cold War, the progress of Communism,
was less a concerted effort than responses to local conditions, repression by
narrowly-based elites, usually linked to colonialist or foreign imperialist powers.
Since the United States has always supported such elites, potential democratic
movements had nowhere to turn except to ‘communism’.

I realize that there is still reasonable disagreement over precisely when, and
by whose actions, the Cold War began. Given the reluctance of the George Bush
[I] regime to acknowledge the Soviet decision that the Cold War no longer
warranted the effort, the Bush refusal to switch to domestic policies of social
investment suddenly made feasible by the Soviet peace decision (the linkage
evoked above), and the manipulation of the Iraq affair to crank up Cold War
tensions again and assert more boldly US pretensions to world hegemony, the
burden of proof is now solidly with anyone who wishes to argue American
benevolence with respect to Cold War origins. [Although this was written in

51 Gary R. Hess, The United States’ Emergence as a Southeast Asian Power, 1940-1950,
New York, Columbia University Press, 1987, p. 312. The French Communist Party
supported the French government in Algeria.

52 Recorded in Noam Chomsky, “The Wider War”, in For Reasons of State, New York,
Pantheon, 1973, p. 192, citing a press conference of 12 November 1971, and US State
Department Bulletin, 6 December 1971, p. 646.
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1992, its relevance is even greater in 2007 when the maneuvers of the first Bush
regime appear in retrospect as almost leftist.]

Was the Cold War never more than a ploy in America’s search for a New
World Order, the central lesson of which for weaker nations is, as Noam
Chomsky says, “We are the masters, and you shine our shoes™?™>

The Cold War, viewed from Indochina, meant something quite different from
what it was considered to be in the West. Probably few Cambodians or
Vietnamese ever held, or even took seriously, the Western capitalist view that
the Cold War meant holding back aggressive Communism by non-military
means, nor would most of them have seen it as a struggle between two vastly
different ideologies about how society should be organized. Or if they did, the
meaning for them of this struggle would have been quite different from the
significance of the Cold War as understood by either Soviets or Americans. On
the eve of the 1954 Geneva conference American analysts recognized this when
they wrote that in Cambodia:

The Viet Minh is unpopular ... because its members are Vietnamese ... ; but
in times of crisis their [Cambodian] political leadership is often
unpredictable ... there has been a widespread tendency ... to regard the war
against the Viet Minh as being ‘someone else’s business’. In addition ...

there are rival cliques presently contending for political povver.54

For politically conscious Indochinese the Cold War, even if the term was not
yet coined, really began with the German defeat of France in 1940, “a great day”,
as Simone Weil wrote, “for the people of Indochina”.” Their ‘Cold War’ meant
first playing off the Japanese against the French government of Indochina, then
operating among the victorious Allied powers to secure independence, gain
advantages over domestic opponents, and settle irredentist questions in the most
satisfactory manner.

In this Cold War it was not the international Communist side which was
viewed as a threat, even by royalists with domestic capitalist support and internal
leftist opposition, such as Sihanouk. Until 1950, the Chinese Nationalists, via
local Chinese communities, may have been viewed as more threatening than the
communists, especially in view of the US-supported ex-Kuomintang incursions
into Burma and Thailand.>®

53 Noam Chomsky, “The weak shall inherit nothing”, Guardian Weekly, 7 April 1991,
p- 8.

54 Foreign Relations of the United States 1952-1954, Volume XVI, “The Geneva
Conference”, p. 1026, “Memorandum by Chester L. Cooper and Joseph A. Yager of the
United States Delegation to the Special Adviser (Heath).

55 Quoted from David Rieff, “Telling Foreign Truths”, Harper’s Magazine, November
1990, p. 15.

56 Bertil Lintner, Burma in Revolt, Chiang Mai, Silkworm Books, 1999, pp. 110-140
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After 1949 the most dangerous major power, whether for Vietnamese
communists or Cambodian royalists, was the US, and the real issue in the Cold
War for Sihanouk who dominated his country’s politics from 1945 to 1970, and
again [1992-1994] tried to play a power-broker role, was, and still is, how to
manipulate rival blocs to influence his struggle with domestic opponents, both of
the left and right.

The Indochinese little Cold War, like the US-Soviet larger one, has some of
its roots in the objective historical background. Indeed it might be argued that the
big Cold War is only a special case of traditional realpolitik, the continuance of
aggressive pursuit of state goals by means short of war, and that the ideological
differences which have been emphasized are mere epiphenomena. This has been
particularly clear since the Soviet Union opted out of the Cold War, and released
its client states, with the result that the US regime has rushed into armed
aggression which the US would not have dared undertake a few years earlier
when there was risk of Soviet opposition.

Probably few now concerned with the Cold War take note that two of the
most astute 19th-century observers of international relations, Alexis de
Tocqueville, writing in the 1830s, and the first George Kennan, in the 1890s,
predicted that the great struggle of the 20th century would be between the United
States and the Russian Empire — thus all questions of ideology aside.”’

For Marx as well, the Cold War would have been nothing more than a period
in an objectively determined conflict, between a capitalism following its own
logic, and growing socialism. Indeed the antics of the two Bush regimes, after a
couple of years of hasty celebration of the death of Marxism, have demonstrated
Marxism’s continuing utility.

While there can be no doubt that Marx was mistaken about some details, the
US has demonstrated that Lenin was fairly right about imperialism, as were
Stalin, Mao, Sukarno and all the other communist and leftist national leaders of
the 1950s and 1960s about the dangers of US aggression. Thus the supposed end
of the Cold War is a mirage, and does not presage an era of peace among the
great powers. Indeed current events suggest the next phase of the struggle may
be even more violent. [This paragraph, first written in 1992, seems even more
apt now in 2007-9.]

57 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America [Vol. 1], New York, Alfred A. Knopf,
Inc., 1948, p. 434, “There are at the present time two great nations in the world, which
started from different points, but which seem to tend towards the same end. I allude to the
Russians and the Americans ... Their starting point is different and their courses are not
the same; yet each of them seems marked out by the will of heaven to sway the destinies
of half the earth”. George Kennan, not to be confused with the more famous 20th-century
diplomat-scholar George F. Kennan, traveled widely in Russia and wrote Siberia and the
Exile System, New York and London, 1891.



20 Michael Vickery / Kicking the Vietnam Syndrome in Cambodia

Unlike the US-Russian rivalry which was predicted long before Communism
was an issue, a Thai-Vietnamese rivalry with Cambodia in the middle probably
would not have been predicted by anyone before the countries concerned found
themselves in hot warfare in the 1830s, even though the long converging Drang
nach Suden of both peoples should have made such an outcome rather clear.

It was Burma, not Viet Nam, which Bangkok rulers regarded as the
‘hereditary enemy’, although the Thai king Rama III, on his deathbed in 1851,
considered that the Burmese and Vietnamese problems had been settled, and that
his successors should be more concerned about the advancing Europeans.59

The conception of a deep cultural divide between Sinitic Viet Nam and Indic
Buddhist Cambodia and Thailand has become a major explanatory device, or
shibboleth, of 20th-century historiography, but it seems not to have separated
early 19th-century locals as much as late 20th-century westerners.

When the future Vietnamese Emperor Gia Long had to flee from the Tay
So’n rebels he went to Bangkok in 1784, was taken in by King Rama I in whose
armies he served in battles against Indic Buddhist Burma, and to whom he gave
a sister. In thanks he recognized Bangkok as his suzerain until he had destroyed
the Tay So’n and declared himself emperor in 1802, and he accepted symbolic
inferior status until the death of Rama I in 1809.®' In those days, whatever the
Indic Buddhist heritage of the Thai, the Sinitic aspects of Vietnamese culture and
government would not have been foreign to the rulers of Bangkok.

Chinese influence was very strong there too. Both Taksin (1767-1782) and
Rama I (1782-1809) were half Chinese; the former is on record as speaking not
only Chinese but Vietnamese as well, they had Chinese official titles which were
used in their official correspondence with the Chinese court, and until the end of
the reign of Rama III (1824-1851) Chinese cultural influence dominated in

58 As noted above, the parallel Drang nach Suden is still generally unrecognized in
western scholarship, which focuses only on Vietnamese expansion, and attributes general
benevolence to Thai policies toward Indochina, no doubt because of the rose-colored
lenses which imperialist and colonialist attitudes have implanted in the eyes of all
concerned. Of course the ‘southward push’, nam tién in writings about Vietnam, was
never a steady process, and has been exaggerated with respect to Vietnam, but almost
totally ignored in the historiography of Thailand. For a valuable revision of nam tién see
Keith Taylor, “Surface Orientations in Vietnam: Beyond Histories of Nation and
Region”, The Journal of Asian Studies 57, no. 4 (November 1998), p. 951 “I do not
believe that such an event [nam tién] ever took place”.

59 Brah raj barsavatar krun ratanakosin [Royal Ratanakosin Chronicle], Rajakal di 3
(Third Reign), [Bangkok, National Library Edition, 1962], p. 366.

60 See note 20, above and related text.

6l Brah raj bansavatar kruni ratanakosin [Royal Ratanakosin Chronicle], Rajakal di 1
(First Reign), Bangkok, National Library Edition, 1962, pp. 46-7, 70-1, 129-33, 143-6,
156-7, 159, 176-7, 189-90, 219, 226, 240, 245-7, 258-9.
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educated circles in a manner similar to that of English in the 20th century.62 If
Rama I did not also speak Vietnamese, he may have communicated with Gia
Long in some form of Chinese. Gia Long and Rama I would have understood
one another’s administrations and ranking systems without difﬁculty.63

In Cambodia, throughout the wars of the early 19th century there were
Cambodian factions depending on Vietnamese support against others who
counted on Thai intervention. Those wars ended with victory for the Thai-
oriented faction, but joint vassalage under both neighbors, and the disappearance
from history of a pro-Vietnamese faction among Cambodian royalty.

Thus the potential for hot or cold wars among Viet Nam, Cambodia and
Thailand might not have been viewed by pre-modern participants as based on
cultural or ideological divides, but as depending on issues of realpolitik; and it
certainly does not appear that Cambodians of the time considered that there was
an immutable Vietnamese intention to swallow Cambodia.®

French conquest and protectorates put an end to conflict among Vietnamese,
Cambodians and Thai, and to direct relations between Indochinese and Thai
ruling groups; and when direct relations resumed after independence in the
1950s, each had long lost the habit of dealing with Asian neighbors, had
assimilated the foreign policy attitudes of one or another colonial power, France
in Indochina, England in Thailand, and they no longer spoke their neighbors’
languages.

The apparent ‘deep cultural divide’ which has mesmerized superficial modern
historians 1is less because of ancient Hindu/Buddhist or Indian/Chinese

62 King Taksin is recorded as addressing Vietnamese officials in Vietnamese (“brah raj
borihar doy bhasa fiuon”) in Brah Raj bansavatar chabab brah raj hatthalekha (‘The
Royal Autograph Chronicle’), Bangkok, 1977, p. 640. For the Chinese titles of Taksin
and Rama I see G. William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand, Ithaca, Cornell
University Press, 1957, pp. 20-28.

63 Michael Vickery, Review of Robert B. Jones, “Thai titles and Ranks Including a
Translation of Traditions of Royal Lineage by King Chulalongkorn”, in Journal of the
Siam Society, Volume 62, Part 1 (January 1974), pp. 158-173; see p. 171, reference to A.
Laborde, “Les titres et grades héréditaires a la Cour d’Annam”, which shows a system of
royal family ranks, including declining descent, resembling very closely the Thai system.
See also Michael Vickery, “The Constitution of Ayutthaya”, in Thai Law: Buddhist Law,
Essays on the Legal History of Thailand, Laos and Burma, edited by Andrew Huxley,
Bangkok: White Orchid Press, 1996, pp. 133-210.

64 For basic details, but refusal to recognize the equivalence of pro-Thai and pro-
Vietnamese factions among Cambodian royalty end elite, see Chandler, A History,
chapter 7.

65 Similarly, the greater enemy for the Lao states on the eastern side of the Mekong was
Bangkok, in spite of similarity of culture and even language, which Cambodia did not
share, with Bangkok.
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differences than of the result of different experiences of colonialism in the 19™-
20™ centuries.

Patterns of behavior which were to emerge clearly after World War II are,
however, already in evidence from the first colonial contacts. In his first dealings
with the French in 1856 the Cambodian king Ang Duang requested them to
regain for Cambodia certain provinces in southern Viet Nam which had been lost
to Viet Nam in the 18th century. He seemed to consider that the French were not
different from the stronger local powers between which Cambodian elites had
been forced to maneuver.

His son, King Norodom, willingly took both French and Thai help against a
rebellious, and reportedly more popular, brother, while the Thai court took the
side of Norodom because, as one of their council discussions records, “the
people do not like him, he is unstable ... if we make [him] king, he will be very
grateful, because no one respects him ... » 66

Until it was achieved in 1907, Cambodians constantly pushed the French to
take back the northwestern areas of Battambang and Siemreap which had been
appropriated by the Thai in the 18th century. The French were willing to
undertake this task, for it represented territorial aggrandizement for them as well,
under the guise of obtaining justice for their Cambodian dependents, but the
earlier request for territorial transfer within Indochina, from Cochinchina to
Cambodia, was never heeded.

Thus a Cold War cause left in Indochina from the colonial period was
irredentism, over a large and important part of Cambodia by Thailand, or over
eastern Thailand by Cambodia, depending on the point of view, and over a small
and less significant part of southern Viet Nam by Cambodia.

In the first instance there was reason enough for Cambodia to feel concern.
The provinces of Battambang and Siemreap had come under Thai administration
when the local governor sided with Bangkok in a conflict; and after the territory
was returned to the French in 1907, the attitude in Thai ruling circles was that
real Thai territory had been lost and should be reconquered.

This was the view of the first Phibul Songgram regime (1938-1944), and his
adviser, Luang Wichit/Vichit Watthakan/Vadhakarn prepared a study,
Thailand’s Case, which in fact claimed that most of Cambodia should be Thai.®”’
This spirit of irredentism was a reason behind the Thai-French Indochina war of
1941, after which Battambang and Siemreap were ceded again to Thailand, only
to be regained by Cambodia in 1946.°8

66 For details see above, p. 9.

67 Thailand’s Case was published in Bangkok in 1941. The author’s name has been
Romanized in different ways.

68 Chandler, A History, pp. 166-70. [2009: The Thai attitude is again apparent in the
revival of conflict over the temple of Preah Vihear/Khao Phra Viharn]
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On 9 March 1945, the first period of French administration in Cambodia
ended when the Japanese interned the French and offered independence to the
three Indochina states. King Sihanouk took up the offer, abrogated all treaties
with the French, promulgated a new Basic Law, and formed a government of
traditionalists who had already made administrative careers under the French.

In May, So’n Ngoc Thanh, an anti-French and anti-royalist nationalist, was
brought back from Japan, whither he had fled in 1942 following the suppression
of an anti-French movement in which he was involved; and he was soon
appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs. Then, after a group of his young followers
invaded the palace on 9 August, Sihanouk was forced to make Thanh Prime
Minister.®’

The local ‘Cold War’ goals at the time, that is the Cambodian international
relations and security problems, were probably (1) secure independence, (2)
regain Battambang and Siemreap from Thailand and thereafter maintain
territorial sovereignty against Thai irredentism, (3) try to regain some of the lost
territory of Cochinchina (now called in Cambodia Kampuchea Krom / ‘lower
Cambodia’).

The ardor with which the goals were conceived and pursued varied among
classes and political factions. There is no indication of any disagreement on the
question of Battambang and Siemreap and defense against Thai irredentism.
Although few were opposed to the ideal of independence, Sihanouk and his
conservative supporters, as proved by their subsequent actions, were willing to
compromise, or delay independence if necessary to preserve their ruling
position.

There was much disagreement over Cochinchina, although the available
evidence is almost entirely retrospective, and perhaps in the 1940s the question
had not come to the fore. Eventually it is clear that Sihanouk did not wish to

69 Michael Vickery, “Looking Back at Cambodia [1945-1974]”, in Ben Kiernan and
Chantou Boua, eds., Peasants and Politics in Kampuchea 1942- 1981, London, Zed
Press, 1982, pp. 89-113; David P. Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History, New
Haven, Yale University Press, 1991, pp. 14-26; Ben Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to
Power, London, Verso, 1985, pp. 41-56. Unless referred to the second edition (2004) all
notes to this work are to the first. On some matters the second edition is more detailed,
with more and better sources. Unfortunately the index, already inadequate in the first
edition, was not updated to include new names in the second.

70 One prominent figure who ridiculed the very idea of independence was Sihanouk’s
maternal uncle Prince Sisowath Monireth, who was behind a French-language newspaper
with a Khmer name, Le Krabei Prey (‘The Wild Buffalo’), which ridiculed the
pretensions of the new generation of Cambodian politicians and at least implicitly argued
that Cambodia was not ready for independence.
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press the issue, and one interesting reason was that the Khmer of southern Viet
Nam were considered dubious royalists.71

Those Khmer were perhaps interested in unification with Cambodia, but their
desire was tempered by their own factional differences in relation to one or
another Vietnamese political tendency, leftists among them being less interested
if the choice were between a socialist Viet Nam and a reactionary royalist
Cambodia. It is probably significant that one of the leaders, and at least two other
members of the group whose coup made So’n Ngoc Thanh Prime Minister were
Cochinchinese Khmer, as was Thanh.

The Thanh government showed an intention to make the most of such
independence as had been granted; and some of his pronouncements, long
forgotten, are worth reviewing at the present time. Already as Foreign Minister,
Thanh took control of all domestic propaganda, and his ministry announced the
following program in July 1945:

(1) Support the Great Asian War, which is the emancipation of the peoples of
this part of the world,

(2) only complete victory will guarantee independence,
(3) reawaken the historical grandeur of ‘Kampuchea’ [in French text],
(4) create a national army,

(5) achieve the union of all peoples in Cambodia, especially the Annamites
[Vietnamese] and the Khmer,

. . T2
(6) concentration of all economic activities.

Some of these themes, emancipation, complete victory to guarantee
independence, the historical grandeur of Kampuchea, a national army, concentra-
tion of economic activities, and even union of all peoples if it is taken to mean
their Khmerization, prefigure Democratic Kampuchea [1975-1979] policies,
showing the persistence of old Khmer attitudes across political factional
boundaries.

There seems also to have been considerable ferment in the school system. The
Thanhist group wished to eliminate French influence, and remove that language
from primary schools; and among the Phnom Penh intellectuals there was a
movement to introduce ‘Annamite’, that is, Vietnamese, as the first foreign
language.

71 Sihanouk, in contrast to Lon Nol and Pol Pot, only insisted on recognition by the
Vietnamese of Cambodia’s existing frontiers. See further below.

72 Information here and in the next two paragraphs is from Cambodge, a newspaper
published in Phnom Penh, respectively from no. 94, 17 July 1945; no. 87, 6 July; no.96,
17 July; no.116, 11 August; no.9, 30 March; no. 110, 4 August; no. 121, 17 August; no.
79, 27 June; no. 124, 21 August; no. 126, 23 August; no. 127, 24 August. See also
Kiernan, How Pol Pot, p. 51.
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This was apparently not popular with the king, for suggestions emanating
from the palace were for Khmerization of the schools, without Vietnamese; and
while Thanh was advocating ‘close relations with the Annamite Empire’,
Sihanouk spoke out against a Vietnamese government proclamation to unify all
of the old Vietnamese Empire’s territory, if it included Cochinchina.

Perhaps in answer to this was a denial from Thanh’s camp, in an article about
his earlier organization of a club for ‘Khmero-Annamite rapprochement’ in
1938, that the Khmer and the Vietnamese were preparing to fight one another.
This was followed a week later, 23 August 1945, by a long article on the
similarities of the Khmer and the ‘Annamites’. Thanh also recognized Ho Chi
Minh’s independent Viet Nam on 2 September 1945 and allowed a Vietnamese
mission to be established in Phnom Penh.

Here is clear evidence of differences in Cambodian Cold War aims
concerning Khmer-Viet Nam relations and the question of Cochinchina. King
Sihanouk was skeptical of Vietnamese intentions, inimical to emphasis on
Vietnamese culture in Cambodia, and concerned about the future of
Cochinchina, whereas an important group of political reformers, some of whom
later made a 180 degree shift, saw close relations with Vietnam, including the
Ho Chi Minh tendency, as the key to Cambodia’s progress.73

Two weeks later Cambodge was warning the populace of the imminent
arrival of British and French troops to disarm the Japanese, and urging that there
be no violence. The Vietnamese question was still an issue, for the government
took the trouble to deny that all ‘Annamites’ would be expelled. Khmer and
Vietnamese civil servants would get equal treatment.

By mid-October Thanh had been removed to Saigon, according to a
communiqué signed by Brig-Gen Murray, because of ‘his activities contrary to
the security of the allied troops and to the detriment of Cambodia’; and
Sihanouk’s uncle, Prince Monireth, not a partisan of quick independence, took
his place as President of the Council of Ministers, in a regime again under a
French Protectorate. "

A second Cold War-type issue in Cambodia was rivalry between two political
camps, the royalists, and the new non-royal urban educated represented by So’n
Ngoc Thanh. The goals of the Thanh nationalists seem moderate today, but they

73 So’n Ngoc Thanh ended his days as the leader of an anti-communist and anti-
Vietnamese movement in Cochinchina which actively supported the Khmer Republic
during 1970-75, and among his 1945 followers were several who later became part of the
Democratic Kampuchea leadership, the most anti-Vietnamese of all Cambodian factions.
On this period see Chandler, Tragedy, chapter 1; Kiernan, How Pol Pot, chapter 2.

74 Cambodge, nos. 140, 8 September and 144, 13 September on allied arrival; no. 149, 19
September on status of Vietnamese; no. 172-173, 18-19 October, Murray’s communiqué,
and Kret no. 305 of 17 Oct naming Monireth head of government; Kiernan, How Pol Pot,
pp- 50-52.
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shocked the traditionalists and may have contributed to the alacrity, even
enthusiasm, with which the latter greeted British, then French, troops who began
arriving in September 1945 to disarm the Japanese and restore French authority.

This was the first clear evidence of the traditional rulers’ willingness to
compromise independence to preserve their position against rivals whose ardor
for independence was stronger. The young rebels were imprisoned, Son Ngoc
Thanh was packed off to exile in France, Sihanouk stayed on his protected
throne, and among the seven members of the first Ministerial cabinet after the
French return there were three from Sihanouk’s first independence cabinet from
March to August and four who had been appointed by Son Ngoc Thanh. The
Cambodian elite were very adaptable.75

The recovery of Battambang and Siemreap

This important issue, related to Cold War strategy in both Cambodia and
Thailand, has not received sufficient attention. David Chandler, for instance, in
his A History of Cambodia, gives it one sentence, “The Issarak armed struggle
against the French ... slowed down after Battambang and Siem Reap were
returned to Cambodian control in 1947 and a regime unsympathetic to Issarak
aspirations assumed control in Bangkok”.76

The Issarak struggle was as much against Sihanouk as against the French, and
the Bangkok “regime unsympathetic” to them was the resurgent military under
Phibul Songgram. By 1949 he had ousted from political life both the rather leftist
civilians led by Pridi Panomyang, and a more conservative group whose best-
known representatives were the brothers M.R. Seni and Kukrit Pramoj of a
minor branch of the Thai royalty, and Khuang Aphaivong, scion of the
traditional ruling family of Battambang who had been responsible for a long
period of Bangkok domination over Cambodia’s Northwest, including Angkor,
from the 1790s to 1907.

The switch in Bangkok, and the Pridi government’s involvement in Indochina
which preceded it, also involved the United States in perhaps its first clear
manifestation in Southeast Asia of the Cold War mentality.77

After the end of World War II the US, and Britain even more strongly, had
insisted on maintenance of a civilian government against a return to power of the
Thai military who had allied with Japan during the war. This meant that even the
leftist Pridi government enjoyed allied favor, no doubt because of the pro-allied
Free Thai movement which he had organized, mainly in Thailand’s Northeast,

75 Details of cabinet membership from Université Bouddhique Preah Sihanouk Raj, Les
élites khmeres. Phnom Penh, Institut Bouddhique, 1965, based on a doctoral thesis by
Phouk Chhay.

76 Chandler, A History, pp. 176-177.

77 Aymonier, Le Cambodge 111, pp. 792-793; Chandler, A History, p. 118; Ben Kiernan,
How Pol Pot, pp. 55-56; David K. Wyatt, Thailand: A Short History, pp. 271-2
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during the war.'® But by 1949 and the Communist victory in China the US found
it more important to ensure the predominance of strong anti-communist regimes,
no matter what their domestic policies or past records.

Whatever the virtues of Pridi Panomyang as seen by the US after 1945, a
staunch anti-communist he was not. During his government Bangkok was the
center of the Southeast Asian League which supported, and provided haven for,
offices representing all the anti-colonialist, including communist, movements in
Indochina. It also projected a leftist orientation in Thai politics, and was inimical
to the traditional Thai military. Among its leaders there were probably also some
who would willingly have transformed Thailand from monarchy to republic.

Had that tendency remained dominant in Thai politics, the history of
Southeast Asia, particularly in its cold and hot war aspects, would have been
much different. Even though the US government in the 1940s had not clearly
formulated a Cold War policy for Southeast Asia, and was still inimical to the
return of the Thai military to power, its lack of sympathy for the Southeast Asian
League and its international policies is shown in the State Department’s refusal
even to receive a letter which Lao Prince Souphannouvong delivered to
Ambassador Edward Stanton in Bangkok.79

The Pridi government, its Southeast Asian League, and a policy of good will
toward nationalist and independence movements in Indochina were terminated
through joint action by the military and the conservative royalist civilian group,
whose political vehicle became the Democrat Party. They were opposed to Pridi
both on domestic grounds — his presumed anti-royalism and socialist economic
tendencies — and with respect to his foreign policy.

They were probably as irredentist as the military — Khuang Aphaivong at
least because Battambang was his hereditary appanage. Kukrit Pramoj’s
irredentist attitude came through later when, commenting on the 1987-88
conflict with Laos, he said Vientiane should be burned to the ground, as was
done by Bangkok armies under his ancestors in 1778 and 1828.%

With the overthrow of civilian government, and the reemergence of Phibul
Songgram, Thai irredentism raised its head again, and the lesson for Cambodia

78 See for example, John B. Haseman, The Thai Resistance Movement During the Second
World War, Bangkok, Chalernmit Press, n.d., apparently reprinted from a monograph of
the Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Northern Illinois University.

79 See Kiernan, How Pol Pot, pp. 55-56.

80 See Michael Vickery. Review of Chao Anou 1767-1829 pasason lao lee asi akhane, in
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, XXI, 2 (1990), p. 445. M.R. Seni and Kukrit Pramoj
are direct descendants of King Rama II (1809-1824). The Democrat Party and the
overseas branches of the Free Thai movement in World War II seem to have represented
efforts by low-ranking royalty, and elite sympathizers, marginalized by the anti-royalist
coup of 1932, to regain political influence which they probably considered their due.
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was that its interests, including territorial integrity, could not be guaranteed by
the new US-led Cold War bloc which was being formed in Southeast Asia.

From the restoration of French control in 1945 until formal independence in
1953 and the end of the First Indochina War in 1954 Cambodian politics
centered on the control and operation of a new European-type constitutional
parliamentary system.gl The larger Cold War impinged via a growing rural
communist movement closely linked with the Viet-Minh, which by 1952 had
registered considerable success, and which was viewed with sympathy by the
political party representing Thanh’s position, the ‘Democrats’.

All Cambodian factions, like those caught between the Thai and Vietnamese
in the 1830s, made some effort to garner foreign support, from France, the US,
China, and the Soviet Union. Before 1954 they had little success in manipulation
of the larger Cold War, for neither the US nor the Soviet Union, nor apparently
even China, saw Cambodia as an important area or wished to meddle there.

[excision from original article]

Domestic politics

Conflict between the National Assembly, elected in 1947, 1948, and 1951, and
the King marked the first eight years of postwar Cambodia, and much of it was
related to Cold War issues. Because of the widespread leftist tendencies, which
were anti-royalist as well as anti-French, Sihanouk, even while campaigning for
independence, was forced to move toward accommodation with France and
opposition to Viet Nam.

Domestically he also pursued increasingly authoritarian policies toward his
enemies organized in the Democrat party, who won all elections and dominated
the government. In January 1953 both houses of parliament were dissolved and
the constitution suspended while the king ruled under a ‘Special Law’ declaring
‘the Nation in Danger’ with parliament transformed into an appointed National
Consultative Assembly of 74 members.> This was a measure similar to the coup
d’état by General Sarit Thanarat in Thailand in 1958.

81 For details see Vickery, “Looking Back “, pp. 89-113.

82 Note the wide ideological difference between the Thai and the Cambodian ‘Democrat’
parties, the former elitist and royalist, the latter moderately leftist, probably to some
degree republican, and consisting of ‘new men’, not the traditional elite. One similarity
was that the Cambodian Democrats were also led by a minor prince, Sisowath
Youthevong, whose ideology was quite different from the Thai Democrat leaders, but
interestingly he was, like them, from a branch of royalty outside the dynastic mainstream.
See Chandler, Tragedy, chapters 1-2; Kiernan, How Pol Pot, chapters 4, 6; and Vickery,
“Looking Back”, pp. 89-113.

83 For treatment of the 1952-53 events as a coup d’état, see Chandler, Tragedy, pp. 61-
67. Although this Consultative Assembly was chosen autocratically, party participation
was maintained in the same proportions as in the previous National Assembly. The
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Sihanouk and the political right had won the first round in their domestic
Cold War, partly through taking skillful advantage of the larger Cold War. There
Sihanouk also won, in fact won independence, by convincing France that
without independence Cambodia would certainly go communist and become a
base to attack French forces in Viet Nam from the rear.

The French, hard-pressed in 1953, acceded to this argument, perhaps because
by then independence would be given to the Cambodian francophile elite rather
than to the seemingly leftist Democrats.

The Geneva Conference
Cambodia was the only non-communist Indochina country which went to
Geneva as an independent state and signed its own agreements with the French
and Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The Lao and the southern Vietnamese
governments were represented by France, and French representatives signed the
agreements with the DRV on their behalf.

The Cambodian goals at Geneva were:

(1) to have their independence, which had not been given universal
recognition, ratified in a wider international venue,

(2) to have Vietnamese forces removed from Cambodia and Cambodian
communist forces disarmed without any political recognition or a special
regroupment zone like those conceded to the communists in Laos and the
DRYV in the northern half of Vietnam,

(3) to be accorded total freedom in arranging their foreign relations, including
freedom to admit US military,

(4) to maintain the type of dictatorial regime which Sihanouk had succeeded
in imposing on his domestic opponents in 1953.

The Cambodians also insisted at Geneva that they did not accept the existing
boundary between their country and Viet Nam, and reserved the ri%ht to contest
it in the future because it had been arbitrarily established by France. >

They succeeded in the first three aims; indeed, Sihanouk’s representative Sam
Sary nearly derailed the conference on its next-to-last day with a long list of

Democrats had 43 of the 74 members, and the Secretary was a left Democrat, So’n
Phu’o’c Tho (Punakkar, Phnom Penh Khmer-language newspaper, organ of Lon Nol’s
Khmer Renovation Party, no. 136, 19 March 1953).

84 Gouvernement Royal du Cambodge, Livre Jaune sur les revendications de
l’indépendence du Cambodge (Depuis le 5 Mars 1953), [Phnom Penh, 1953], pp. 3-18, 5
mars 1953, “ler Message du Souverain a M. le Président de la République, Président de
I’Union Frangaise, exposant la situation générale du Cambodge et les problémes qui se
posent”.

85 This position was elaborated in Sarin Chhak, Les frontiéres du Cambodge, Tome 1,
Paris, Librairie Dalloz, 1966.
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demands, the most important of which were granted by the Great Powers.
Although they were unsuccessful in the fourth, within little more than a year they
managed to circumvent the provisions of the Geneva Accords while ostensibly
observing them.*®

At that time the Cambodian position was strongly anti-communist and pro-
’Free World’, and the US could regard Sihanouk as a potential ally of themselves
and of a government of South Viet Nam against the DRV. The US experts of the
time, however, realized some of Cambodia’s inherent weaknesses, “vulnerable to
Communist pressures chiefly because of their military weakness ... unpredictable
leadership [emphasis added], the rivalry of cliques, and ... the existence of
armed, non-Communist dissidence”.®’

The dissidence to which they referred was that of So’n Ngoc Thanh, whom
they saw as an independent nationalist. Interestingly, in view of Thanh’s
reputation in later years as an ally, even agent, of the US, in 1954 the authors of
the above memorandum opined that “his future behavior cannot be predicted and
it is conceivable that he might join forces with the Viet Minh”. Clearly the US
position at that time was more favorable to Sihanouk than to Thanh.

Independence and its confirmation by the Geneva Conference of July 1954
represented a defeat for all progressive currents of Cambodian politics from the
communist Khmer People’s Revolutionary Party (KPRP) through the Thanhist
guerrillas to the urban Democrats. In contrast to Viet Nam and Laos, the
Cambodian revolutionary forces were allowed no regroupment zone, and were
left with no choice but to lay down their arms and reintegrate with Cambodian
society under Sihanouk and his conservative supporters.

About one thousand of the leading KPRP cadre withdrew to North Viet Nam,
while the rest who remained active changed from armed to political struggle in
order to contest the coming elections as Krom Pracheachon (‘Citizens’ Group),
in fact the new political form of the KPRP.*

In recent years there have been attempts to attribute the defeat of the
Cambodian left at Geneva to deliberate betrayal by one or another larger power,
China or Vietnam, in the interest of their alleged hegemonic goals in Southeast
Asia, thus an intra-Communist Bloc Cold War issue within the larger Cold War.

The official line in the People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) — that is, the
government in Phnom Penh from 1979 to 1989, when the name was changed to

86 Lacouture et Devillers, La fin d’une guerre, pp. 270-1; and see below on the 1955
election. [Sam Sary’s son, Sam Rainsy, following the 1998 election, tried the same
technique in an effort to derail the election results and formation of a new government.]

87 Foreign Relations of the United States 1952-54, Volume XVI, “The Geneva
Conference”, p. 1023 Memorandum by Chester Cooper and Joseph A. Yager, Geneva,
June 3, 1954.

88 Chandler, Tragedy, chapter 2; Kiernan, How Pol Pot, pp. 153-164; Vickery, “Looking
Back”, p. 97.
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State of Cambodia (SOC) — and also that of the Vietnamese government, was
then that the course of the Cambodian revolution under Pol Pot was determined
by China’s desire for hegemony over Southeast Asia, and that the Pol Pot clique
was carrying out Chinese policy.

This line was adopted uncritically by some foreign friends of the PRK, such
as Wilfred Burchett, and it is also reflected in the most thorough treatment to
date of the history of the Cambodian revolution, Kiernan’s How Pol Pot Came to
Power, in spite of his recording of evidence to the contrary.89

This tale of Chinese perfidy starts with the Geneva negotiations of 1954, and
the failure to secure representation of the revolutionary side or a regroupment
zone for the revolutionary forces as was done in Laos and Vietnam. According to
the SRV and PRK, they were betrayed by China who sold out to the western
powers, and then in Cambodia supported Sihanouk.””

Democratic Kampuchea, on the other hand, has blamed Vietnamese treachery
for the same result, and western writers have chosen one or the other line, more
or less, depending on their relative Chinese or Vietnamese sympathies.91

Let us return, however, to the events of 1954 when both the Vietnamese and
the Cambodian revolutionaries were forced at the negotiating table to withdraw
from gains they had made on the battlefield. Both the Chinese and Russians
urged this retreat, and the main reason was fear of military intervention by the
US, including the use of nuclear weapons.

This very real threat, which the Chinese and Russians would have understood
much better than the Cambodian Issarak and KPRP forces, sufficiently explains
the Chinese and Russian positions; and there are no grounds to postulate at that
date an intention by them to sabotage Vietnamese unification or to utilize
Cambodia against Viet Nam.

The Vietnamese, for their part, were persuaded that the retreat was temporary,
and that their goal would be achieved in 1956 following the elections which the
Geneva Accords called for.

89 Wilfred Burchett, The China-Cambodia-Vietnam Triangle, London, Vanguard Books
and Zed Press, 1981; Kiernan, How Pol Pot, pp. 140-153.

90 See Michael Vickery, Cambodia 1975-1982, p. 197, and references there.

91 ‘Democratic Kampuchea’, from 1976, was the official name of what is popularly
called the ‘Khmer Rouge regime’ of 1975-1979. The standard document is Pol Pot’s
‘Black Book’, original foreign language edition, “Livre noir: faits et preuves des actes
d’agression et d’annexion du Vietnam contre le Kampuchea”, Phnom Penh, Ministere des
Affaires Etrangéres, September 1978. For an accessible interpretation see Stephen R.
Heder, ‘The Kampuchean-Vietnamese Conflict’, Southeast Asian Affairs 1979,
Singapore, Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1980, p. 13, and n. 25.

92 Which is not to say that such was not the intention of the western powers. See sources
listed in Kiernan, How Pol Pot, chapter 5, note 8.
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Within Cambodia, not only had formal independence been granted to
Sihanouk’s government before Geneva, which thus entitled that government to a
place at the conference, but a fundamental weakness of the Cambodian
revolution had been revealed by that independence. Much of the revolutionary
ardor in the countryside disappeared, for independence was what it had been
about, and there was insufficient popular support for further struggle in the
interest of political or social revolution.

Quite apart from the danger of US intervention, clear assessment of the real
balance of forces would have indicated to the Vietnamese, Chinese, and
Russians that insistence on support for the KPRP against Sihanouk was
premature.

If Geneva disappointed the Cambodian left, it also added an unexpected
difficulty to the plans of the right. The latter, under Sihanouk, had hoped to
continue the dictatorial regime instituted with Sihanouk’s January 1953 coup,
but the Geneva accords required all three Indochina countries to hold elections,
in Cambodia before the end of 1955, under existing constitutions and with
freedom for all factions, including former guerrillas, to participate.

This made possible the open organization of the Krom Pracheachon under
Keo Meas, Non Suon and Pen Yuth, while the old Democrat Party was
revitalized and pushed leftward by former students of the Paris Marxist Circle,
such as Keng Vannsak and Thiounn Mum, perhaps with organizational work by
Saloth Sar. Because of the Democrats’ previous successes, and the popularity
which both groups had gained during the anti-French struggle, it was expected
that in an honest election the parties of the left would at least win a strong
minority in the new National Assembly.93

In the election of 1955 Sihanouk confounded the objective of Geneva, just as
Ng6 Pinh Diem, with US support, betrayed the Geneva Accords in Viet Nam by
refusing to allow the nation-wide election scheduled for 1956 to take place.
Faced by a clear electoral threat from the left Sihanouk first attempted to amend
the existing constitution in ways which would permit him to continue to rule
unhindered whatever the election result.”® This was vetoed by the International
Control Commission as contrary to the Geneva Accords, which called for
elections under the existing constitution.

Then Sihanouk succeeded in getting the election postponed from April to
September 1955, and in those months the Cambodian right, which had been
divided among several parties, managed to unify in a single party loyal to
Sihanouk. The election campaign was characterized by arrest, occasionally
murder, of opposition politicians, the silencing of their press organs, intimidation
of voters, and allegedly even ballot-box fraud on election day. The result was

93 Vickery, “Looking Back”, pp. 96-99.
94 Chandler, Tragedy, p. 77.



Chapter 1 / An introduction to Cambodia 33

total victory for Sihanouk’s Sangkum which took all seats in the National
Assembly.95

The US attitude was shown by a military aid agreement signed with
Cambodia on 16 May 1955, in the middle of the election campaign. The
newspapers of the opposition, both Democrats and former communist guerrillas,
denounced this agreement, and warned of the dangerous situation developing in
Viet Nam and imperialist, i.e. American, responsibility for it. In the light of what
happened later their 1955 analyses seem extremely prescient.

At Geneva, and throughout 1955, it appeared that the Cambodian ruling
group under Sihanouk intended to ruthlessly suppress communism at home and
rely on alliances with western capitalist powers, especially the US, for
international security. In Washington, Sihanouk may have appeared as a
Cambodian Ng6 Pinh Diem, or, had he been on the political horizon, Sarit
Than%gat, both of whom by 1960 were the most bitter enemies of Sihanouk’s
state.

1955-1964

This period saw gradual disillusionment with US protection, as the US, in its
support of Ngd Pinh Diem, favored Viet Nam in its disputes with Cambodia.
When South Viet Nam invaded an area of northeastern Cambodia, the US said
its military aid to Cambodia must not be used against the Saigon forces.”’
Sihanouk, who had earlier sought protection by the US and the capitalist world,
began to diversify his international relations. He traveled to the Soviet Union in
1956, and relations were established with China in 1958.

Sihanouk’s enemies were twofold, Thailand and Viet Nam, especially with
respect to irredentist problems, and internal opposition. During 1955-1960
Sihanouk seems to have considered the foreign threats the more dangerous, and
his opening to the international left was intended to block them.

The internal opposition appeared defeated after 1955, and vigorous measures
were maintained to keep them under control. Such measures, however, provoked
recrudescence of communist movements, which gained increasing popular
support as ordinary Cambodians, particularly peasants, realized that
independence had not brought an end to their problems, and that their life had
hardly improved from the French period.98

95 For more detail see Vickery, “Looking Back”, pp.96-99; Ben Kiernan, How Pol Pot,
pp- 155-164. The full name of Sihanouk’s party was ‘Sangkum Reastr Niyum’, which
was rendered as ‘Popular Socialist Community’. See Chandler, Tragedy, pp. 83-84 and n.
94, on dishonest balloting and fake reporting of results.

96 Chandler, Tragedy, p. 136
97 Chandler, Tragedy, p. 98.
98 See Kiernan, How Pol Pot, chapter 6.
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Sihanouk tried to play the Cold War game to the advantage of his country and
his class; and for several years he seemed remarkably successful. The success
depended on what happened in Viet Nam, where the US-sponsored war gathered
intensity after the refusal to hold elections in 1956. Sihanouk’s left-leaning
neutrality brought economic aid from the Socialist Bloc and some degree of
assurance that they would not support his leftist opposition.

He also garnered economic and military aid from the West, particularly the
US, by not moving so far left in foreign policy that they could not hope to keep
Cambodia within the ‘Free World’ by means of such aid. It seems also that
Sihanouk, in the early 1960s, believed that the US effort in Viet Nam would fail,
that the communists would win, and that Cambodia must insure its future by
developing better relations with them than with the Diem government in the
South.

Several things happened to disrupt Sihanouk’s nicely balanced policy. His
repression of domestic opposition, and worsening conditions for the rural
population, caused a new development of an active communist movement,
particularly in rural areas. In 1960 the communist party was reorganized,
throughout the 1960s many old fighters who had laid down their arms in 1954
reactivated a maquis, sometimes in order to save their lives from Sihanouk’s
police. In Phnom Penh there was increasing leftist opposition among the newly
educated youth.

A second disruptive factor was that the US believed Sihanouk’s Red Prince
rhetoric, and obtusely refused to recognize that his domestic policy was firmly,
even brutally, anti-communist. Or perhaps, for the US, Cambodian domestic
policy was irrelevant (something which seems apparent since the 1970s), and it
was only Sihanouk’s stance in the Cold War, and with respect to the hot war in
Viet Nam, that mattered.

US official criticism of Sihanouk and Cambodia’s policy increased, and it
seems that there were US-backed plots to overthrow the Cambodian government.
This so exasperated Sihanouk that by 1964 he announced the rejection of all
forms of US aid, and all US personnel in Cambodia involved in aid programs
had to leave. The following year diplomatic relations were broken.”’

Ironically, the end of Sihanouk’s close connection with the US, and his
officially increasing reliance on the Socialist Bloc, did not bring relief from
domestic dissidence. Obviously the communist movement in Cambodia
developed out of local conditions, popular dissatisfaction with the regime, not
from external subversion, and it was independent of Cold War considerations.

In fact, by the mid-1960s it was certain that China, the Soviet Union, and the
Democratic Republic of Viet Nam all supported the existence of Sihanouk’s
right-wing regime even to the point of sacrificing, at least temporarily, the

99 See Chandler, Tragedy, pp. 99-107, on the Sam Sary and Dap Chhuon plots.
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communist movement, because of the value of a formally neutral, peaceful
Cambodia whose border areas could be used as sanctuaries for Vietnamese
communist forces, and through which arms could be supplied to them.

A major arms supply route ran from the port of Kompong Som/Sihanoukville
in Cambodia’s southwest to the Vietnamese border, with arms transported
courtesy of the Cambodian army under Lon Nol, an activity which generated
great profit for the Cambodians involved, just as the transit of arms through
Thailand to the Khmer Rouge today [1979-1991] cannot be stopped because of
the wealth it brings to well-placed Thai generals. 10

By 1967, and even more clearly 1968, Sihanouk’s policy had failed. The rural
communists had initiated revolutionary civil war, and the army was powerless to
suppress them. 101

Besides this, it seems that Sihanouk began to believe that the US would win
in Viet Nam through sheer weight of numbers and arms, and contacts between
Phnom Penh and Washington gradually improved until diplomatic relations were
restored in 1969. This did not help Sihanouk very much, though, for in March
1970 he was overthrown by his own close supporters, who also in general

100 On Cambodian profits from aid to Vietnam see Chandler, Tragedy, pp. 188-9; and on
Thai transport of arms to the Khmer Rouge see M.R. Sukhumbhand Paribatra, “Unholy
Alliance Must End”, The Nation (Bangkok), 22 July 1988, in which he warned that there
is a strong interest among some of the Thai military in keeping the supply routes to the
Khmer Rouge across Thailand open: “[t]o resolve the Khmer Rouge problem means to
sever a relationship, which is based ... also on vested interests, and an attempt to do so
may prove to be both futile and dangerous”; also M.R. Sukhumbhand Paribatra,
“Indonesia can play a leading role”, The Nation, 28 February 1990. All further references
to ‘The Nation’, unless otherwise designated, are to the Bangkok newspaper of that name.

For a touch of humor we may note Gary Klintworth’s claim (Vietnam s intervention in
Cambodia in international law, Canberra, Australian Government Publishing service,
1989, p. v), that he developed his interest in Cambodia as an ‘intelligence’ (military, of
course) operative in 1967, checking out “the carrying capacity of bicycles on the road
from Sihanoukville to Ratanakiri”.

Had intelligence operative Klintworth never looked at a map? He has obviously
confused the wide US-built Sihanouk highway from the southern port of Kompong
Som/Sihanoukville with the narrow jungle ‘Sihanouk Trail’ in Cambodia’s northeast,
some 600 km distant. No wonder the Australians and Americans never discovered what
was going on. No bicycles ever carried supplies out of Sihanoukville. Transport was on
Cambodian army trucks supplied by General Lon Nol with Sihanouk’s connivance.

Nor did the road lead to Ratanakiri. It went straight to the Vietnamese border in
southeastern Cambodia. The bicycle traffic was through the jungles from northern
Vietnam, via Laos and Cambodia’s northeastern province, to southern Vietnam: the
‘Sihanouk Trail’.

101 Ben Kiernan, , “The Samlaut Rebellion and its Aftermath, 1967-70: The Origins of
Cambodia’s Liberation Movement”, Parts I-II, in Monash University, Centre of southeast
Asian Studies, Working Papers, nos. 4 and 5, n.d [1975-76].; Kiernan, How Pol Pot;
Chandler, Tragedy.
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favored close relations with the US, both for help against the communist
dissidence, and for aid in economic reorganization and development.

The suspicion, nurtured by Sihanouk himself, that the US engineered his
overthrow, is probably unfounded. 192 Sihanouk was already moving back toward
a pro-US position, and with his solid record of domestic anti-communism, and
increasingly overt hostility to the DRV, he was in fact the perfect picture of a US
Third World client. Probably Sihanouk’s enemies on the right, who included
both old-fashioned conservatives like Lon Nol, and a group of young, well-
educated technocrats and lawyers who wanted a modern capitalist economy and
a functioning pluralist parliament, saw that if Sihanouk regained US favor, their
projects, whether reactionary or modernizing, were doomed. 103

It is probable too that the old Cochinchina irredentism was a factor in Lon
Nol’s move. During his period of friendship with the DRV and the NLF in
southern Viet Nam in 1967, Sihanouk had agreed to the fixing of Cambodia’s
borders as they were, that is recognition of Cambodia’s territorial integrity
“inside its existing borders”, which meant givin% up the old claim to the
traditionally Khmer provinces in southern Vietnam.'**

Lon Nol was notably expansionist with respect to traditional Khmer territory,
and among the most ardent military supporters of the Lon Nol regime were
Khmer troops from southern Viet Nam under the political leadership of the old
nationalist and Sihanouk enemy, So’n Ngoc Thanh.'% This did not, however,
make for a close relationship. Lon Nol needed the military skills of Thanh’s
American-trained soldiers, but, like his old patron Sihanouk, he distrusted Thanh
politically, and when Thanh’s term as Prime Minister (March-October 1972)
ended with no success, he renounced Cambodian politics, returned to Vietnam,
and probably died in prison after the Communist victory there.

The details of the disastrous five-year war which ensued are well known.
Each American initiative — the April 1970 invasion, the massive bombing of
1972 and 1973, the attempt to secure Khmer communist agreement to a cease-
fire in 1973 via Vietnamese influence, acquiescence in Lon Nol’s crooked
elections, and the insistence on maintaining him to the end even when many

102" See Norodom Sihanouk and Wilfred Burchett, My War with the CIA, London,
Penguin Books, The Penguin Press, 1973; and for more nuanced detail of possible US
roles, Chandler, Tragedy, pp. 190-199.

103 The second group was represented by the founders and publishers of the French-
language Phnom Penh newspaper Phnom Penh Presse. A still-active survivor is Douc
Rasy.

104 Malcolm Caldwell and Lek Tan, Cambodia in the Southeast Asian War, Monthly
Review Press, New York and London, 1973, pp. 168-9; Chandler, Tragedy, p. 168.
Recognition by the NLF came on 31 May 1967, and by the DRV on 8 June.

105 Kiernan, How Pol Pot, pp. 348
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among his closest associates wanted him removed — led to ever greater political
and military fiascoes.

With respect to the Cold War, the Cambodian hot war revealed some
interesting modifications in the international lineup. China, with whom the US
was seeking good relations, supported the Cambodian revolutionaries, while the
Soviet Union, and the Eastern European bloc, maintained correct relations with
the Khmer Republic, and embassies in Phnom Penh.

Possibly unknown at the time was that the relationship between the
Vietnamese and the Cambodian communists, both of whom were fighting
against the US as well as against their domestic opposition, was souring, until
there was no way the Vietnamese could prevail on the Cambodians to respect the
1973 Paris agreements.]06 When the war ended in April 1975, the victorious
Khmer Rouge assaulted the Soviet Embassy and expelled its diplomats as
ignominiously as those from capitalist countries.

After 1975

The end of the wars in Cambodia and Viet Nam in 1975 which left all of
Indochina under Communist states, was the nadir of US cold and hot war
policies in Asia. Not only had they lost those wars, but Thailand, in its new
democratic euphoria after October 1973, had overthrown the military who had
made Thailand a virtual satellite of the US since the 1950s, and had
unceremoniously told the US to remove its numerous military personnel from
their Thai bases.

The new Thai government also refused to exhibit the traditional fear of
communist expansion, and hastened to establish normal diplomatic relations with
their neighbors to the east. More than that, in the Thai parliamentary elections of
1975 the government and military did not exert pressure to prevent the formation
and campaigning of socialist parties, which operated in freedom for the first time
since 1946, and won an impressive number of seats in the lower house of
parliament. 107

It must have appeared to Cold Warriors that not only had they lost Indochina,
but the leading candidate for domino status was cooperating in its own
knockdown. Fortunately the new Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia provided
reason for hope. The rough policies which were instituted there were bound to
alienate their own population, and, if utilized properly, dampen the socialist
ardor of Thais or other Southeast Asians who might have otherwise been
attracted to an Indochina-type solution to their own domestic problems.

106 Becker, When the War Was Over, pp. 147-150; Chandler, Tragedy, pp. 216-220;
Kiernan, How Pol Pot, chapter 8.

107 Jeffrey Race, “The January 1975 Thai Election: Preliminary Data and Inferences”,
Asian Survey (AS), Vol. XV, Number 4 (April 1975), pp. 375-382.
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A propaganda campaign was set in motion to assimilate socialism to Pol
Potism, and there was no lack of journalist helpers who did all they could to
search out the worst incidents and treat them as what happened every day,
everywhere, in Democratic Kampuchea. Most of them were not organized, but
simply searching for what would make the most saleable stories; even when
some US government experts, when questioned formally in public, tried to
provide objective information.

As Edward Herman wrote later in a letter to the editor of The Progressive
criticizing that publication’s treatment of Cambodia, media “focus on KR
violence in the late 1970s ... was clearly not to help Cambodians ... it was to
discredit revolution, retrospectively justify our Indochina interventions, and help
slough off the ‘Vietnam syndrome’ freeing us for more interventions (as in
Angola, El Salvador, and Nicaragua)”.

It was what I called, in the new introduction to the second edition of my
Cambodia 1975-1982, “reverse intellectual history, less an explanation of
sources contributing to DK ideolo%; than an attempt to discredit the precursors
via the disasters attributed to DK”.

The Standard Total View, as I called it in Cambodia 1975-1982, got wide
coverage in Thai publications, and this no doubt contributed to increasing
tolerance for right-wing extremism, showing itself in violence against activist
students, leftist party members, and organized farmers.

As a result of the propaganda and violence, the socialist parties lost most of
their seats in parliament after the election of 1976; and, in October of that year,
in the bloodiest Thai coup ever, Thai democracy was overthrown and a new
militarist and fanatically anti-communist regime set in place.

The Cambodians then surprised everyone again by turning on their erstwhile
allies and wartime backers, breaking the supposed Indochinese socialist unity.

Armed conflict on a large scale between Cambodia and Viet Nam began in
1977 and ended in December 1978 when Viet Nam invaded, overthrew the
Democratic Kampuchea government and established in its place the Peoples
Republic of Kampuchea with a leadership drawn from former DK personnel who
had broken with that regime, Cambodian communists who had lived in Viet

108 Noam Chomsky and Edward S. Herman, After the Cataclysm, Postwar Indochina &
the Reconstruction of Imperial Ideology, Boston, South End Press, 1979, chapter 6;
Vickery, Cambodia 1975-1982, chapter 2.

109 Letter from Herman to The Progressive, 1 September 1997, with criticism of its issue
of September 1997, kindly provided to me by Herman; Vickery, Cambodia 1975-1982,
second edition, p. ix. Reverse intellectual history is seen in Shawcross and continues in
particular in the work of David Chandler. See below, note 815, on Chandler’s reference
to Ceausescu; and in his 4 History, fourth edition p. 296 on the “Leninist Politics” of Pol
Pot, against which see chapter 5 of Vickery, Cambodia 1975-1982 and comment below,
pp- 258, ff., on Friedman.



Chapter 1 / An introduction to Cambodia 39

Nam since the 1954 Geneva settlement, and a few people of non-communist
background.

This posed a problem for the Cold Warriors. The Pol Pot regime, “worse than
Hitler”, whose overthrow by an international force had been demanded, not just
by the usual claque of Washington warmongers, but even by decent and
reasonable people like George McGovern, had really been overthrown.

The Vietnamese record in their own country was such that a repetition of DK
brutality could be ruled out; and in justification of their move the Vietnamese
pulled out all the western anti-Pol Pot publications, including known fakes.

The US reaction proved that Washington had never cared about what was
happening in Cambodia, but had only desired to use the DK example to discredit
‘socialism’. Not only was no joy in the end of DK expressed, but Viet Nam was
condemned, and by the end of 1979 a save-DK program, with clear US
participation and support, was organized along the Thai-Cambodian border.

Under the guise of a humanitarian program to help refugees fleeing disaster,
DK forces were helped to rebuild; and non-communist anti-Phnom Penh groups,
with their own armed forces, were developed from scratch. As an International
Committee of the Red Cross representative described it 12 years later:

“[t]he Cambodian border population has always been used for political
purposes in the past. In the eighties the people escaping from Cambodia
were kept at the border and used as a buffer as long as Vietnamese troops
were in Cambodia. The camps became the most effective places to recruit
fighters. At the same time they were a very convenient shield against
attacks from the other side, with their civilian appearances and the presence

. 110
of large numbers of foreign aid workers”.

As a result of this international, but largely US and Thai, initiative, the DK
regime and military which were thoroughly defeated in 1979, were rebuilt until
they again threatened the existence of Cambodia. And to give them a thin fig leaf
of political respectability a Sihanoukist group and another non-communist group,
the KPNLF, were in 1982 forced by US, Chinese, and ASEAN pressure to unite
in the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK), which
preserved the name of the hated Pol Pot regime.

This Coalition was henceforth recognized diplomatically by all ASEAN
states, China, and most of the capitalist West. The Peoples Republic in Phnom
Penh was recognized by Viet Nam, the Soviet Union, most of the former Soviet
Bloc countries of Eastern Europe, India, Nicaragua, Cuba, and a few African
countries.

110 Michael Vickery, “Refugee Politics: The Khmer Camp system in Thailand”, in David
A. Ablin & Marlowe Hood, editors, The Cambodian Agony, Armonk, New York, M.E.
Sharpe, Inc., 1987, pp. 293-331; Mr. Jean-Jacques Fresard, 8 February 1991, in a
CCSDPT Open Session, in Bangkok.
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Occasionally the ongoing conflict over Cambodia has been portrayed as a
proxy war between China and the USSR, since China has indeed backed the DK
group as a legitimate government which was overthrown by foreign intervention,
while the Soviets gave economic and military support to Viet Nam and to the
new PRK government in Cambodia.

This made the Cambodia problem a kind of Cold War issue, and provided the
US, which favored China at the end of the 1970s, with a realpolitik excuse to
justify its position as following the Chinese lead on Cambodia.

This has been the official US answer to critics of its stance on post-1979
Cambodia: the US is following the lead of its friends among the front-line
states, ASEAN and China, and in spite of alleged revulsion at the result —
rehabilitation of DK until it has the potential to regain power — the US must
follow the lead of its friends who are directly involved.

This argument is disingenuous. There have been too many instances of the
US following from in front, insuring that ASEAN, perhaps even China, maintain
the pressure against Cambodia and Viet Nam.

Right after the defeat of DK in January 1979, Prince Sihanouk, who had been
held in seclusion in Phnom Penh, was taken away by the fleeing DK government
and the Chinese, first to China. Then he was allowed to go to New York to plead
the case of Cambodia against Vietnamese intervention at the UN.

While in New York he tried to defect from his DK minders. He made contact
with US State Department officials, saying he wished to escape and live in the
US or France. This would have been a near fatal blow for DK; but the US State
Department, rather than welcoming Sihanouk, persuaded him to remain with
pK. '

At about the same time National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski
“concocted the idea of persuading Thailand to cooperate fully with China in its
efforts to rebuild the Khmer Rouge”. He “encouraged the Chinese to support Pol
Pot [and] ... encouraged the Thai to help the DK”. The United States ‘“winked
semipublicly’ ... while encouraging China and Thailand to give the Khmer
Rouge direct aid to fight against the Vietnamese occupation”. 12

In this light, the secret meeting discovered by Nayan Chanda between Thai
Prime Minister Kriangsak Chomanand and representatives from China, which
secured Thai support for Chinese aid to the DK forces regrouped on the Thai
border, loses some of its signiﬁcamce.113

Nearly all Western powers and ASEAN condemned the Vietnamese action,
without heed for the improvement it brought to the lives of most Cambodians.

111 Chanda, Brother Enemy, pp. 364-368; T.D. Allman, “Sihanouk’s Sideshow”, Vanity
Fair (April 1990), pp. 151-60, 226-34.

112 Becker, When the War Was Over, p. 435.
113 Chanda, Brother Enemy, pp. 348-349.
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Indeed many Western and ASEAN officials, and a pack of sycophantic
journalists, tried to blame the parlous state of Cambodian society and economy
in 1979, not on the policies of Democratic Kampuchea, but on its overthrow.

There were even suggestions, including a CIA report on Kampuchean demo-
graphy, that the largest death toll had not occurred under Pol Pot but during the
period of Vietnamese intervention which led to his removal. !

In February 1979 China invaded northern Viet Nam as punishment, to teach
Viet Nam a lesson, as they said. This caused immense destruction in Vietnam’s
northern border provinces, but turned into a military defeat for China, and had no
effect on the situation in Cambodia.

Later in 1979 Thailand allowed remnants of the defeated Democratic
Kampuchea army to cross Thai territory carrying their weapons to find sanctuary
in another part of Cambodia near the Thai border. This is a violation of
international law, according to which belligerents entering non—belligerent
territory are to be disarmed and interned pending resolution of the conflict. 15

International cooperation against the new Cambodian government during
1979-1980 was concentrated in the development of huge refugee centers near
and along the border between Cambodia and Thailand. Indeed there were tens of
thousand of Cambodians who had fled to the border in the perilous early months
of 1979, when no one knew how the war would end and which party would
emerge victorious.

In the Western press this was usually portrayed as rejection, by up to a quarter
of the surviving population, of the new People’s Republic as well as of the old
Democratic Kampuchea. The refugee centers, however, were created for the
purpose of drawing the maximum number of people, particularly the better
educated, out of Cambodia into the refugee camps where they could be used for
propaganda against the new government and as a recruitment base for armed
forces who would eventually cooperate in its overthrow. 16

These anti-Phnom Penh armed forces were first of all the Democratic
Kampuchea remnants, who were given rest and rehabilitation facilities both
within Thailand and in the ill-defined border zone. Food, medicine, money and
arms were transmitted to them through a variety of open, semi-clandestine, and
clandestine arrangements which within a couple of years had revived their
fighting qualities.

Two other non-communist armed groups were developed, with more overt
Western and ASEAN aid in the form of food, medicine, shelter, money, and

114 National Foreign Assessment Center, Central Intelligence Agency, “Kampuchea: A
Demographic Catastrophe”, [Washington, D.C., May 1980]; Michael Vickery,
“Democratic Kampuchea: CIA to the Rescue”, BCAS, Vol. 14, No. 4, 1982, pp. 45-54.

115 Michael Battye, Reuters, New Straits Times (Kuala Lumpur), 2 May 1979; Far
Eastern Economic Review (FEER) Yearbook 1980, p. 293.

116 Vickery, “Refugee Politics: The Khmer Camp System in Thailand”.
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arms. They were the Khmer Peoples National Liberation Front (KPNLF) under
an old politician named Son Sann, and another group loyal to Prince Sihanouk
(FUNCINPEC).

Within the United Nations Cambodia’s seat continued to be occupied by the
representative of Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea, and annually the UN, in one
form or another, voted against the replacement of Democratic Kampuchea by the
Peoples Republic.

In spite of political isolation by most of the developed world, and a virtual
economic blockade initiated, and enforced, by the United States, the Peoples
Republic of Kampuchea (after 1989 State of Cambodia), made rapid progress in
restoring normal, and steadily improving, conditions of life for its people.
Substantial foreign aid came from the Soviet Union and from Viet Nam, even
though the latter was hardly in a better position than Cambodia following the
destruction wrought by the US during the war of 1960-1975.

If Cambodia since 1979 had had normal international political and economic
relations, instead of facing blockade and subversion by the world’s largest
(China) and most powerful (US) countries, it would probably by now [1991]
have at least returned to the level of its best prewar years. t

The progress under the new Peoples Republic in Phnom Penh has not been
denied by its enemies. Neither do they deny that the Pol Pot group does not
deserve to return to power. Nevertheless, allegedly because Pol Pot was
overthrown by an illegitimate foreign intervention, the state which resulted, the
Peoples Republic/State Of Cambodia (PRK/SOC) may not be allowed to
survive, but must be replaced by some other entity which more certainly
‘represents the will of the Cambodian people’.

For the West this should be a non-communist government based on the
KPNLF and the Sihanoukists. These two groups, however, have shown such
incompetence, disunity, corruption, and brutality towards civilians within their
small enclaves on the Thai border, that they cannot be taken seriously as the
nucleus of a state apparatus. 18

117 See Vickery, Kampuchea, Politics, Economics, and Society; Vickery, “Cambodia
1988”, Asien, Nr. 28, April 1988, Hamburg, pp. 1-19; Vickery, “Notes on the Political
Economy of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK)”, JCA, Vol. 20, No. 4 (1990),
pp. 435-465.

118 See Michael Vickery, “A Critique of the Lawyers’ Committee for International
Human Rights, Kampuchea Mission of November 1984, JCA, Vol. 18, No. 1 (1988), p.
115, for KPNLF brutality.

For the incompetence and corruption of the Sihanoukists see the reports of the first
attempt to sell off the Cambodian national heritage on the Thai market initiated by
Sihanouk’s group in 1982 — “Sihanouk endorses timber agreement”, The Nation, 27
November 1982 citing Buor Hell, a high-ranking official in Sihanouk’s group, and a
distant relative of the prince, for the news that they had signed an agreement with a
private Thai company to supply one million cubic meters of Cambodian timber. See also
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Simultaneously, a propaganda campaign, in which well-known professional
humanitarian organizations collaborated, was cranked up, its objective to
convince the world that the Phnom Penh government violated human rights. This
campaign ignored the great improvement in that area consequent on the enforced
change of regime in 1979, and the subsequent steady enhancements, despite lack
of trained officials and the wartime conditions which the US, China and ASEAN
imposed on Cambodia. 19

Until 1989 PRK legitimacy was also denied because of the alleged presence
of 100-200,000 Vietnamese soldiers and Vietnamese advisers to the
administration who supposedly ran the country, demonstrating that it was not
independent. The first demand of Phnom Penh’s enemies was that the
Vietnamese must withdraw, after which, it was implied, occasionally even stated
explicitly, there would be no problem in reestablishing normal relations with
Cambodia.

At that time the US, China, and ASEAN believed that Viet Nam had no
intention of withdrawing, but intended to transform Cambodia into some kind of
Vietnamese colony or province. It was also believed that without the large
Vietnamese presence the PRK could not survive, but would be defeated by the
three-party Coalition within a few months. '’ Then, against all predictions,
Vietnam, after several partial withdrawals beginning in 1983, withdrew all their
troops in September 1989, and not only did the PRK not collapse, but defended
itself very well, even making impressive gains against the Coalition forces. 121

This is why what is called the ‘Peace Process’ had to be initiated. The ‘Peace
Process’ has been a process of trying to take away from the PRK at the
negotiating table what could not be won from it on the battlefield or through
blockade, embargo, and subversion.

Buor Hell’s statements reported in The Bangkok Post, 27 October 1982, and in the Asian
Wall Street Journal, 29 November, 1982, p. 1. A few days later Sihanouk denied that he
had backed the deal, but nevertheless was quoted as saying he “hoped that the contract
would be approved by other members of [the coalition]”.

119 See Lawyers” Committee for International Human Rights, “Preliminary Summary of
Findings and Conclusions, Kampuchea Mission”, New York, November 1984; their final
report, Kampuchea: After the Worst, New York, August 1985; Michael Vickery, “A
Critique of the Lawyers’ Committee for International Human Rights, Kampuchea
Mission of November 1984”, JCA, Vol. 18 No. 1 (1988), pp. 108-116; Amnesty
International, “Kampuchea Political Imprisonment and Torture”, June 1987. See
comment on these reports below, pp. 277 ff.

120 Vickery, “Notes on the Political Economy of the Peoples Republic of Kampuchea”,
p- 437 and note 12.

121 Vickery, “Postscript: 1983”, Cambodia 1975-1982, pp. 291-98. [On the propaganda
campaign about Vietnamese troops in Cambodia see Cambodia: A Political Survey,
Phnom Penh, Funan Press, 2007, pp. 14-42].
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Whether ‘Jakarta Informal Meeting’, ‘Australia Plan’, the August 1990 UN-
endorsed ‘Framework’ proposal, the Big Five November 1990 ‘Proposed
Structure for a Comprehensive Political Settlement’, the 1991 US ‘Road Map’
for normalization of relations with Viet Nam and Cambodia, and finally the Paris
agreement of October 1991, they have all had as their goal the dissolution of the
present Cambodian government and its replacement by its enemies, or at least by
a coalition of Phnom Penh with its enemies, even at the risk of return to power of
the blood-stained Pol Pot group. 122

Ironically, after years of pressure on Viet Nam to remove its troops from
Cambodia, the US Road Map requires them to intervene again to force the
Cambodians to accede to the Big Five ‘Proposed Structure’ of political
suicide.'?

The US and ASEAN were quite cynical. While pretending to abhor Pol Pot,
they created and supported all initiatives to weaken his most effective opponents,
although knowing that their envisaged coalition was unviable because of the
deadly enmity among the three, or if the PRK were included, four, parties.

Earlier chances for peace were energetically blocked, with the US taking the
lead. There could have been peace as early as 1979, after the defeat of the
internationally-condemned DK regime. Probably the Vietnamese would have
withdrawn more quickly if they had been assured that the Pol Pot group would
not be rebuilt on the Thai border, and if the ASEAN draft declaration for the July
1981 International Conference on Kampuchea, calling for the disarming of all
Kampuchean factions, had been adopted, rather than rejected under Chinese and
US pressure.

All that would have been necessary was not to construct the refugee camp
system, to keep the then small guerrilla groups on the Thai border isolated and
deprived of new arms, and to channel needed aid to the interior of Cambodia
rather than to the border. That this was not done, that the opposite policy was
carried out, was a deliberate choice, chiefly by the US, China, and Thailand, to
try to destroy the new Cambodian state at all costs.

122 See Michael Vickery, “Cambodia”, in Douglas Allen and Ngo Vinh Long, eds.,
Coming to Terms, Indochina, the United States and the War, Westview Press, Boulder,
Colorado, 1991, pp. 89-128. A summary of the Road Map was published in “A US-VN
normalization road map”, The Nation, 25 October 1991;

123 Jpid. Vietnam must “convince Phnom Penh to sign and fully implement the Paris
Agreement [of October 1991]”, and “convince the Phnom Penh authorities to agree
formally to cooperate on PoOW/MIA matters ... ”.

Apparently the US has learned nothing since the Paris Agreement of 1973 which also
mistakenly assumed an ability by Vietnam to coerce the Cambodian communists. On a
visit to Bangkok in July 1991 Assistant Secretary of State Richard Solomon confirmed
the linkage between “a solution to the war in Cambodia” and normalizing relations with
Viet Nam (“US links VN ties to MIA issue, Cambodia peace”, Bangkok Post, 29 July
1991).
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The Cold War was still alive, and Viet Nam and the PRK were seen as Soviet
proxies. On the part of the US, it was also to punish Viet Nam, not only for
deposing Pol Pot, but for defeating the US in the earlier war. The US was
kicking at its ‘syndrome’.

In 1985 there seemed to be interest within ASEAN for a negotiating process
with Viet Nam in regard to Cambodia. The US, which until then had claimed to
be following the ASEAN lead, came forward in the person of then Secretary of
State George Shultz to warn ASEAN against making proposals which Viet Nam
might accept. 124

Perhaps the most dramatic moves toward peace were the declaration of new
(1988) Thai Prime Minister Chatichai Choonhavan that he intended to transform
Indochina from a battlefield to a market place, and his invitation to PRK Prime
Minister Hun Sen to visit Bangkok in early 1989 even before all the Vietnamese
military had left Cambodia. Until Chatichai’s democratically elected government
was overthrown by a military coup in February 1991, Thailand broke with
traditional ASEAN and US policy on Cambodia, and was clearly headed toward
recognition of Phnom Penh instead of the DK Coalition, something which might
have brought instant peace.

The Phnom Penh government and Viet Nam did their part to meet the West
half way, short of total surrender and dismantling of the PRK government. Not
only did Viet Nam withdraw its troops, demonstrating that the PRK was an
independent, viable state, but both countries began to follow World Bank and
IMF suggestions to liberalize their economies, after which, implicitly, they
should have been eligible for normal economic relations with those international
institutions.

In spite of glowing reports about Vietnamese progress from the World Bank
and IMF, the US blocked all proposals to remove the economic blockade of Viet
Nam and Cambodia, and in 1990 even made private contact with those countries
by American citizens more difficult. 125

Those peace moves by Viet Nam and the Phnom Penh government could not
be tolerated because they offered some promise for real peace and recognition of
the PRK/SOC, which the US was determined to destroy. Those peace moves
were to be supplanted by the ‘Peace Process’, which was intended to remove the
existing Cambodian government, whatever hardships were involved for the

124 Shultz was quoted in the Bangkok Post, 13 July 1985. [See more detail of Shultz’s
bullying of ASEAN and Australian Foreign Minister Bill Hayden in David Roberts,
Political Transition in Cambodia 1991-99, London, Curzon, 2001, p. 15].

125 See below, pp. 50 ff. Vickery, “Notes on the Political Economy of the People’s
Republic of Kampuchea”, pp. 454-5. The World Bank report, Cambodia Agenda for
Rehabilitation and Reconstruction, June 1992, was very positive about Cambodia’s
achievements and prospects.
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Cambodian people, and even if the discredited Pol Pot group were enabled to
return to power.

As happened in the 1960s during the Viet Nam War, opposition to US
Cambodia policy began to appear in influential American circles, including
several active Senators. The George Bush [I] regime in 1989-1990 was also
discomfited by Thailand’s opening to Phnom Penh, and probably feared that
China, which announced the end of its aid to the Coalition (though they later
reneged) at a time when Washington was not contemplating any such move,
might change its Cambodia policy, leaving the US as the only major power
supporting, however covertly, the Pol Pot Khmer Rouge.

Thus the unexpected announcement in July 1990 that Washington would no
longer support the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea in the UN,
and would begin a process of negotiated normalization with Viet Nam, should
not be seen as a real shift in policy, but as a cynical finesse of domestic political
opposition to Bush and his policies.

On the ground in Southeast Asia, US policy hardly changed; and combined
with the sympathy for the anti-Phnom Penh Coalition shown by the Thai
military-dominated regime after the coup in February 1991, the US ‘Road Map’
formulated in 1991 was a harder anti-Phnom Penh line than was being pushed a
year earlier.

The increasing pressure during 1991 succeeded in the ‘Peace Process’
objective: to take away from Phnom Penh at the conference table a large part of
what they had been able to preserve on the battlefield, even after Viet Nam had
withdrawn.

In the final Paris agreement in October 1991 the SOC managed to preserve its
formal existence and avoid the dissolution which earlier drafts had envisaged.
They also managed to secure Phnom Penh as the venue for the Supreme National
Council (SNC), the supra-state body consisting of six representatives from
Phnom Penh and two each from the three opposing factions, FUNCINPEC,
originally led by Prince Sihanouk, the KPNLF nominally under Son Sann, and
the Partie of Democratic Kampuchea, usually termed the ‘Khmer Rouge’, the
group of Pol Pot, Ieng Sary, and Khieu Samphan. 127

Under the new agreement the elections, scheduled for 1993, were stacked, as
far as possible, against the SOC. After much protest they signed for proportional
representation by province, contrary to former Cambodian practice, a formula

126 For a discussion of the true character of the sequence of events trumpeted to the
world as ‘peace proposals’ resulting in a ‘peace agreement’, see Cambodia: A Political
Survey, pp. 14-42.

127 Since agreeing to return to Phnom Penh as President of the SNC, Sihanouk has taken
pains to state that FUNCINPEC is no longer his party, but is led by his son Norodom
Ranariddh. During the last days of October 1991 there were nightly announcements of
this on Phnom Penh television.
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which would give the maximum chance to their existing enemies, in particular
the Khmer Rouge, and to any other parties which might be formed.

And there could be many. Another provision of the agreement said that any
group of 5000 persons may be registered as a political party, and some cynics
might argue that given local political propensities, the likely number of parties
will be the adult population divided by 5000. The multi-party system which was
accepted, both in the agreements and in the new People’s Party proz%ramme,
could produce an incompetent legislature and an impotent govemment.1

Read carefully, the new peace agreements seemed designed to ensure further
destabilization, rather than lasting peace. They incorporated most of the anti-
SOC provisions of the draft agreements devised by western states, which were
designed to effect the dissolution of the Phnom Penh government.

As was obvious in advance, the implementation of the peace agreement
undermined the SOC, gave the Sihanouk and Son Sann groups an entry into
Cambodian politics which they could not achieve by their own efforts, and
enhanced the position of the Khmer Rouge. As in the 1950s-1960s, these
Cambodian groups took advantage of the international Cold War pressure of the
Peace Agreement to engage in local Cold War maneuvers.

Of the older Cambodian Cold War issues independence had been removed
from the agenda, for no power is now committed to keep Cambodia as a colony
or protectorate. Jockeying for foreign support in domestic politics, and
irredentism, however, have emerged as still vital relics of the old Cold War.

Sihanouk had no sooner returned to Phnom Penh when he gave the United
States the green light to subvert the Phnom Penh government, as he once accused
them of trying to subvert him.'?’ While on the one hand blaming the Khmer
Rouge for their intransigence, Sihanouk both criticized UNTAC for doing too
little and warned them against using military force against the Khmer Rouge,
and he smuggled Khieu Samphan into the non-aligned nations’ conference where
he was not expected, nor, apparently, desired. 130

128 These provisions did not work out the way I projected here, and the proportional
representation by province provision backfired. See below n.742

129 Sihanouk seems to have given the new US envoy to Phnom Penh covert signals to
subvert, not himself as the US did in the 1960s, but the existing government in Phnom
Penh, the SOC, saying, “‘Since you are rich you can help the Cambodian people who are
so poor ... Your money should not go into the pockets of our officials or our civil servants
... You should go directly to the people’. “[T]he United States should manage the funds
and hire workers itself rather than trust the government, he said ... ‘We cannot avoid
corruption ... .Please don’t give directly money to them [the SOC] or even materials —
even cars, because they may use the cars for their families ... Asia is Asia, eh’”
(“Sihanouk warns America: Don’t oust me again”, Bangkok Post, 20 November 1991,
AFP).

130 Nayan Chanda, “‘Isolate Khmer Rouge’, Sihanouk chides UNTAC for feeble
response”, FEER, 30 July 1992, pp. 18-19; “Khieu Samphan surprise”, New Sunday
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Sihanouk, as in earlier days, was trying to play all sides against one another to
strengthen his personal position, without regard for the needs of his country.
Bursts of affection for the Khmer Rouge are staged to attract UNTAC and SOC
support for himself. If the Khmer Rouge were eliminated from the political
scene, either through UNTAC military action, or via diplomacy, Sihanouk’s own
position would suffer, while the SOC would gain.

As for irredentism, the old Cambodian demand for return of part of
Cochinchina would seem to have been permanently shelved, but there was a
clear and present danger on the Thai border, which was being ignored, while
alarms were being sounded about a mythical danger from the Vietnamese side.
Sihanouk cut the Gordian Knot of the Cochinchina issue in the 1960s by
insisting only on recognition of Cambodia’s existing borders, and no one except
DK extremists have overtly pressed to go beyond that.

There is, however, room for honest disagreement about precisely where that
‘existing’ border should be traced on the ground, a problem which has existed
ever since the first French cartographic surveys, but which did not matter so long
as both countries were within French Indochina, and which neither side has been
willing to face honestly since independence from France.

A little known detail of Indochinese history — an error in the original French
Indochina map survey and emplacement of triangulation points — resulted in
objective errors in all maps, and the greatest errors were in the southern
Cambodia-Viet Nam border region. 132

During its period of friendship with Viet Nam, the PRK signed a new treaty
designed to settle some of the inconsistencies. This treaty was then denounced
by anti-SOC Cambodians as a sell-out to Viet Nam, and the Cambodian
extremist side of the argument was supported by Sihanouk and received wide-
spread sympathetic attention in the international press, even though at worst, the
Vietnamese, it seems, may have gained a mere 55 square kilometers. 133

Times (Kuala Lumpur), 30 August 1992, followed in the New Straits Times (Kuala
Lumpur), 2 September 1992 by a photo suggesting intimate friendship between Sihanouk
and Khieu Samphan.

131 Note that this was written in 1992; but as described below, pp. 404, 455, the UNTAC,
and Sihanouk’s, game plan required a vigorous KR.

132 See Victor Delahaye, La plaine des joncs et sa mise en valeur, Rennes: Imprimerie de
I'Ouest Eclair, 1928; and L. Malleret, L ‘Archéologie du Delta du Mekong tome 1, Paris,
Ecole Frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, 1959, pp. 6-7.

133 Nayan Chanda, “Land Erosion, Cambodians question status of country’s borders”,
FEER, 3 September 1992, pp. 16-17. Chanda’s bias appears in his acceptance of a US
State Department opinion that all but one square kilometer of the disputed areas went to
Vietnam. For an objective treatment of the 1985 treaty see Evans and Rowley, p. 165.

[In fact, writing in 1992, I was too optimistic here about the end of irredentism on the
Vietnamese border. Since the 1993 election, and particularly in 1997-98 and again in
2006, anti-Vietnamese chauvinism and irredentism have been cultivated by the extremist
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The Cambodian extremists may have seen implicit UNTAC support for their
anti-Vietnamese irredentism in the appointment of two Americans, US
government officer Timothy Carney and his deputy Stephen Heder, who have
long reputations of anti-PRK/SOC activism, even pro-DK activities, to head one
of the important UNTAC components, the Information and Education
Component, which is in charge of monitoring news and propaganda within
Cambodia. Cambodians in leadership positions, whether of the SOC or its
enemies, were aware of this background, and it was inevitable that they saw
Carney and Heder as a kind of great power support for the anti-Phnom Penh
position. 134

The Cambodian-Thai border, relatively speaking, was being ignored, for Thai
pressure there is part of the new Cold War vendetta against Viet Nam via
Cambodia, and Thai interest there, including support for the Khmer Rouge, was
being treated as solely economic, a scramble for quick wealth by Thai
businessmen. The old Thai claims on northwest Cambodia were forgotten.

Interestingly, it was also Heder who was responsible for a good academic
study of the question. Under the pseudonym ‘Larry Palmer’, Heder in 1987
published “Thailand’s Kampuchea Incidents, Territorial disputes and Armed
confrontation Along the Thai-Kampuchean Frontier”."> This traced the history
of Thai land-grabbing along the Cambodian border, including the way in which
new settlements and anti-communist activities were being utilized for that
purpose.

We may hope that now Heder, with his academic record of concern for the
sanctity of Cambodia’s borders, will, in his new capacity as deputy chief of
propaganda for UNTAC [1992-93], revive his old study and call as much
attention to the Thai danger — which he so brilliantly analyzed anonymously
some years ago — as his subsequent writing in his own name, and presence in his
new job in itself, calls to the Cambodia-Viet Nam border.

What was the reason for the US obstinacy, in which ASEAN cravenly
acquiesced? Was it merely irrational, a continuing ‘Vietnam Syndrome’ by a
handful of sick old men in Washington (VWRs, Viet Nam warmonger retreads)
still nurturing the wounds of defeat by what they considered a fourth-rate power?

I think we would be fortunate if it were mere irrationality, for those afflicted
with such irrationality are probably few and their numbers dwindling. Rather,
they are pursuing a rational goal, and one which links the recent destruction of

opposition to the government to greater levels than ever before.See Vickery, Cambodia:
a Political Survey, pp. 183-192.]

134 See further on this pp. 106, 392.

135 Published in News From Kampuchea, 1, 4, Waverly, N.S.W., Australia, Committee of
Patriotic Kampucheans, October 1977, pp. 1-31.
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Iraq with the earlier destruction of Cambodia, and the continuing persecution of
that country [as of 1991, and with respect to Iraq even more obvious in 2007].

The rationality is summed up in the ‘New World Order’ of George Bush [I].
This New World Order means that since the Soviet Union has withdrawn from
the Cold War and from confrontation with the US, the latter is now free to
pursue hegemonistic goals worldwide. The goals are political and military
submission, and submission to crude predatory capitalism.

No nation, however small, is to be allowed to challenge such US supremacy
by opting for another political-economic structure, by trying to form a regional
trade bloc, by protecting its infant industries, or even by fairly winning a share of
the US market, or some other market to which the US wishes to export. The
message in 1991 was Cambodia now (as earlier), and tomorrow any small weak
country which does not voluntarily submit.

The foregoing introductory material may be supplemented with an article written a
year earlier, and refered to several times, above. It emphasized PRK Cambodia’s
economic progress, which was in line with the positive World Bank reports about Viet
Nam noted above.

Notes on the Political Economy of the People’s Republic of
Kampuchea (1989) '*°

The theme of this conference, “Asia: Capitalist Development and the Future of
Socialism” may seem so remote from Cambodian conditions that bringing
Cambodia into the discussions is irrelevant. Cambodia is nowhere near even the
beginnings of industrialization, and on its own will never become a ‘Little
Dragon,’ nor an NIC; and unless linked to a regional bloc must make its way by
efficient development of agriculture, something which all Cambodian regimes
have been unwilling to face, or have failed to achieve.

A look at Cambodia, however, which no conference on the Asia-Pacific
Region should try to avoid, may provide some insights on not only the social, but
political and international dimensions of industrialization, and economic
development in general, in countries which are still small and economically
weak.

In the 1970s Richard Nixon characterized his A_/pril 1970 invasion of
Cambodia as “the Nixon Doctrine in its purest forrn”;13 and in 1989 we might

136 Paper presented at the JCA 20" Anniversary Conference, Manila 10-12 November,
1989, published in JCA, Vol. 20, No. 4 (1990), pp. 435-436. Pagination here and footnote
numbering are different from the original.

137 Recorded in Noam Chomsky, “The Wider War”, in For Reasons of State, p. 192,
citing a press conference of 12 November 1971, and U.S. State Department Bulletin, 6
December 1971, p. 646.
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profitably look at what the continuing U.S.-sponsored violence in Cambodia can
tell us about a U.S. regime doctrine, perhaps only implicit.

Most discussions of Indochina are forced into the straightjacket of not just an
orthodoxy, which implies some continuing discussion, but a doxa, “that which is
beyond question and which each a%ent tacitly accords by the mere fact of acting
in accord with social convention”. "

This is the doxa of unchanging Vietnamese aggressivity and expansionism
which has been used since the early French colonial period to explain everything
from the disappearance of Champa and the disintegration of pre-modern
Cambodia, through the beneficence of French control over Cambodia, to the
Cambodian rejection of French goodwill, the victory of Pol Pot, as well as his
overthrow, and the PRK.

As an example note the map in page 50 of Nayan Chanda’s Brother Enemy
showing “The Stages of Vietnamese Expansionism”.139 A map like this is
deemed essential in every basic textbook of Southeast Asian History, and the
expansion of one country against its neighbors in Southeast Asia is presented as
uniquely Vietnamese.

No similar map has ever been prepared to illustrate Thai expansionism,
during roughly the same period, and against some of the same victims, Mon and
Khmer, who like the Cham and Khmer of southern Viet Nam, have been reduced
in the first case to an insignificant minority, and in the second to a somewhat
larger potentially more troublesome minority, without recognized cultural or
linguistic rights and conscious of its invidious position.

The search for Vietnamese iniquity, and disinclination to find any fault with
the Thai goes back to the first western contacts with both. Vietnamese kings
persecuted Christian missionaries, and moreover in the only Southeast Asian
country where they had any success, while Thai kings accepted and even

138 T have borrowed this concept from Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice,
quotation from p. 169, admittedly tearing it out of the context for which he devised it.

139 In general this book, although ‘hailed’ as brilliant history, has refused to take a
critical look at anything which might undermine U.S. regime orthodoxy. Perhaps this is
why it has been ‘hailed’.

140 Ethnic minority rights are guaranteed by the Vietnamese constitution, but
unmentioned in the Thai; and primary education in minority languages is even less
conceivable in Thailand than among the Cham and Khmer of Viet Nam. I must
emphasize that my purpose here, and in the following paragraphs, is not to single out
Thailand for blame, for in these matters Thailand’s conduct has been well within standard
international norms. The purpose is to call attention to the way in which Viet Nam’s
positions have been viewed through the blinkers of colonialist and imperialist prejudices,
and, on the part of academics, intellectually dishonest analyses.
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encouraged their educational activities, apparently secure in the knowledge that
few of their people would convert. 14l

Later the Vietnamese energetically opposed French efforts to ‘civilize’ them,
while Thai kings assiduously made deals which gave Europeans most of what
they wanted, at the same time expanding royal power domestically. At the end of
the 19th-century enthusiastic American missionaries were even predicting a
brilliant future for Thailand, as compared to the stagnant Japanese, doomed to
underdevelopment by their rigid culture, and of course by their resistance to
Christianity.

Even later the Vietnamese had the effrontery, not only to fight for
independence, but to win it, and then to win a continuation war against the
world’s most powerful country whose leaders wished to deprive Viet Nam of the
fruits of its independence struggle. In the Second Indochina War, we should not
forget, Thai leaders were renting their soldiers to the U.S. to help defeat Viet
Nam. 142

The doxa shows even in what are presented as cultural-philosophical
discussions of old literary texts. In his deconstruction of an early 19th-century
chronicle in verse, David Chandler sometimes forces activities and reflections of
its characters into an anti-Vietnamese mode, not giving sufficient heed to what
he knows as historical fact: that between 1800 and 1846 the Cambodian elites
were split into pro-Thai and pro-Vietnamese factions, each, so far as we can
know at this remove, acting according to their conception of patriotism. 143

Chandler has found it difficult to go beyond the modern doxa that no true
Cambodian could ever be pro-Vietnamese, and thus he has skewed his
interpretation of the very interesting text he was studying.

The doxa has been most powerful within the period of direct interest to this
conference. Since 1979 journalists, academics, and politicians have seemingly
been unable to write or pronounce ‘Cambodia’ or ‘Kampuchea’, not to mention
‘Peoples Republic of”, or even the acronym ‘PRK’. It is always the ‘Vietnamese-

141" A hitherto little-known example of violent Thai intolerance, the murder of 7 Thai
Christians by police in 1940 “for refusing to deny their faith”, was revealed by the
Bangkok Post, 26 September 1989. Another report said they had “been suspected of
working for French spies” (Bangkok Post, 19 September 1989). The Nation 23/10/89,
“Pope beatifies seven Thai roman Catholics, French”; “Philip Siphong, a lay catechist
and head of the Thai Catholic community of Songkhon, a village in Nakhon Phanom, was
killed on December 26, 1940, for refusing to renounce his faith after his arrest”. “Thai
military authorities viewed allegiance to ‘western’ religion in wartime as treachery”.
“The same day sisters Agnes Phila and Lucy Khambang, who taught at the community,
and four of their Thai companions aged between 14 and 21 were shot by firing squad.”

142 George McT. Kahin, Intervention, New York, Anchor Books, 1987, pp. 333-335.
Cannon fodder for rent was also provided by the ROK and Philippines, each of which
made a better deal, according to Kahin, than the Thai.

143 David Chandler, “Songs at the Edge of the Forest”.
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backed Heng Samrin Regime’, of which the only objectively accurate element is
that the PRK indeed has had Vietnamese support. Otherwise it is less a propos
than, say, ‘U.S.-backed Bob Hawke regime’, for no personality cult around Heng
Samrin has ever been attempted, and he enjoys far less personal authority than
Bob Hawke.

A more dangerously irresponsible example, dangerous in that its widespread
currency impedes the peace process, is the doxa that Viet Nam committed a
gross violation of international law in its invasion of December 1978 and
overthrow of Democratic Kampuchea. On 8 July 1988 Michael Leifer, generally
considered a responsible academic, in a seminar at the Institute for Strategic and
International Studies in Kuala Lumpur, referred to “... the invasion of
Kampuchea, which violated the 1principle of sanctity of sovereignty and
distribution of power in the region”. 4

But the following day when I challenged his repetition of the doxa at
Universiti Sains Malaysia in Penang, he agreed with my objections, apparently
indicating that he did not even believe what he felt he was obliged to say in
public gatherings.

He did not hesitate to admit that the international legal aspects of the
Vietnamese intervention were anything but clear, that there were indeed
international legal precedents for what they did, and that the Thai authorities
may have been in even greater violation of international law when later that year
they allowed the Pol Pot remnants to cross Thai territory fully armed in order to
seek a safe zone in another part of Cambodia.

The same claque has followed the doxa that Viet Nam, always and forever
expansionistic, would never willingly withdraw its troops from Cambodia, in
spite of abundant evidence since at least 1983 that such was in fact their
intention. And now that it is being realized, they feel obliged to punctuate every
headline with a question mark.

As 1 have written in another context, there has been a rare dialectical
reinforcement between official U.S. and ASEAN disinformation and
housebroken journalists who with witless reverence have repeated whatever their
favorite ‘western displomats’ said until they have apparently come to believe their
own propaganda. 14

And in the academic milieu, a Cambodia scholar attending a conference in
Canberra in 1987 was told by an analyst of the Office of National Assessments
(with a delightful attempt at quantitative precision reminiscent of American
warmongers in the 1960s trying to prove statistically that victory was imminent),
that there was only a 1 in 300 chance Viet Nam would withdraw from Cambodia

144 New Straits Times (Kuala Lumpur), 9 July 1988.

145 Michael Vickery, “Cambodia”, in Douglas Allen and Ngo Vinh Long, eds., Coming
to Terms, Indochina, the United States and the War, Westview Press, Boulder, Colorado,
1991, pp. 89-128.
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by 1991, if they did the PRK would not last 7 months (mind you, not ‘half a
year’, or ‘less than a year’, but seven months), that there was only a 50% chance
that Sihanouk would meet Hun Sen that year (1987), and that the PRK army was
suffering desertions of 50% in some units. 6

One might have wondered on which side of the information relationship that
analyst stood — disinformer, or misinformed. There were already so many signals
that Viet Nam intended to withdraw that 1/300 odds against it was quite
unrealistic, and Hun Sen’s first meeting with Sihanouk not long after showed
that bet to be off also.

Although Cambodian youth have been reluctant to serve in the army, the
numbers of PRK defectors reaching the border indicates that the rate was much
lower, about what might be expected under the circumstances; and even if the
maximum numbers of reported arrests of regime opponents according to quite
prejudiced sources were added in as ‘deserters’ the total would be unimpressive
in terms of total PRK armed forces.'*’

Was the ONA trying to disinform Cambodia specialists in Australia, or was
this what ONA believed and the advice they were giving the Australian
government (in the latter case perhaps contributing to Australian slowness in
changing policy)? On one point an answer will appear. The Vietnamese have
withdrawn, and there are only 6 months to go until the ONA deadline for
collapse of the Phnom Penh government.

146 The Office of National Assessments is the research branch of Australian intelligence.
The pseudo-statistical froth is no accident. The person in question is an American (an
infiltrator in ONA?), and served in the Vietnam War, where he perhaps learned how to
manipulate such figures. Unlike the CIA, in Australia the thugs and bookworms are
organized separately. The thugs have been successfully ridiculed in Brian Toohey and
William Pinwill, Oyster: The Story of the Australian Secret Intelligence.

While ONA awaits its Toohey and Pinwill I offer the above as an example of the gems
which might be unearthed. The 1/300 odds is cited in Ben Kiernan, “The Inclusion of the
Khmer Rouge in the Cambodian Peace Process: Causes and Consequences”, in Genocide
and Democracy in Cambodia, edited by Ben Kiernan, New Haven, Yale, 1993, p. 193.

147 By prejudiced enemies I am referring to the New-York based Lawyers’ Committee
for Human Rights, whose work on Cambodia I have discussed in “A Critique of the
Lawyers’ Committee for International Human Rights, Kampuchea Mission of November
198947, JCA 18/1 (1988), pp. 108-116 and Amnesty International, whose special reports
on Cambodia since 1986 have been designed to undermine the PRK.

Nevertheless, they have at most reported only hundreds of allegedly illegal arrests;
and hardly that number of defectors have been boasted by the coalition groups on the
Thai border. When on 20 September 1989, 116 PRK troops surrendered on the Thai
border it was reported as “the largest ever [defection] by Phnom Penh soldiers fighting
resistance guerillas along the frontier” (The Nation, 21 September 1989). Since 50%
desertions imply tens of thousands, who could not simply go back to home and work,
they would have to be forming dissident groups within the country, something which no
one has suggested.
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Whatever ONA believed then, or believes now, certainly the United States
and ASEAN do not believe collapse is imminent, for they would not be
searching frantically for new measures to force collapse, and the Thai
government would not be trying so hard to build a new relationship with Phnom
Penh — they could just wait for the collapse and then deal with the new leaders,
with whom the Thai military at least, have been dealing profitably for 10 years.

Among the frantic measures intended to effect destruction of the PRK is a
continuation of the economic blockade which the U.S. has so far successfully
railroaded through international financial institutions, against the views of their
experts. 148 Although no one thinks Cambodia will immediately fall apart
economically, or be defeated militarily, there is a possibility of exhaustion in the
long-term if U.S. policy to arm their enemies and block their economy continues.

The permeation of media, academia, and international political milieus by the
doxa now threatens the very existence of Cambodia, for it has numbed resistance
to specious arguments by enemies of Cambodia and Viet Nam who are trying to
renege on implicit agreements offered between 1979 and 1988, and who seem
intent on preventing Cambodian recovery from the destruction inflicted
successively by incompetent royalty, corrupt bourgeoisie and officials, civil war,
U.S. invasion and bombing, a disastrous revolution, and continuing factional
conflict.

When the PRK was established in January 1979 all institutions, all political,
economic, and social structures had to be rebuilt from zero. Besides the damage
from several years of war and revolutionary transformation, during 1975-1979
the DK regime had attempted to forcibly return the country to poor peasant level
with only a minimum of essential industry, primitive education, and wilful
neglect of such trained personnel as existed.

Although they had intended to construct a new Cambodian society, the result
compounded with the effects of the 1970-75 war was to leave Cambodia with a
level of human destruction and social dislocation comparable to parts of Eastern
Europe, such as Poland and Yugoslavia in 1945.

Cambodia’s revolutionary experience had been unique. Military victory was
achieved in 1975 by encircling the city from the countryside, but the Cambodian
communist leadership then overturned all previous notions of how a socialist
society should be built. In spite of ostensible allegiance to Marxism-Leninism,
they followed policies contrary to all previous Marxist theory and practice.

They held neither to Marx’s view that communism would come through
proletarian revolution and working class rule after capitalism had reached its
highest level of development, nor Lenin’s programme of vanguard intellectual-
proletarian leadership in a largely peasant society, nor even Mao’s of the
peasantry as the leading revolutionary class, but supported by industrial

148 Details are discussed below.
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development and a large, skilled urban working class. Nor did they adopt a
Stalinist programme of forced primitive socialist accumulation from the
peasantry to build an industrialized urban sector.

Their Democratic Kampuchea (DK), to the contrary, evacuated the
population from towns, denied the revolutionary importance of the proletariat,
who were even treated as class enemies, and turned almost the entire nation into
poor peasants, who in the DK scheme were the only revolutionary and
progressive class. ’

Money, markets, even barter trade, were abolished, and a command economy
was instituted with centrally-directed requisition of goods from points of
production to supply the needs of other localities or state foreign trade. People
were tied to their workplaces, kept there by threat of violence, and towns were
empty except for small numbers of administrators, military, and the few factories
which were considered essential.

The ability to impose this system in 1975 was in part because of the near total
economic, social, and moral breakdown of the 1970-75 war period, but also
because destruction of the towns was welcomed by the peasant army in
Cambodian conditions, in which the class enemy of the peasantry was not rural
landlords, but usury networks emanating from the towns. " Total mobilization
and an end to urban waste also made some sense in the emergency of the first
few months after April 1975.

Once the DK administrative center had fled in January 1979, a true classless,
and structure-less, society was left. No one owned any property beyond the
simplest personal articles. They had been dispossessed of land, real estate, means
of production and instruments of wealth since 1975, and the records on which
claims to previous ownership of land and buildings might have been
reestablished had long since been dispersed and destroyed.

In fact, there had hardly been a clearly-defined administration since 1975; by
1979 there had been no currency or markets for 4 years, no taxes had been

149 See Vickery, Cambodia 1975-1982 for details.

150 Vickery, Cambodia 1975-1982, pp. 266-7, 288, where I note that the analysis of W.E.
Willmott, “Analytical Errors of the Kampuchean Communist Party”, Pacific Affairs, 45/2
(Summer 1981), is correct, but that he was mistaken in believing that revolutionary
potential among the peasantry was therefore weaker.

Recently Kate Frieson, “The Political Nature of Democratic Kampuchea”, Pacific
Affairs, Fall 1988, pp. 405-550, has resurrected the question, but in a not entirely
straightforward — indeed, even devious — way. She has assimilated my argument that
Cambodian peasants threatened by usury and indebtedness could become revolutionary to
the Cambodian Communist Party argument that they were dispossessed by landlords, and
used Willmott against both, choosing to ignore my discussion of these matters in
Cambodia, with which she was thoroughly familiar, while citing a remark about “rural
dispossessed” from a conference paper which summarized what I had discussed more
carefully in Cambodia. See Frieson, pp. 421-2.
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collected for at least nine and in many parts of the country for longer, and such
manufacture as had not been deliberately neglected or destroyed after 1975 had
been run down. Skilled manpower had been dispersed in agricultural communes,
decimated by illness and execution, and many of the survivors had chosen to flee
abroad as soon as the displacement of DK authorities permitted freedom of
movement.

The announced economic intentions of the PRK were to ‘carry out a
sovereign independent economic policy moving toward prosperous and authentic
socialism ... this new economy will serve the interests of the people on the basis
of the development of agriculture and industry ... it will be a planned and market
economy answering the needs of progress of the society’.

The DK obligations to work and eat in common would be abolished, as would
the confiscation of rice and personal property. Mutual assistance and cooperation
on the basis of free consent would be aided and encouraged, in order to boost
production and raise the liVing standard. Currency, banking, and commercial
transactions would be restored. '

To an inhabitant of the more or less developed societies, whether capitalist or
socialist, the PRK declarations at first seem no more than the expression of an
intent to reestablish normal socioeconomic life; and it may be difficult to realize
that in the conditions prevailing in Cambodia in 1979 the change could be as
problematic as the changes forced on the country in April 1975.

Such ‘normal’ life means the existence of a sector which does not
immediately produce its own conditions of existence, and depends for such on
appropriations from the other, in underdeveloped societies much larger, sector of
food and commodity producers, the modern justification for such appropriation
being that the activities of the non-productive sector in the long run promote
greater productivity, redistribution and well-being for all. Such appropriation
inevitably results in some tension between the sectors, and the seriousness of the
tension, and ultimately the stability and successful development of the society
depend on the modalities of appropriation.

In the best-run advanced industrial societies the appropriation takes the form
of more or less fair exchange in which the primary producers receive desirable
commodities and additional means of production. At the other extreme, in
modern pre-capitalist societies, the primary products are more or less forcibly
extracted with minimal remuneration via traditional dues and forced labor,
excessive taxation imposed with the backing of state power, or as in pre-
revolutionary Cambodia via networks of debt and usury.

151 Quoted from the 2 December 1978 programme of the National Union Front for the
Salvation of Kampuchea; see Vickery, Kampuchea, Politics, Economics, and Society,
p. 128.
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The latter systems are loaded with revolutionary potential; they were one
cause of the anti-urban violence of DK, and the new PRK authorities were in no
position to reestablish such modes of extraction even had they been so inclined.

The problem faced by the PRK was thus to recreate from scratch a non-
productive administrative and service sector, reactivate and restore a small
essential industrial sector, and persuade the majority food-producing sector to
support administration and industry with minimal return for the immediate
future. That is, the PRK inherited a truly classless society, yet in order to move
toward socialism they had to recreate social classes.

Such social reconstruction involved potential risks. Even at the highest level
of prewar development around 80% of the population were engaged in
agriculture. If the Cambodian peasantry, even the poorest who had at first been
enthusiastic about the DK brand of revolution,152 were eventually disillusioned,
they at least could cope with primitive agricultural life, many of them in fact
having known little else since long before 1975.

Cambodia’s agricultural sector could have continued to live on its own at
basic subsistence level without cities, industries, or officials. What in normal
times had held them all, like members of other similar societies, together in an
organic whole was an ideological superstructure culminating in monarch and
church, and which legitimized the non- productive sectors and their claims on a
living supplied by the peasantry.

That superstructure had been damaged by the Khmer Republic, totally
destroyed by DK, and the PRK intended not to restore it, but replace it by a
different one. There was no state for them to take over. They had to create it
anew. There must have been many peasants who, although welcoming the
freedom of movement and to organize their own lives which destruction of DK
had brought, would see no reason to welcome the reconstruction of a type of
class structure which had in the past been inimical to them.

In general, the survivors of the prewar non-agricultural sectors, the former
administrators, technicians, teachers, medical personnel, artisans, and traders
preferred to resume such occupations after their enforced and decidedly
unwilling sojourn in the fields; and factory workers likewise needed little urging
to leave the plough for the loom or press so long as they were fed adequately in
return. In prewar society, however, positions not involving any kind of manual
labor were not just a livelihood, but a status, which in some cases was more
important than the material reward.

In general the new PRK did not intend to restore the old status differentials;
and the poverty of the country would have made full restoration in any case
impossible. There was in addition no intention to restore old property relations.

152 See examples in Vickery, Cambodia. In 1988 an OXFAM employee in Phnom Penh
informed me that he had met peasants who told of their initial satisfaction with DK, and
in particular the opportunity it gave them to exploit city evacuees.
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All land, real estate, and heavy equipment, including automobiles, were taken as
state property; and it was not certain in 1979 to what extent the former urban
sector would return to work without the status and possibilities for wealth
accumulation to which they had been accustomed.

Many, in fact, returned to Phnom Penh, but refused to resume work in their
specialties, preferring to take up petty trade or simply live by their wits. Still
larger numbers, damaging for the new regime, preferred to flee abroad rather
than return to places in their old areas of expertise. This was usually due to
realization that their old jobs no longer held the same status and extra-economic
privileges as before. 153

The PRK project to restore familiar sectoral divisions of Cambodian society,
but with modified inter-sectoral relationships, was not something to be easily
achieved by fiat. The necessary personnel had to be persuaded to resume the
recreated positions and to work in them loyally without former privileges.

The procedure adopted to achieve the new mass internal migration of 1979
was at first nearly complete laissez-faire. The population was informed that they
were free to return to old homes, resume old work, take up former places in the
traditional urban sectors which would be recreated. Former doctors were
encouraged to return to hospitals, teachers to schools, administrators to the new
administration, trained personnel of all categories to appropriate tasks.

In Phnom Penh, and no doubt in other towns, this meant a total
reappropriation of real estate by migrants who rushed in from the countryside.
No former titles of ownership were recognized. All land and buildings were
treated as state property to in fact be appropriated by whoever arrived first,
except for buildings taken for use by the new state apparatus.

In Phnom Penh there has been a virtually total transfer of possession to new
settlers. By 1984 the city’s population was roughly what it had been before 1970;
not in majority, however, old residents, but inhabitants of small towns and rural
areas who took the opportunity to become urbanized. Even former residents who
returned have rarely occupied their former dwellings, usually because someone
else had reached them first in 1979. For many this has meant better housing than
before, because most of the former upper classes have not returned, and their
houses have been appropriated by the state for offices, guest houses, and
residences for the highest cadres. 154

In origin almost all who entered the new administration — except for the small
nucleus of revolutionary veterans — and who, as members of the state apparatus,

153 See Vickery, Cambodia, chapter 4.

154 In four visits to Phnom Penh since 1981 I have yet to meet anyone occupying his/her
pre-1975 residence, though I have been informed that one technocrat was given his old
house as an inducement to work for the new government. In Khao-I-Dang in 1980 I met
someone who had reached his Phnom Penh house in 1979 while it was still empty, and
could have occupied it, but chose to leave for Thailand instead.
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constitute the new ruling class, were members of pre-revolutionary urban
privileged groups, although not of dominant fractions of the ruling class.

They are not of the royalty (with one exception), nor of courtier or high
official families, nor from the old business elite. In most identifiable cases they
were employed in education or technical services, or still undergoing secondary
or tertiary education before 1975. Few of them were active in left-wing politics,
and had there been no war and revolution they could have expected middle-level
administrative or bureaucratic careers under Sihanouk or Lon Nol.

If they had fled abroad in 1979, most of them could have found secure lives
in exile, but instead because of ideology, idealism, or inertia they have chosen to
remain and work for the new state. At least, even if the wealth and status of the
old ruling class will not be theirs, they may reach higher administrative rank than
they could have expected in prewar society, and they now dominate numerically
the Party Central Committee and hold significant ministerial posts.

They also run technical services and industrial plant, which in this respect
may b(lasémder more competent management than ever before within the state
sector.

PRK-SOC Economy

At first three types of economic organization were recognized, state,
cooperative, and family; and after the 5th Party Congress in 1985 a fourth,
private sector was established.

Under the first are all industry, finance, transport, official foreign commerce,
some large scale agriculture, especially industrial crops, such as rubber. The
family sector includes most retail marketing, individual artisan, handicraft, and
repair work, some agriculture, and de facto much commodity import trade. The
cooperative sector is best described as semi-private/semi-state, and includes most
agriculture, the two highest types of Solidarity Group, and certain urban
enterprises like the larger restaurants.

The private sector which was formally approved in 1985 was obviously
intended to channel profits made in the family sector into productive investment.
It includes manufacturing with a limited hired labor force and income to the
owner from profit. The state-private joint sector is to handle larger-scale
investment, such as those by Khmer from overseas.

The markets quickly became a favorite area of work for people fleeing the
fields, even for many who had not previously worked as traders, since Cambodia
after DK was starved of commodities, and anything could turn over a quick

155 As an example, U.S.-educated agronomist Kong Samol served as Minister of
Agriculture from 1981 until he was promoted to Deputy P.M. in charge of Agriculture
and Rubber in 1986. Probably few ministers of agriculture under Sihanouk or Lon Nol
had equivalent technical qualifications. One exception was Chuon Saodi, with degrees in
agronomy from Belgium, who served as Secretary of State for agriculture in 1964-5.
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profit. Buying and selling were freely allowed and, until 1983, were not even
taxed.

This policy gained popular support, and it also achieved a mobilization of
concealed capital remaining within the country for what at the time was a
productive purpose, the acquisition of essential commodities which the state
could not have purchased, confiscated, or obtained through foreign aid.

It represented a sort of primitive accumulation of capital via free trade; and
state recognition of free market utility, in spite of its violation of old socialist
ideals, was clear in an April 1980 order relative to cross-border private trade
with Thailand and signed by then Vice-President and Party leader Pen Sovann,
which forbade checking, searching, or obstructing transactions and flow of
consumer goods; ordered the closure of all unnecessary checkpoints; and stated
that no one, not even military or security forces, had the authority to stop trains
except in emergencies due to danger.

After the experiences of 1975-1979, it might seem that no capital would be
available for such a sudden spurt of trading. Democratic Kampuchea had not
only abolished currency, but as an aspect of the millenarian peasantist trait in its
revolution had held all wealth in contempt, and thus there had been little attempt
to search out and confiscate cash, jewels, or precious metals held by the
population before 1975.

Many people buried such possessions as soon as apprised of the coming
evacuation to the countryside. Others concealed them on their persons, were
rarely searched carefully and in an astonishing number of cases retained their
valuables at the liberation in 1979.

When released from the DK constraints in 1979 the first concern of all
survivors was to retrieve valuables which they had concealed, which they knew
others had concealed, or which had been left by the deceased; and those who did
not try to carry them into flight across the Thai border immediately set about
investing them in goods for resale within the country.

The more enterprising went themselves to the border to purchase goods from
Thailand which they carried back to the markets of Battambang, Phnom Penh
and other towns. Others established themselves in those markets, buying for
resale the goods brought from the border and financing further trading ventures.

This should not be termed ‘blackmarket’, for it was not at all clandestine and
there was no attempt to impede it. It was normal free trade, but carried over
unusual routes — border woodlands and semi-battlefields — because Cambodia’s
normal routes westward were closed. The ultimate purchasers in the towns used

156 In Adelaide I met a Cambodian whose family had carried 10 kg of gold out of Phnom
Penh in 1975, had used half of it to procure favors during the DK period, and tried to
carry the rest across the Thai border into the Khao-I-Dang refugee camp. Much of it was
then forfeited to border guards, but still enough remained to start a relatively comfortable
life in Australia.
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their own prewar hoards, where they existed, or the products which they made at
home for sale, or even, where it could be spared, their government rice rations.

Thus in the beginning the market revival was almost entirely financed by
private liquid capital which had been hoarded for several years. Ultimately this
capital was exported abroad, principally to Thailand, but in the meantime it had
financed a necessary part of the country’s reconstruction which the state alone
could not have achieved.

Moreover, used in this way it did not generate severe inflationary pressure,
and did not contribute to the reemergence of wide class differentiation. One
danger, had this type of trade been allowed to continue without control or
restriction, would have been to integrate the economy of the entire western half
of the country with Thailand.

Another method of primitively accumulating business capital was pillage. As
the population flowed back into Phnom Penh in 1979 everything still intact was
fair game. Surviving libraries were looted and their contents put on sale or, in the
case of dossiers or newspapers, used for wrapping parcels.

Many other articles for use or resale were available from both former
government offices and private dwellings left untouched since 1975; and a more
exotic method of appropriating old wealth was the collection of gold dental work
from the mass graves of DK victims. 158

The urban market sector was left to feed itself; only state employees received
government rations from international food aid supplies. The market personnel,
which included large numbers of spouses, relatives and friends of state
employees, using hoarded valuables, loot, or commodities purchased with such,
could offer adequate prices to entice surplus food from the rural areas; and some
of this food also reached state employees either via their family members in the
markets, or because they had their own hoards of prewar valuables.

The existence of different economic and political sectors and their inter-
sectoral relationships are so much a part of ‘normal’ life, whether in capitalist or
socialist societies, that the circumstances of their re-creation from zero may be
difficult to grasp.

In Cambodia in 1979 a state administrative and small industrial sector was
created, but paid at a level which precluded purchase of anything but basic
necessities; a market and service sector was given freedom, but outside its own
circle there were few with funds to buy the products it supplied; the agricultural
sector comprising eight-tenths or so of the population was given virtual freedom
to produce what it would and dispose of it as it liked, which meant channeling

157 On the flow of Cambodian wealth into Thailand via the refugee camp system, see
Vickery, “Refugee Politics: The Khmer Camp system in Thailand”, pp. 293-331.

158 Nayan Chanda, “A Phoenix from the Ashes of Death”, FEER, 4 April 1980.
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much of the produce across international borders to Thailand and Viet Nam in
exchange for consumer goods not supplied within Cambodia.

If the state just allowed total laissez-faire to prevail, given the ground rules of
state ownership of land, major buildings and equipment, the farmers could in
principle produce for the market and buy goods they required or desired, but for
agricultural products to be negotiated at prices attractive to the farmers, and
permitting them to buy from the market, the new state industries would have to
provide all that they needed, or the market would have to be able to channel
agricultural products, the country’s natural wealth, abroad to the sources of
manufactured commodities, or the state salaried sector would have to be able to
buy from the market both foreign manufactured products and local agricultural
products at prices corresponding to those prevailing in neighboring countries,
Thailand and Vietnam, impossible at present salary levels.

None of those conditions prevails. Until 1989 at least local industry produced
only a fraction of what the country required, even with respect to basic
household commodities and agricultural implements. Salaries have been quite
inadequate. There has not been an incentive for traders to make long-range plans,
since profits could not be invested in land, real estate, or until 1985 manufacture.
The market is free, but limited to petty trade; and the state sector might seem to
exist for itself unable either to support market and agriculture or to benefit from
them.

Anti-socialists might say: give complete economic freedom; why support a
parasitical state structure which can neither pay its fonctionnaires nor buy its
own people’s produce? Let everyone buy and sell where he can without
bureaucratic intervention.

Whatever economic sense such an argument contains, it would have meant in
1979 the reorientation of Cambodian producers toward foreign centers, first
Bangkok, later Ho Chi Minh City, and ultimately, with half the country tied
economically to one foreign country, half to another, the loss of Cambodian
independence, a danger which the anti-socialists profess to view with particular
concern.

Cambodia in the early PRK years could have laissez-faire or independence,
not both. The latter depends on the recreation of a state center, which at first may
be parasitical, but which must gather the country’s economic and political forces
and reunite them in order to hold the nation together.

Had Vietnam, as some have charged, desired to incorporate Cambodia, or at
least a large part of it, nothing more would have been required than to remove
the DK political apparatus without creating a new one, rather than to exert
monumental efforts to establish a new state apparatus in Phnom Penh.

Currency, prices, and wages
During 1979 there was no Cambodian currency, and market prices were
established by supply and demand in Vietnamese dong, Thai baht, gold, and rice,
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with rates of exchange determined strictly according to market forces. State
employees were paid in rice and allowances in kind, at minimum sufficiency
levels, plus free housing.

In March 1980 a new Cambodian riel/ was placed in circulation, at rates of 1
riel to 3 dong, and 4 riel to the US dollar. In domestic terms the riel was at first
fixed as the price of 1 kg of milled rice. State salaries, which include wages of
workers in state-owned factories, began to be paid in riel, and varied from 65 per
month for an ordinary worker to 260 for the top three men in the state apparatus.

Between 1980 and 1984 salaries more than doubled, and in the latter year
ranged between 140-500 riel. In 1987 there was another general increase in
salaries of about 70%, and dramatic rises in a few key occupations.

Thus I was informed in November 1988 that rubber tappers may earn 1000-
2000 riel per month, based on piece work rate, while since April 1988 workers in
the rubber processing plant at Chup receive 1500-2000, against only 300 for
administrative staff. The higher pay probably represents a living wage in that
rural area.

Teachers were also said (November 1988) to have been given large increases,
although there was conflicting information as to whether they had been
implemented. Nevertheless, state salaries have barely kept up with increases in
the free market prices of basic commodities. 159

It has recently been reported that the “monthly salary for government workers
is about 2500-3000 riels”, which seems unlikely since such a five-six fold
increase in less than a year (since November 1988) would far outstrip the annual
13.5% inflation rate cited by the same source, and which is in line with other
information.'®’

It is clear that state salaries have been set for the most spartan subsistance
level, and they offer no possibility for state employees to become a privileged
stratum via salaries and legal perks. In comparison with the situation in the best
prewar years, the early 1960s, when prices in riel were roughly the same as in
1984, but salaries 10 times the 1984 level, the PRK has initiated a reversal in the
relations between rural agriculturalists and urban wage earners, including

159 See Vickery, Kampuchea, pp. 131-134 for details of salary levels and comparative
prices in 1981-1984, and comparison with 1962.

160 Kavi Chongkittavorn, “Political Reforms in Cambodia”, The Nation, 11 October
1989. Thus the exchange rate of the riel is cited as 7.35 baht, or 180+ to the dollar,
against 150-155 in November 1988, a change of 13-15%. The food price increases cited
by Kavi, however, represent an increase equivalent to that cited for salaries; but is seems
unlikely that such drastic rises in prices and wages would not be more strongly reflected
in the exchange rate. In another article, “Inflation is our immediate enemy”, The Nation,
4 October 1989, Kavi reported that the new official exchange rate was 190 to the dollar,
against 210-215 on the free market.
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functionaries, who must now spend much more of their income on rural produce
than before.

Besides the sectoral prices which favored agriculturalists relatively in
comparison to the pre-1975 situation, workers, in comparison to administrators,
were also to be treated as a relatively favored class, in line with socialist
principle, and in contrast to both pre-war regimes and the DK system. PRK
practice has instituted worker-management egalitarianism, both in terms of
remuneration, and in interpersonal relationships.

Even more favored, however, and increasingly, have been those in the private
sector. This included from the beginning those living by the market, and many of
whom, through family membership or association also contribute to the support
of state employees.

It also included home producers of artisanal or handicraft products, such as
home weaving, cement Buddha images, mechanics, repairmen, etc., whose
products easily brought them several times a state salary; and since 1985 it
includes private industrial and commercial companies operating for profit on
capital invested by owners and paying market wages which put their recipients
also in a favorable economic position.

PRK-SOC Agriculture

Market capital from hoards and loot is obviously a temporary expedient. The
PRK, like its predecessor, recognized that the country’s economy must
ultimately depend on its agricultural sector, which is potentially capable of
producing some food surpluses for export as well as certain industrial products
such as rubber, timber, cotton, and jute, either for export or for local processing
in the few industries for which the country is suited.

The key then, to both Cambodia’s economic recovery, and its cohesion as an
independent state, is agricultural recovery and development. The initial policy
for agriculture was recovery through nearly complete laissez-faire, without
taxation, compulsory deliveries or any large measure of state control; likewise, if
only because of insufficient resources, without significant state aid either.

This is the first time an ostensibly socialist country has tried to encourage
recovery from near zero without resorting to high taxation, compulsory
deliveries, or state management of labor; and it should be contrasted with
Eastern Europe in 1945, or Viet Nam in 1945 and 1954. It is in line, however,
with the changes begun in Viet Nam in 1979, and in China in 1980. ol

Basic state control and guidance was from the beginning exercised through
state appropriation of all land and real estate; and the state was able from the
beginning to influence the reorganization of agriculture, and guide it toward a

161 Michael Ellman, “Agricultural Productivity Under Socialism”, World Development,
Vol.9, No. 9/10 (1981), 979-989, see p. 983.
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form of socialization. In contrast to Phnom Penh, it seems that most of the rural
population resettled in former home villages, perhaps because they had always
remained there during the DK period; and even though disputes occurred, former
possession of land could be established by common notoriety.

In 1979 the government announced that in line with the policy of moving
toward socialism agricultural producers should be organized in ‘solidarity
groups’ of ideally 10-15 families in order to cooperatively produce and share in
the rewards. At harvest time at the end of that year no taxes on agricultural
produce were collected, and there were no obligatory contributions to the state.
Food could be either consumed, or sold on the free market, after sufficient seed
had been set aside for the next year’s crop.

State plans for agriculture envisaged a three-tier structure of increasingly
collectivized groups, ranging from hardly more than traditional family farming
to almost totally collectivized groups at the highest level.

Although the ideal in 1979 was apparently to move toward increasingly
collectivized farming, statistics released periodically have revealed the opposite
trend with, in 1987, 12%, 68%, and 20% of farmers respectively in the highest to
lowest groups; and since the middle category in fact represents little more than
family farming with the minimum cooperation imposed by the objective
situation (lack of animals, tools, manpower, etcz), Cambodian farming has been
dominated by the individual peasant producer. 16

The latest reports indicate that the PRK has not tried to resist this trend, but
has acknowledged it, and that farmers may be given more secure occupation
rights, perhaps even some degree of formal ownership, of their land.

The significant difference between the real conditions of the PRK peasant
economy and the same under a capitalist regime is that land ownership is
nationalized. Land thus cannot be bought and sold, pawned, or otherwise used as
security for debt with the risk of capitalist expropriation by usurers if the debt is
unpaid. There is thus some security for the rural poor who in prewar days would
have first tried to obtain loans for their land, then either lose it, and usually be
forced to move to the towns to find work in petty, or undesirable service work,
or else remain on the mortgaged land with the obligation to deliver ever
increasing amounts of produce to their creditors at below market prices.

A consequence of this is that in the absence of other constraints there is no
way to force peasants to supply food to the non-agricultural sector of the society,
and Cambodian peasants since 1979 may have had a greater freedom of choice in
the consumption and disposition of their produce than ever before.

Freed from debt obligations enforced by state power — the present situation
of Cambodian agriculture — there has been a possibility that peasants might not
find it in their interest to supply the market with large surpluses. In the

162 See Vickery, Kampuchea, pp. 137-146, for more detail.
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Cambodian case the new peasant freedom, combined with state-owned land
which cannot be sold or pawned for debt, might well inhibit expansion of the
market once present cash resources run out.

This, however, represents only a potential future problem, for there have
been objective constraints on what Cambodian farmers could produce at any
price; and thus merely raising urban salaries and wages, which at first would
seem reasonable, would not lead to correspondingly greater agricultural
production, but only to inflation.

Not until 1986 did Cambodia become nearly self-sufficient in rice. This was
partly due to several seasons of particularly poor weather, but most important
was the lack of draft animals used in preparing the fields.

No increase of investment or urban purchasing power could have overcome
this limit on agricultural production, and only gradual build-up of herds through
natural reproduction could restore prewar rice production levels. By 1988 normal
herd levels had been reached, and the latest predictions are that there will be an
exportable surplus of rice by 1990. 163

It should also be remembered that in southeast Asian societies where the free
market controls agricultural production and sale, as in prewar Cambodia, farmers
are forced to sell at prices outside their control, and often insufficient for their
maintenance, in order to keep up payments on debt.

The low-priced agricultural produce thus extracted by the market sector
secures profit for the market, and cheap food for urban workers, some of whom
produce goods which may be sold profitably by their employers; but this type of
trade in rice, for example, does not secure much industrial produce for the
farmer. Laissez-faire is thus not really laissez-faire, but depends on a type of
subsidy, state enforcement of commercial squeeze in favor of the non food-
producing classes.

The situation of PRK agriculture seems to satisfy the demands of critics of
collectivization as carried out in the major socialist countries. James Scott, for
instance, in his defense of the Petty Bourgeoisie and argument “Why socialism
and small property are compatible”, argues that in rice production small farms
are more productive, and that if one of the goals is egalitarianism, “dividing up
the land equitably, thus creating small private farms, could serve the same
purpose so long as the sale of land were prevented”.

The PRK as so far constituted has been a victory for the aspirations of the
petty bourgeoisie as cheered on by Scott, and further steps in that direction are
the lower taxes on agriculture and increased rights of possession of land b}/
individual farmers which have been reported in the press during the past year. 16

163 Kavi Chongkittavorn, “Inflation is our immediate enemy”, The Nation, 4 October
1989

164 James Scott, “Socialism and Small Property — or — two cheers for the Petty
Bourgeoisie”, Peasant Studies 12/3 (Spring 1985), 185- 197. See also Michael Ellman,
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Petty-bourgeois predominance is also seen in the rapidly growing state
administrative and bureaucratic sector and in the upper echelons of the party.
These bodies are not being filled by personnel drawn from the proletariat or
peasantry, but by persons firmly situated in the prewar urban petty bourgeoisie,
and who, while paying lip service to Marxism-Leninism, still bear petty
bourgeois attitudes, which the circumstances of PRK economic organization can
only reinforce.

It has long been recognized that most new Third World revolutionary
movements are based on alliances between peasants and petty bourgeoisie, and
the Pol Pot movement was also such an alliance. In that case, however, the
alliance came to be dominated by poor-peasant extremism and petty bourgeois
chauvinism, while the PRK is based on the middle peasant and industrious urban
trader and artisan.

So long as their existence is enshrined in the constitution and accepted by the
state, ownership of land by the latter protects the petty bourgeoisie from the
displacement and absorption by the large bourgeoisie which occurs in capitalist
regimes, and answers one of the traditional petty bourgeois demands.

If the Cambodian revolution indeed represents a class victory for the petty
bourgeoisie, both in small-scale family production as the dominant form in
agriculture and in the free markets and artisanal production which have
dominated the urban economy, how will such a social formation — unforeseen in
any theory of revolution — develop? A petty bourgeois formation based on small
peasantry and without exceptionally valuable raw materials for export or
specialized high-technology manufacture has little available surplus for
development beyond basic self-sufficiency.

While the new economic policies in China and the Soviet Union might be
called a tactical retreat to Menshevism, with the possibility for a later shift again
in the direction of more complete socialism, their imitation by Cambodia cannot
result in either capitalist or socialist accumulation. What accumulation might
occur in the market sector, true to petty bourgeois form, is most likely to go into
consumption and speculation, as happened in the 1960s. Some hint of what is to
come may perhaps be drawn from developments in industry and large-scale
trade.

Industry

Beginning in 1979 the PRK reopened existing factories to the extent possible.
Many of them had operated during 1975-1979, although without maintenance or
replacement of equipment, and considerable damage had occurred in the
confused early months of 1979.

“Agricultural Productivity under Socialism”, World Development 9, 9/10 (1981), pp. 979-
989. Perhaps if Scott realized he was arguing in defense of the PRK he would cheer less
loudly for the petty bourgeoisie.
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In 1984 1 obtained a list of over 50 such state-owned plants with over 15,000
employees, not including the rubber industry, which, if everything from planting
and tapping to processing is included, represents by far the largest industrial
sector. Probably there has been little quantitative increase since then, except in
rubber, where major development has occurred.

The most successful industries are the least essential: cigarettes and soft
drinks. The major factories supplying essential goods, such as textiles and tires,
both based on raw materials which may be produced locally, operate well below
capacity, and for reasons which are the same throughout the country — obsolete
machinery, lack of spare parts, lack of finance to import parts and supplies, such
as secondary raw materials, chemicals, etc.

Not mentioned, perhaps not realized, is that in most cases the needed spare
parts could not be purchased at any price, for they no longer exist. The
machinery in question has long gone out of production and is not used anywhere
else.

A typical textile plant, such as one I visited in Phnom Penh, may have a
mixture of Belgian, Czech, Chinese, German, etc., machines, all manufactured in
the 1950s-1960s; and the only way to bring the factory up to capacity is by
complete re-equipment.

Until 1985-1986 all state industries were centrally controlled as to plan and
financing, and, as they willingly acknowledged, plans were rarely fulfilled, if
only for the objective reasons noted above — poor machinery and lack of
materials. Beginning in 1986 or 1987 a certain degree of decentralization was
instituted, both in planning and finance.

A Ministry of Plan official said in November 1988 that all enterprises were
independent financially, but the staff of the large textile plant in Kompong Cham
claimed they were not, although they did have planning autonomy. On the other
hand the Chup rubber plant staff said they had had both financial and planning
autonomy since 1986.

Industrial wages are in the same range as state administrative salaries, and the
spread between remuneration for manual workers, administrative staff, and
directors is small. The technically qualified and specialists are favored, and may
earn more that factory administrators. This is particularly true in the rubber-
producing plants, located in dangerous areas and with onerous working
conditions.

A majority of the workers in most factories are women. A Phnom Penh textile
factory in 1984 employed over 400 women in a work force of 700, the
pharmaceutical factory 250 out of 400, the Kompong Cham textile plant 423
women and 393 men in 1988, and of the 12,000 employees of the Chup rubber
plant a large proportion were said to be women.

This is not just an effect of war and revolution. Female workers predominated
in textiles and pharmaceutical plants before 1975 as well.
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The difference now is that they are not young single village women expecting
marriage and return to domesticity after a short time, but independent women,
often widows with children to support, who must earn their living without family
help; or if married, they may be earning more than husbands working
somewhere in an office.

Noteworthy also is the post-1979 movement of former workers into
management positions, partly of course, because pre-1975 owners and managers
have either perished or fled abroad.

In 1984 two of the three-person management committee of Textile Factory
No. 3 in Phnom Penh were women, former workers; one of whom having
obtained a high school diploma in 1964 could find neither white collar work nor
afford further education, and began work in the same factory, then privately
owned, in 1966, and remained there throughout the DK period. 165

Similar situations of management in the hands of old experienced workers
were observed in the Kompong Cham textile plant, and the Chup rubber
plantation and factory. In the latter, two of the three-man directorate worked
there under the French from the 1950s.

Since 1985 a certain amount of private industry has also been acknowledged,
and incorporated into the constitution as a new economic sector. According to
the Ministry of Plan in 1988 there were 2-3000 private enterprises in Phnom
Penh and a few thousand more in other locations, generally with up to 50-60
workers, while some construction enterprises had 70-80.

Apparently no legal limit has been established. If accurate, the totals implied
— plus the number of workers registered in state industries — mean that about
20% of the population is supported by the industrial sector.

Visits to two of these enterprises in Phnom Penh which produce utensils from
scrap metal showed that their volume, pricing, and wages are entirely determined
by the market. Skilled workers, in those plants all men, based on piece work,
may earn up to 5000 riel per month, 10 times the highest state salary, and a
decent living wage.

Interestingly, although this type of enterprise was not legalized until 1985,
one owner said he had set up shop in 1979, and he proudly showed me
certificates of achievement awarded to his factory by the state since 1982. The
owners of these two plants said they had been established by joint investment of
several individuals, although they refused to divulge details of capital invested,
profits, or taxes.

Another such factory was reported in the press as having been established by
7 shareholders with a capital of 550,000 riel, to produce 5 and 10 liter tin
containers. It had a workforce of 20 women, and its 1986 production was 60,000

165 This is a good individual example of the social and economic disintegration which
was just beginning in the 1960s.
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cans, of which 1600 were sold to the state at a price 2 riel less than market
price.166

The four ‘spearheads’ of economic development announced in the 5-year plan
(1986-1990), besides food, represent some of the few areas in which Cambodia
has some potential for industrial development — rubber, timber, and fish. The
immediate goal is simply to increase raw material production, most of which,
beyond local consumption requirements, is destined for export.

The tire factory, established before 1970, uses local rubber, although most
rubber is exported by the state to the Soviet Union; and industrial production of
rubber goods could be increased. Probably the potential for wood products
industry is even greater, and there was a pre-war beginning in a plywood factory,
which has not yet been renovated.

At the moment it is probably timber and fish, together with precious stones,
which are fueling the current import boom and its illusion of prosperity. In
contrast to rubber, they are not under unified state control. Timber cutting and
trade seems to be under at least three different administrations, the national
Departnllﬁe7nt of Forestry, provincial agricultural departments, and local solidarity
groups.

Monetary and fiscal policies

The total laissez-faire which was tolerated in the beginning to encourage
spontaneous economic renewal, especially in agriculture, has been modified
since 1983 by the introduction of taxation, both on agriculture and market
activities, and by increasing exhortation to farmers to sell their surplus to the
state rather than for higher prices on the free market. The incentive is in principle
sale in exchange for cheap commodities supplied from state industry, but the
latter have so far been unable to satisfy demand.

The first taxes in 1983-84 were nominal, but have by now become a real
source of state income, reaching, by 1986, approximately 8-10% on agricultural
produce. Press reports in 1989, however, indicate that taxes on agriculture have
recently been lowered.

The anti-inflationary efforts which these figures reflect has had a favorable
effect on the exchange rate. The free market rate for the riel in 1981 was around
50=1$US; and by early 1986 it was 155-160=18US; but early in 1987 it had
improved to 120=1$, a better performance than many more favored poor
countries and far better than Vietnam.

By late 1988 it had declined again to 150-155=1$US; but by then the state
had lowered the official rate to 149, which probably undercut any new

166 Pracheachon (Peoples Revolutionary Party newspaper), no. 151, 27 March 1987.

167 Pracheachon, no. 153, 3 April 1987, referring to the situation in Ratanakiri Province
in the northeast.
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inflationary tendencies. Even if the riel has in 1989 gone down to 180-190 to the
dollar, it is not out of line with the reported economic growth in the same period,
and still a far better record than the Vietnamese experience.1

This relatively favorable situation, particularly in comparison to Vietnam, not
only shows that the Cambodian economy and currency have not been linked to
its neighbor, but indicates a certain amount of intelligent planning. It cannot have
been fortuitous. To introduce a new currency in 1980 after 5 years of no money,
and 3-4 years of disastrous inflation before that, and to have it work so well,
implies very careful control of currency emission and state salary levels in order
to avoid either extreme inflation or rejection of the new currency by the
population.

This is a subject, however, on which until very recently no information was
forthcoming from the Cambodian authorities. They have refused to say whether
there has been Vietnamese or Soviet advice, or how the amount of currency to be
put into circulation was decided.

Since some of the PRK policies prefigure measures which began to be taken
later in Viet Nam and the Soviet Union, it is not impossible that innovative
economists from those countries saw Cambodia as a tabula rasa on which to try
out policies which they could not yet implement at home.

Perhaps Kavi Chongkittavorn’s recent interview with the director of the
national bank represents the beginning of publication of economic statistics for
the use of people outside the system. Revealed for the first time were the amount
of debt to the Soviet Union (750 million rubles), and that repayment is indeed
scheduled starting in 1991; the local interest rates for bank credits to private
investors (between 10% and 24%); and inflation rates (5% in 1988, 13.5% in
1989). At about the same time Defense Minister Tea Banh told another Thai
Journalist that the military takes over 10% of the entire budget, which is over
3000 million riel.'®

The liberalization of the economy, which was always there in embryo, and
which was given an official boost in 1985 with formal recognition of a private
manufacturing sector, has gone rapidly ahead in 1989, with results which may
have unpleasant consequences.

In the first four months of 1990 there has been a reversal of the tendencies
noted above, with Viet Nam keeping control of its currency, while the
Cambodian rie/ has declined to 345 to the dollar, nearly double what it was less

168 The prewar free rate was 50, declining to 120-150 during 1970, and thereafter
disastrously until 1975.

169 “Inflation is our immediate enemy”, The Nation, 4 October 1989, interview with Cha
Rieng. Tea Banh interview in Matichon weekly no. 445, 8 October 1989, p. 8. Although
Tea Banh’s figures seem far too low, they at least represent a beginning of statistical
glasnost.



Chapter 1 / An introduction to Cambodia 73

than a year ago. 1701 iberalism plus war, as has been demonstrated in other cases,
not least of all in Cambodia itself in 1970-1975, may be a recipe for collapse.

With respect to private property, the increasing dominance of family farming
is no more than an extension of what was already clear several years ago, and
possession of land, though not ownership, was already guaranteed by the
constitution. A real innovation, however, is the offering of ownership of urban
houses to present occupants, and it is clearly related to loyalty of the new urban
official, trading, and business sectors now that competition from the non-
communist elements of the DK coalition may become more intense.

Thus, hardly anyone in Phnom Penh occupies a house which he or she owned
or occupied before 1975, and the former owners, if still alive, are mostly in exile
or with the Son Sann and Sihanouk groups, hoping that victory will mean return
of their property. Even if a victory by that side did not lead to massacre, it would
mean massive dispossession of most of the present Phnom Penh population, and
in fact a turnover nearly as traumatic as 1975.

Phnom Penh residents, of whom many, including cadres, may have only
superficially supported PRK socialism, now have an added incentive, not just to
tolerate, but to work hard in support of the state under which they have lived
since 1979.

More far-reaching changes are the openings to overseas investment, at first by
Khmer residing abroad; and the increasing cross-border trade from Thailand,
mostly in luxuries, but increasingly expensive ones, such as automobiles.
Hoarded pre-1975 valuables will no longer suffice, and the imports must be paid
for ultimately with Cambodian produce, either squeezed out of the countryside
as before 1975, or in valuable raw materials such as rubber, timber, and precious
stones.

Rubber seems firmly under state control, and doing well in state trade with
the Soviet Union, but the first Cambodian logs have already begun to flow into
Thailand, apparently via informal arrangements, and that represents one of the
most obvious objectives of the new Thai orientation.'”" Will they be sold by
carefully controlled state agencies, corrupt officials, or private entrepreneurs? In

170 FEER 3 May 1990, p. 66, for the current rate.

171 Nauvarat Suksamran, “Thanit — the man behind the Thai-Cambodian trade relations”,
The Nation, 10 September 1989, profiles a businessman and Chat Thai Party politician,
who has developed extensive trading links with the Koh Kong Province administration,
and who is thus able to import hundreds of thousands of cubic meters of Cambodian
hardwood for his own sawmill, while “others face a great deal of difficulty ... because of
the nation-wide logging ban in Thailand”. The quantities cited in the article, however, are
probably exaggerated, for they represented nearly the entire projected output of timber in
the 5-year plan.
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either of the last two cases, the new commerce may lead to rapid class
differentiation, which it seems is already causing concern in Phnom Penh. 172

It may moreover mean that the state, having lost control of its valuable
resources, will not be able to increase wages of its already underpaid employees,
who, in spite of owning houses, will be increasingly disfavored in comparison to
business and manufacturing sectors, and perhaps even with peasants who, if they
have only possession but not ownership of their land (and on this information is
not clear), may be able to prosper with increasingly high prices for their produce
from the urban market sector and foreign markets, and without the abilit;/ to
alienate their land, are in no danger of falling under control of those sectors.'

Will the high earnings in private craft production and industries put pressure
on the state to increase salaries which cannot be sustained on state income, or
will the state be able to accumulate enough in taxation and state trading to
provide fonctionnaires with at least the same standard of living as private factory
workers?

Even if the most favorable circumstances prevailed, however, it must be
remembered that no Cambodian regime since independence in 1954 lived on its
own resources. Foreign aid, increasing from year to year, supported the budgets
of both Sihanouk’s monarchy (1954-1970) and Lon Nol’s Republic (1970-1975).

One of the reasons was the addiction of the entire urban sector to foreign
luxury commodities and lifestyle, a problem which the PRK once seemed intent
on preventing through a policy of very low incomes, but which now seems to be
emerging again as a result of the increasingly free market. Nevertheless, to
escape a situation which, except for food, would be shared poverty, Cambodia
probably requires integration into some larger economic entity.

Even simple petty bourgeois recovery requires more aid from outside than
Cambodia is receiving. The international situation has seriously hampered
Cambodian recovery. Normal international aid and financing have been blocked,
and considerable resources must be expended on defense, both in the creation of
an army, and in conscription of civilians for war-related construction along the
Thai border.

It is noteworthy that PRK economic performance — holding down wages,
deflationary policies, and relatively free market practices except in major
industries — would under normal international conditions qualify it for favored

172 James Pringle, “‘Rampant graft” hurting image of Hun Sen regime”, Bangkok Post,
21 September 1989, citing convincing examples from interviews and the Cambodian
press, in spite of the possibly unsympathetic attitude of the writer (thus he labeled as
“leftist-leaning” a foreign relief official who remarked that “We [the western world]
complained they were too socialist, so they liberalized the economy, and along with
materialism came corruption”).

s¢¢

173 James Pringle, “‘Rampant graft
land”.

, reports that “peasants now have 15-year title to the
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treatment by the World Bank and IMF, and it is clear that such aid is withheld to
exert political pressure rather than for any objective economic reason.

In this connection it is amusing to note the remarks of Jose Maria Sison in
Bangkok three years ago, that “Aquino cannot solve the basic problems without
help of the CPP”. Her government is under US orders, through the World Bank
and IMF, to stick to agriculture, shun industrialization, liberalize importation,
attract foreign investments, comply with debt obligations, increase the domestic
tax burden, freeze wages, depreciate the currency and so on. 174

The PRK has been doing all of this on its own.

The inability of Cambodia to access normal international economic channels
is not an aberration of a few bank officials, nor can it any longer be called
punishment for 1979. As was recently reported in the Far Eastern Economic
Review, Viet Nam is now facing the same hard line, in spite of having done what
until last year was believed to be the requirement for normalization: withdrawal
of its armed forces from Cambodia.

In June the U.S. blocked “a plan by the UN Development Programme to send
a six-man team to Cambodia ... to assess the economic needs of the country
during the post-settlement period””s; and the U.S. and Japan “have blocked
Vietnam’s reentry into the international economic community, despite what is
considered an exemplary Vietnamese effort at economic stabilization and
structural adjustment”.

They “are now insisting Viet Nam must not only withdraw ... but also
contribute towards a comprehensive political settlement”, even though the World
Bank and IMF think Viet Nam deserves help on the basis of what they are doing
with the economy. 176

This happened at an IMF executive board meeting on 13 Sept, where the
“fund’s specialist staff submitted a glowing report on Hanoi’s economic
management from its visit to Viet Nam in July ... .Viet Nam began unilaterally
implementing an adjustment programme in March 1989 based on consultations
with the fund”.

“The IMF report was full of praise for Viet Nam’s recent economic reforms,
which got under was in mid-1988 and accelerated in March this year. The IMF
staff ... were particularly impressed with the Vietnamese understanding of the

174 The Nation, 7 July 1986, p.5, interview with Jose Maria Sison. Compliance with debt
obligations is not comparable, for Cambodian debt is held mainly by the Soviet Union,
and a bilateral agreement on repayment seems to have been made.

175 FEER, “Intelligencer”, 1 June 1989, p. 10

176 Susumu Awanohara, “US, Japan block IMF effort to support Vietnam, fiscal
interdiction”, FEER 28 September 1989, pp. 22-23; further quotations below from this
source. One might wonder what leverage Viet Nam now has on the PRK to make them
accede to U.S. demands, now that Vietnamese troops have left. Or would the U.S. like
Viet Nam to invade again to force compliance with U.S. requirements?
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need for compatibility and consistency between domestic and external reforms”,
devaluation of dong, decreasing discrepancy of official and free rates, rise in
interest rates and reserve requirements, prices raised from controlled to market
levels on most staples, except power, transport, post, fuel; dismantling domestic
monopolies advanced; collectivized production in agriculture also effectively
ended.

Cambodia, it must be emphasized, has been in advance of Viet Nam on
almost every point.

One economist said Viet Nam has accomplished since mid-1988 all that
China had implemented since 1979, and more, but urgently needs help; a top
official said, “I would be happy if all the other countries [in arrears] behaved in
the way Viet Nam has done”.

This U.S. action is not just pique by a handful of sick old men in Washington
nursing Viet Nam War wounds to national pride. It follows consistently from
U.S. policy.

One of the few really interesting bits of new information in Nayan Chanda’s
Brother Enemy is that in spite of economic measures against Viet Nam taken in
1975, by September 1976 Viet Nam was admitted to the International Monetary
Fund, and after a World Bank team visited Viet Nam in February 1977 their
confidential report “praised the Vietnamese government’s efforts to mobilize its
resources and tap its vast potential”. 177

The World Bank urged donors to give substantial assistance on concessional
terms. This moreover was at a time when Thailand, even after overthrowing its
experiment in democracy in October 1976 and getting back into the U.S.-
preferred type of dictatorial regime, was doing very badly, as the World Bank
revealed a year later.

For Washington this was disastrous. Communist Viet Nam was being praised
by international capitalist institutions, while U.S.-favored capitalist Thailand was
wallowing in economic incompetence and unjustifiable exploitation of the poor
by the rich. If Viet Nam was allowed to take off as the IMF and World Bank
thought possible, its example could not fail to attract the peoples of Thailand,
and elsewhere in Southeast Asia.

Viet Nam was moreover trying to make a good impression on the capitalist
world. Hanoi had refused to join COMECOM, and was reducing the level of
relations with the USSR, which complained about losing Viet Nam to the
capitalist world. But Viet Nam was trying to insist that the U.S. honor Nixon’s

177 Chanda, Brother Enemy, p. 151. This report is called “Introductory Report No. 1718-
VN”, dated 12 August 1977. Chanda dates the World Bank mission to Vietnam in
January, but bank literature says February. I have so far been unable to obtain a copy of
the report, and rely for its tenor mainly on Chanda together with references to it in
subsequent bank literature.

178 Far Eastern Economic Review 1 Dec 1978.



Chapter 1 / An introduction to Cambodia 77

promise to give aid for reconstruction, and their development plans depended on
this.'”

This then, is part of the setting for the U.S. actions against Viet Nam in 1977-
1978, described by Chanda, and the necessary background to study of
negotiations over ‘normalization’ both then and now. It has never been just the
question of Chinese relations being more important, or ‘amnesia’ about
Indochina. The real problem was the danger that Viet Nam might make an
economic success of socialism, and this had to be stopped.

Now again Viet Nam, in its relatively successful responses to new challenges
in its own way, poses an ideological threat, and the continued efforts to destroy
Cambodia are because that country has been perceived as Viet Nam’s Achilles
Heel, ‘Vietnam’s Vietnam’, as one of the extremist hacks once put it. 180

The difference is that the US entered a Viet Nam which was merely in
political disorder and destroyed it, including the sector the US most desired to
protect, while Viet Nam entered a Cambodia which had been destroyed, in no
small part by US actions, and oversaw a remarkable reconstruction in the most
unfavorable circumstances.

Some concluding generalizations

The lessons from Cambodia for the Asia-Pacific, and other, regions is that the
U.S. will try to prevent economic progress under any regime that is not
subordinate or closely allied. Particularly disliked are states which maintain
some semblance of socialism while gaining popular support, perhaps even
prosperity through economic liberalism and personal freedom. The Sonnenfeldt
doctrine seems to have become ever more firmly rooted in Washin%ton; and the
real enemy is not Stalinism, but ‘Communism with a human face’. 18

The ideal outcome of a Prague Spring, for Washington, is a Soviet invasion,
but now the Soviets no longer oblige, and the Vietnamese are obviously
intending to let presumed clients go their own ways.

Since Viet Nam cannot be counted on to keep Cambodia subjugated, thus
dissatisfied and a threat to Indochina stability, both countries must be starved
into collapse. Otherwise there is still the danger that they might become
moderate socialist success stories, as it appeared in 1975.

In the consternation over the reality of Vietnamese withdrawal the U.S.-
ASEAN position has in fact been “don’t leave yet”, and this has been masked by
assertions that it is Vietnamese intransigence which prevents setting up an

179 Chanda, Brother Enemy, pp. 184,149 respectively. As Grant Evans and Kelvin
Rowley wrote, “as Le Duan put it ... ’accumulation from internal sources is non-existent’,
the whole strategy [for development] depended on an influx of foreign aid to finance
investment” (Red Brotherhood at War, p.38).

180 Stephen J. Morris, “Vietnam’s Vietnam”, The Atlantic Monthly, January 1985.

181 See below, notes 403 and 457
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International Control Mechanism. In fact, even with cooperation of all
concerned, it would literally take months to prepare for International Control.

In a report which the fact-finding team submitted after their visit to Vietnam,
Cambodia, and Thailand during 5-16 August, they said “international peace-
keeping force would need to be self-sufficient in all aspects of its day-to-day
operations, due to scarcity of resources and facilities”; Cambodia “lacks the
sufficient infrastructure, supply sources, and services to accommodate an
‘international control mechanism’ (ICM)”.

The report recommends that an “engineering team first be dispatched ... to
improve the overall condition of road networks and airfields”; also calls for
“‘comprehensive and self-sufficient communications network’ ... for contacts
with the outside world and within the country”; because of bad roads, “peace-
keeping forces would have to move around mainly by air”; the engineering corps
would need to construct long-term accommodations at various locations; ICM
would need to be self-sufficient in food and other supplies for 60-90 days, also
self-sufficient in water and electricity; field hospital facilities would need to be
set up throughout Cambodia.

Because of all this “‘a significant lead time’ would be needed before the
peace forces are stationed”. 182

Lest these considerations of the background to U.S. harassment of Viet Nam
and Cambodia be dismissed in the current indecent haste to celebrate the
collapse of socialism, it must not be forgotten that it is ‘Stalinist” Romania
which has been able to repay its foreign debt, that Poland got into its precarious
state by trying to play capitalist games — large foreign loans to fuel a consumerist
type of development which was unsuccessful, while a move usually advocated
by international capitalist institutions, slackening price control of food,
precipitated Solidarity;183 and that much of what Chinese students were
protesting was capitalist-type inequalities resulting from business freedom
initiated by Deng.

For once Derek Davies, in his usually rather silly “Travelers’ Tales”, hinted at
something of more than casual interest: that the protesters were comparing
Deng’s cadres unfavorably with Mao’s. 184

It has been in communist Poland, not in a developing capitalist state, where a
working class was nurtured and educated to the point where it could effectively
challenge state power in its own interests and those of the economy as a whole,
and where even at its worst, state efforts to repress the movement were far less

182 Kavi Chongkittavorn, The Nation, 25 August 1989.

183 Juan Cameron, “What the Bankers did to Poland”, Fortune, 22 September 1980, pp.
125-128; Alex Pravda, “Poland 1980: From Premature Consumerism to Labour
Solidarity”, Soviet Studies, vol. xxxiv, no. 2 (April 1982), pp. 167-199.

184 FEER 1 June 1989, p. 10.
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violent, certainly less effective, than corresponding regime measures in capitalist
Chile, Argentina, Turkey and the ROK during the same time.

Solidarity could not have occurred in a developing capitalist state where the
working class is held in tight control through economic and administrative
means in favor of growth of the state and capitalist class.

In 1945 most of Eastern Europe belonged to what would now be called the
poor, underdeveloped Third World, and it has been socialism which has dragged
them up to a level from which their expressed wishes to ‘rejoin Europe’ are not
mere empty rhetoric. After the first euphoria we already see tacit admissions of
some of the benefits and popularity of socialist measures.

Thus, “agricultural land, nationalized in Hungary from 1947 on, is unlikely to
be returned to those from whom it was confiscated because of fear that such a
move could cause a disastrous fall in food production. Nor will such acreage be
given back in Czechoslovakia or Romania, at least for the moment”.

“In Bulgaria, by contrast, all the major parties including the former
Communists, support an immediate return of farm land to private ownership.
The revival of this country is not possible without the revival of agriculture says
Viktor Vulkov, leader of the Agrarian Party, and that means private
ownership”. 185

What Time failed to mention was that Hungarian peasants (until land
confiscation by the Communists) had lived under oppressive conditions rarely
matched in modern times, while Bulgaria had been a nation of small owner-
operated farms since the 1920s. Return of land to former owners in the three
first-named countries would not only hurt production, but would spark a peasant-
led revolution.

Worldwide, outside of the western European industrial democracies, the
capitalist states hardly look better than those socialist states supposedly in
disarray. The U.S. is wallowing in debt which is sustained by enticing wealth,
including drug money, from already impoverished third-world capitalist
regirrllg§.;186 and a huge section of its populace lacks the rudiments of a decent
life.] "]

185Time, 30 April 1990, pp. 24-26, “Which way to the Free Market?”

186 Time, 16 October 1989, p. 40, reported that the U.S. administration has been reluctant
to initiate new methods for tracking down drug money in electronic transfers, for fear of
“doing anything to frighten away billions of dollars in private investment, including an
estimated $200 billion in flight capital from Latin America, which has helped finance the
huge federal budget deficits of the past eight years”.

What this implies is that the US government, because of a surreptitious dependence on
drug profits, cannot be completely serious in its now world-wide anti-drug campaign. It is
unlikely to be merely coincidental that designated Third World drug producing areas are
already, or potentially, areas of leftwing guerilla activity, and the increasingly militarized
‘anti-drug’ operations abroad represent a new opening to imperialism, while
corresponding measures domestically foreshadow the danger of a police state.
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Country for country during the last ten years [written in 1989] it is hard to
find a third-world capitalist state which, in comparison to a relevant socialist
example, looks better in terms of economic development, quality of life, human
rights, or democracy. If DK be excluded the comparison could go back over 20
years, perhaps even to the death of Stalin. In particular, capitalism, except for the
most advanced western countries, does not show the symbiosis of a free market
economy and liberal democracy which is supposed to be its most attractive
selling point.

One of the usually cited good examples of a developing capitalist country,
ROK, has been characterized both by lack of democracy and quite non-free
enterprise state direction of the economy; until September 1987 “most South
Koreans under 50 years old were forbidden to travel abroad”, and only in June
1988 did the government take “the first of a four-step programme to make the
won a fully convertible currency”, and, like Romania, by means of rigid state
authority over production, may also pay off its foreign debt this year, showing
that by these economic indicators we might be justified in calling ROK a type of
Stalinist capitalism. 188

Whereas failed consumerism in Poland could lead to a powerful workers
movement that could virtually take over state power, failed consumerism in the
capitalist third world only results in increased squeeze on workers and peasants
to continue financing luxury consumption by the privileged classes.

It should not be forgotten either that an important component of Solidarity’s
demands have been egalitarian, against the capitalist-type inequalities which
emerged with the foreign-loan fed consumerism of the 1970s.

The Bush reaction to Solidarity’s takeover of the Polish state is characteristic
— far less money than requested after years of U.S. encouragement for anti-
regime movements in Poland. Of course it was assumed that such movements
would ultimately be crushed by a bloody Soviet intervention, not that they would
take power via free elections permitted by the communist regime. Solidarity is
now an embarrassment to Washington.

Likewise in Cambodia, it was assumed that Viet Nam would never willingly
leave and would attempt to crush moves toward independence and a liberalized
economy, which would continue to weaken both countries while maintaining

The cold war is not over, and when the American right says they ‘won’ it, they mean
that Soviet retreat opens up opportunities for aggression in the Third World which they
would not have dared undertake before.

187 This is even more true in 2009 than when I first wrote this.

188 Asiaweek, 24 June 1988, p. 6; FEER 16 June 1988, p. 14 and Karl Moskowitz,
“What if they were one?”, FEER 22 June 1989, p. 56, respectively.

189 Alex Pravda, “Poland 1980: From ‘Premature Consumerism’ to Labour Solidarity”,
Soviet Studies, vol xxxiv, no. 2 (April 1982), 167-99.
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‘socialism’s’ bad name;190 but now that Viet Nam can no longer be trusted to

repress Cambodian economic independence and incipient capitalism, the
Cambodian contras must be given the means to do it, even if this means bringing
back the DK leadership which the U.S. has claimed to abhor, although their
utility to Washington’s Indochina policy has been apparent since at least
1980.""

Even if the DK group were excluded, the end of the PRK would open up
Cambodia to rapacious carpet-bagging by the KPNLF and Sihanoukists, whose
capacity for mismanagement has been demonstrated in the border camps they
control. Not only would their claims to ownership of housing mean another
traumatic evacuation of Phnom Penh, as I indicated above, but some of them are
previous owners of industrial plant, and the scramble to reassert ownership
would disrupt production and result in dramatic deterioration of conditions for
workers.

The deterioration, depending on the foreign aid available, might be more
social than economic, for the returning exiles were used to a wide social gap
between owners or officials and workers, whereas, to return finally to the subject
of this conference, PRK-SOC policies have nearly wiped out such distinctions
between workers and management, and between men and women.

They are more cohesive as a class, and more self-confident than before 1975.
It seems they are also more numerous, if state and private industry are totaled,
and they might well react to KPNLF carpet-baggers in a manner reminiscent of
Solidarity.

On the other hand, the new economic policies, or lack of clear policy, of the
Phnom Penh government, seem to represent competition with the Son Sann and
Sihanouk groups on the latter’s terms. The new economic freedoms, with
concomitant income and class disparities, may so alienate the population that, as
in the 1970s, they would support an extremist solution, such as offered by
Democratic Kampuchea. 192

We would then be witness to a case of economic liberalism destroying a
country which had made notable progress in the most difficult conditions under
socialism.

190 Paisal Sricharatchanya, FEER 25 May 1989, p. 32, wrote, “ ... until recently
Bangkok’s Cambodia policy was predicated on the assumption that the Vietnamese
would not genuinely leave Cambodia”.

191 Vickery, “Democratic Kampuchea: CIA to the Rescue”, BCAS, 14/4 (1982).
192 The preoccupation with ‘Pol Pot genocide’ as a willful aberration by a single leader
and his close associates has tended to obscure, both within and outside Cambodia, the

circumstance that the Cambodian revolutionaries won in 1975 because of overwhelming
popular support, which their own policies subsequently dissipated.
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My first published comments on contemporary Cambodian politics were in letters to
the Far Eastern Economic Review in the 1970s, based on study of the Cambodian
press from the 1940s to the early 1970s and the published work which then existed.

Just a month after the revolutionary victory in Cambodia (17 April 1975), Spencer
Davis wrote an article, “The men most likely to ... 7, which | considered in error on
several points, and to which | wrote an answer which FEER published.193 Already a
Vietnam syndrome was apparent in the exaggerated attribution of a Viethamese
background to the leaders of the new regime.

Cambodia’s mysterious leaders (1975) 194

By now the whole question may be purely academic, but I nevertheless feel
some remarks are in order concerning Spencer Davis’s “The men most likely
to ...” Much of Davis’s article looks like it might have been copied from raw
files of the American Embassy in Phnom Penh, or perhaps when classified
material was being burned, a couple of sheets blew away and found their way
into his hands. Thus, we read of Khieu Thirith, “a well-known anti-American
communist.” (Are there any well-known pro-American communists?)

The remark about Keat Chhon defecting due to a “debt owed from his student
days” and Poc Does Komar [sic] disappearing “after irregularities were found in
the bank for which he was working” also smell of the Embassy, perhaps lifted
originally from speeches of Sihanouk in the days when he was against anyone
who seemed, however remotely, to belong to the Cambodian Left."”

To start at the beginning and the elements which are said to make up the
insurgents, the existence of the “Hanoi 6,000 as a cohesive group is due more to
speculation and a desire to make the liberation forces appear as North
Vietnamese puppets than to any solid information. The total given has varied
over the years and what they represent is not at all certain. In any case, it is

193 Spencer Davis, “The men most likely to ... ”, FEER 28 March 1975.

194 Michael Vickery, “Cambodia’s mysterious leaders”, FEER 6 June 1975, p. 6. I have
added explanatory footnotes.

195 Khieu Thirith is the wife of Ieng Sary. Keat Chhon was a university rector until 1968
and a minister in the Cambodian government in 1969. In 1970 he joined Sihanouk in
Peking, and worked with the PDK until 1984. Then in 1992 he joined the SOC. In the
1993 election he became a Cambodian People’s Party deputy in the National Assembly,
and became Minister of Finance and Economy in October 1994.

For the fate of Poc Does Komar/Deuskomar, who did not survive the war, see Milton
Osborne, Before Kampuchea: Preludes to Tragedy, Sydney, George Allen & Unwin,
1979, reviewed below, pp. 91 ff., and Vickery, Kampuchea, Politics, Economics and
Society, Chapter 4, note 10 (p. 179).
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inaccurate to characterize Saloth Sar as one of those who “have now filtered
back”.

Whether he ever went then to Hanoi I do not know, but early in 1963, at least,
he appeared on a list of leading leftists present in Cambodia drawn up by
Sihanouk, and, in the summer of that year, figured in the first major
disappearance of leftist intellectuals, along with leng Sary and Son Sen, the last-
mentioned individual in your article. ~ Ieng Sary, at that time, taught in a
private school in Phnom Penh, and Son Sen was a teacher employed by the
Ministry of Education (indeed; he was not a military man).

Their disappearance caused consternation among Cambodian teachers, who,
as a group, were suspect in Sangkum days as ‘leftists’ and ‘anti-royalist’, and the
general belief was that they had been murdered. As for their present position,
which one, Son Sen or Saloth Sar, is supposed to be chief-of-staff? Or are we to
suppose that “army chief-of-staff” (Saloth Sar) and “chief-of-staff of the
liberation army” (Son Sen) are different positions?

The mood in 1963 was intensified when other lesser figures, such as Tiv Ol,
whom your article mentioned, also disappeared (Davis does not seem to
distinguish in this case between Kompong Cham Lycée and the Pedagogical
Institute). The disappearances would have gone unnoticed had it not been that
Son Sen had worked at the Pedagogical Institute, where he was known to many
American and French teachers and had just been appointed headmaster in the
Takeo Lycée, where there were several French teachers on the staff. The notice
thus given to his disappearance caused Sihanouk to announce that Son Sen had
run off to South Viet Nam to work for So’n Ngoc Thanh and the CIA.

Ieng Sary’s wife, Khieu Thirith, who had a Licence in English from the
University of Paris, was at the time teaching in Lycée Sisowath, one of Phnom
Penh’s more important schools. She disappeared a year or so after her husband.

Another group just as shadowy as the “Hanoi 6,000” is the “Khmer
Communist Party (KCP), established in 1951”. If it exists as such, it must
certainly include an organization which needs mention, the Pracheachon
(‘Citizen’) Group, formed in late 1954 by Cambodians who had fought the
French alongside the Vietminh.

It contested elections as a political party in 1955 and 1958, but when the time
came for the election of 1962, most of its members were arrested. The best
known of them, Non Suon, was released from prison by Lon Nol’s coup in 1970,

196 1t is now considered that the Cambodian communists who took refuge in Hanoi after
the Geneva Accords in 1954 numbered around 1,000. It is now certain that they were not
prominent among the 1970-75 insurgent leadership, and that Saloth Sar/Pol Pot was not
among them. Of course, he eventually visited Hanoi, the first time in 1965, two years
after disappearing from Phnom Penh.
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and promptly went off to join the guerrillas. In 1971-72, he was reported
operating south of Phnom Penh. 197

Also in 1954 the Democrat Party, which had been a thorn in the sides of both
the French and Sihanouk since 1946, was reorganized with a younger and more
leftist group of leaders, including Thiounn Mum. ?

Among the ‘leftist’ demands of the Democrats in 1954-55, as well as of the
Pracheachon and the remnants of So’n Ngoc Thanh’s guerrillas, was strict
application of the Geneva Accords, while one of the aims of Sihanouk and his
newly-formed (March 1955) alliance of the far right, the Sangkum, was to
sabotage those agreements insofar as they affected Cambodia’s internal affairs.

Of course the best-known of the new Cambodian leaders, the ones who
disappeared in 1967 causing extreme public concern, are Hou Yuon, Khieu
Samphan and Hu Nim, the first two having disappeared in the spring of that year
and the last in the autumn. As National Assembly members (among the few who
had won seats by clear majorities in 1966) and critics of Sihanouk, they were
well-known even before their disappearance. The consensus of opinion at the
time was that they had been murdered, although Sihanouk always denied any
knowledge of it.

Although by 1974 people in Phnom Penh were generally convinced that these
men were alive and among the leaders of FUNK, their cause was hurt during the
first two or three years of the war by their failure to provide convincing evidence
of their existence and position, thus giving the Lon Nol Government an

197 There is now more information about Cambodian communist organization than I had
in 1975. The party which was established in 1951 was then called Khmer People’s
Revolutionary Party. Beginning in 1960 it was taken over by the Pol Pot group, and the
name changed to “Workers Party’. In 1966 the name was changed again to ‘Communist
Party’, but that name was not made public until 1977. The Pracheachon Group was the
legal communist front from 1955, contesting elections and publishing newspapers. Non
Suon reappeared as a minister in the Democratic Kampuchea government after the end of
the war, but in 1976 was arrested and executed.

198 Thiounn Mum had been a leader of the group of Marxist Khmer students in Paris in
the late 1940s and 1950s. After 1970 he joined Sihanouk in exile, and from 1975 until
sometime in the 1980s he was a member of the Democratic Kampuchea inner circle. For
several years he remained loyal to the Democratic Kampuchea group in exile on the Thai
border, where he served as an intellectual front man, meeting journalists and diplomats.
Since the final collapse of DK in 1998 he has lived in Paris.

Two of his brothers, Dr. (Medicine) Thiounn Thioeun and Thiounn Prasith, were also
early adherents of the revolution. A third brother, Thiounn Chum, a business man before
1975, was treated as an ordinary person from 1975 to 1978 when he was brought to
Phnom Penh in a late effort to make use of educated persons. Their family was one of the
highest in a new aristocracy based in the colonial bureaucracy. Their grandfather,
Thiounn, starting out under the French as a clerk and interpreter, had been Minister of the
Palace, and the most powerful among the ministers, from the end of the 19" century until
retirement in 1941, and their father Thiounn Hol, although of lesser official rank, moved
in the highest royal and official circles.



Chapter 2 / Tentative polemics before contact 85

opportunity to portray the “Khmer Rouge” as leaderless puppets of the
Vietnamese.

It should also be pointed out that until early 1972, GRUNK information made
no mention of leng Sary, Saloth Sar and Son Sen, and they were unfamiliar even
to a Western friend of GRUNK who appeared in Phnom Penh in 1971 with
material intended to prove the continuing existence of the men then considered
as the three principal ‘ghosts’, Hou Yuon, Khieu Samphan, and Hu Nim.

Thus, reporting on the “men most likely to ... ” has always been made
difficult by the mystery which they themselves (probably for good reason)
seemed to cultivate.

An Editor’s note at the end of my letter quaintly affirmed, “Spencer Davis was writing
from Washington. It would have been impossible for him to see files from the US
Embassy in Phnom Penh before they were destroyed”.

Three years later Nayan Chanda offered more information about the DK leadership,
and | offered corrections, which FEER published, with a significant cut, as follows. 199

Crossed Lines On Cambodia (1978) 200

The “insider account of an obscure period of communist struggle in Indochina”
which Nayan Chanda picked up in Hanoi shows that Pol Pot is not the only one
who is trying to rewrite Cambodian communist history.

Chanda, based on interviews in Hanoi, wrote that after the Paris-educated
intellectuals, like Pol Pot, returned to Cambodia in 1953, there were two political
lines in Cambodian revolutionary thinking.

One was “to unite the forces in the country to fight the colonial enemy and
cooperate with Vietnamese and Lao resistance fighters”, while “the other
proposal was simply to overthrow the then King Norodom Sihanouk”, who “held
high the banner of national independence”. “While the first line favored
promoting Sihanouk, the other line, led by Pol Pot, opposed this. The Pol Pot
line triumphed in 1963 after the murder of then party Secretary Tou Samouth.

By early 1953 Sihanouk had succeeded in destroying the system of
parliamentary democracy set up after World War II in order to run the country
personally with the support of the extreme Right, including Lon Nol who had
been prominent in politics since at least 1948. In November 1953 the French
granted Cambodia the independence which they had refused to all elected
Cambodian governments, obviously feeling their interests would be more secure
in the hands of the Cambodian Right.

199 Nayan Chanda, “The bloody border”, FEER, 12 April 1978.

200 Michael Vickery, “Crossed lines on Cambodia”, FEER, 2 June 1978, pp. 6-7. On the
cut, see my follow-up letter, below.
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Any opposition, or communist, policy which at that time proposed “to unite
the forces in the country with Vietnamese and Lao resistance fighters” would
have inevitably meant the overthrow of Sihanouk as well, and the “two party
‘lines’** simply could not have existed as described. There may well have been a
group who “simply wanted to overthrow ... Sihanouk”, but that sounds more like
the non-communist nationalist guerrillas, of whom the most important was So’n
Ngoc Thanh, but it is doubtful that they would have supported what the
Vietnamese now call the correct line.?"

Again after 1954 — that is, after Geneva — there was no opposition faction, at
least through the elections of 1955, which favored “promoting Sihanouk”, and
none of them, judging from the newspapers they published at the time,
considered that “Sihanouk held high the banner of national independence”. The
two most important opposition groups were the Pracheachon (the communists)
and the Democrats, among whose leaders were Norodom Phurissara and
Thiounn Mum; both groups considered that Sihanouk and his Sangkum were
trying to destroy democracy and would endanger Cambodian Independence.202

‘Saloth Sar’ does not appear in the published material from that time, and it is
not clear what he was doing. The editor of Solidarity (Khmer title Samakki), who
was arrested in 1955 [FEER, 21 Oct., 1977] was not Saloth Sar but his brother,
Saloth Chhay. Or more precisely, the name on the masthead of Samakki was
‘Saloth Chhay’, who was indeed arrested, and later released, in 1955; and in the
1970s ‘Saloth Chhay’ also appeared as editor of the Lon Nol government
newspaper and was accepted in Phnom Penh at that time as Saloth Sar’s brother.

It was only when the Sangkum destroyed all other parties between 1955 and
1962 that some of the Left decided to cooperate with it, probably in hopes of
guiding Sihanouk’s apparently anti-imperialist sentiments along genuinely
socialist lines.

It was probably only during this period, after Sihanouk’s coup of 1955, that a
genuine policy split, as described by the Vietnamese, may have developed, with
the group of Saloth Sar, Ieng Sary and Son Sen really holding the line attributed
to them. In any case, when Sihanouk announced that he would lead the Left in
1970 it is clear that he made a distinction between the two groups and much
preferred to work with Khieu Samphan.203

201 Pol Pot’s policy, after his rise to prominence in 1960-62, was also to overthrow
Sihanouk, but not to form joint forces with the Lao and Vietnamese, and of course, he
wanted a social revolution.

202 On Thiounn Mum see above, note 198. Norodom Phurissara left Phnom Penh to join
the anti-Khmer Republic guerrillas in 1972, became the first Democratic Kampuchea
Minister of Justice in 1975, and was arrested and executed in 1976 or 1977.

203 In those days Khieu Samphan was believed to belong to a different faction from Pol
Pot. See Ben Kiernan, “Conflict in the Kampuchean Communist Movement”, JCA 10,
1/2 (1980).
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It is probably premature to accept that the “Pol Pot line triumphed in 1963,
and as for the death of “Touch Samut” (error for Tou Samouth, also written
Toussamouth), Jean-Claude Pomonti and Serge Thion wrote in their Des
courtisans aux partisans that he was still “président du parti communiste”, and
was commanding Khmer Rouge troops around Kompong Cham and Prey Veng
in 1970.2%*

In this connection it is worth noting that Saloth Sar, Ieng Sary and Son Sen
did not appear to have any connection with the Pracheachon in the 1950s and
1960s, and the men who were active in the Pracheachon then have not surfaced
among the leaders of Cambodia since 1975.%%

Finally, the anti-Vietnamese line attributed to Pol Pot was also a constant of
Sihanouk’s policy. Whatever his attitudes towards “imperialists”, Sihanouk, at
least in his Khmer-language speeches and writings, always emphasized that the

204 This was erroneous. It has been established that Tou Samouth (as the name is now
generally written in romanization), was killed in 1962, although there is still
disagreement among researchers whether he was killed by the Pol Pot group or by
Sihanouk’s police. Ben Kiernan has insisted that Tou Samouth death was because of
intra-party rivalry, and organized by Pol Pot (Kiernan, How Pol Pot, second edition, pp.
241-2, while Chandler (Tragedy, p. 120) prefers to put the blame on Sihanouk while
admitting that Saloth Sar might have been involved in Samouth’s betrayal.

Pen Sovann, in his “Political Report” to the Fourth Party Congress in 1981, said
definitely that in May 1962 Pol Pot’s “agents assassinated Tou Samouth and other party
leaders” (Vickery, Kampuchea, p. 72). Another intriguing source, in an interview with
Youk Chang on 20 February 2003, was Vann Rith, who was in charge of DK foreign
commerce with Hong Kong and China, and who claimed to have been involved in both
leftist politics and the Lon Nol army in the 1960s-70s, and said that “After being
arrested”, Tou Samouth was detained at Um Savut’s Banteay Sloek, to which Rith was
attached, after which he was transferred to another location, where he was killed. Rith
presumed this was on Lon Nol’s orders. “Um Savut warned Rith that he needed to be
careful.”

The late DC Cam interviews of DK survivors, such as Vann Rith, are not always
reliable for detail, but there is much surviving contemporary (DK period) documentation
of his importance in DK foreign commerce, and no apparent reason for him to lie about
the fate of Tou Samouth. Attributing the immediate agency to Um Savuth lends credence,
for the latter was famous during the 1970-75 war as one of Lon Nol’s most brutal
officers.

Another pre-revolutionary banker, called into financial service under DK, and whose
survival seems miraculous, is Sar Kim/Keum Lamut, in April 1975 evacuated from
Phnom Penh but brought back in 1976 to direct the bank for foreign trade, and who
returned to banking after 1979. There seems to have been some rivalry between him and
Vann Rith, for the latter, in the interview cited here, said that Sar Keum Lamut in fact
knew nothing about Democratic Kampuchea finances.

205 T was in error here. The Pracheachon leader Non Suon reappeared briefly as a
minister in the Democratic Kampuchea government after the end of the war, but in 1976
he was arrested and executed. His confessions show that there was lack of contact
between the Pracheachon group and Pol Pot.
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Vietnamese, whether communist or not, were Cambodia’s long-term enemy, and
he would have been delighted to serve as “an accomplice in a Chinese and
Western plan of containing and weakening Vietnam”,*%

In an answer published along with my letter, Chanda said he was aware of
inconsistencies in the two-line struggle theory, but was unable “to go into detail for
space reasons”. He referred Saloth Sar’s editorship of Solidarity/Samakki, to a
“Monash University research paper by Ben Kiernan”, and Pol Pot’s takeover of the
party in 1963 to Pol Pot’s interview with Yugoslav journalists; and he correctly pointed
out that Pomonti’s and Thion’s information about Tou Samouth was not from a very
good source.

| responded with an unpublished letter dated 13 July 1978 and reproduced below.

Answer to Chanda (1978) 207

I was hasty, I admit, in citing the paragraph in Pomonti’s and Thion’s book
concerning Tou Samouth as coming from good leftist sources; but Pomonti and
Thion, who did claim to have leftist sources, did not entirely wish to discount
that information.

I suppose part of the difference in point of view between Chanda and myself
is the perennial conflict between the tasks of the journalist and the academic. The
former prefers, or in any case is usually forced, to take his information in face-
to-face contact with individuals who are deeply involved in the activity being
investigated and he must generally get it quickly into a more or less entertaining
form for his readers, while the latter, if historian or social scientist, tends to
distrust what people say about long-past events and wishes to search for what
was recorded as close to the event as possible.

Whatever Hanoi is now saying about Cambodia is indeed News, but it may
not be History.

As to the case in question, you probably realize that all parties to the
Cambodian conflict are to some extent trying to rewrite history. In the late 1940s
and early 1950s, before Sihanouk’s Sangkum harassed its opponents into
extreme caution, there was a period of very active parliamentary politics in
which all parties rather freely campaigned in elections and produced newspapers
exposing their points of view and criticizing their opponents without hesitation.
Nearly all the important factions and individuals of the 1970s began their

206 Of course, it was true that in the late 1960s Sihanouk’s policy of aiding the
communist side in the Vietnam war in order to preserve peace within Cambodia was
more useful to Viet Nam than the Pol Pot’s desire to overthrow Sihanouk.

207 Michael Vickery, unpublished letter to FEER, 13 July 1978. Footnotes and a few
bracketed comments have been added.

208 On this subject see my review of Chanda’s Brother Enemy, below, pp. 197 ff.
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political careers in that earlier period and it is often possible to check what they
have claimed since 1970 with what they were really doing and saying 20-30
years earlier.

Thus those of us who have done documentary (as opposed to oral) research
on the politics of prewar Cambodia know who was overtly working for what
party or newspaper and what political line they were promoting to the public;
and we know that “Saloth Sar” was never mentioned as editor of Samakki.

Admittedly we cannot know anything from such sources about clandestine
operators whose names were never mentioned publicly, and it may well be true
that Saloth Sar/Pol Pot “was active in underground operations in Phnom Penh
between 1954 and 1963 (Chanda’s answer 2 June 1978), which is not the same
thing as being editor of a newspaper.209

In this connection I understand that editors may find it necessary to cut letters
for various reasons, but it seems to me that when an answer to the letter is
planned to coincide with the letter’s publication it is incumbent on the editor to
avoid cuts which load the argument on either side.

Thus you cut from my letter a sentence remarking that no one who has
written about Saloth Sar has ever checked Samakki, while Chanda was able to
justify his statement about Saloth Sar’s editorship with reference to Ben
Kiernan’s research report (presumably “Working Paper No. 4, The Samlaut
Rebellion ... 7, Centre of Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University, p. 15).
Kiernan, I believe, relied for that detail on Milton Osborne who, I also believe,
obtained such information in the 1960s from Cambodians claiming to be close to
the dissident milieu.

This would seemingly lend credibility to the report, except for the fact that
the editor of Samakki was ‘Saloth Chhay’, not ‘Saloth Sar’. Osborne and Kiernan
could of course argue that Saloth Sar in 1955 used the pseudonym ‘Saloth
Chhay’, which may have been the name of a brother, and that in the 1970s the
brother, or someone else, again made use of the same name. They have not
argued in this way, first of all because they have not, as I wrote, and indeed
could not have, read [the Khmer-language] Samakki, and thus had no way of
knowing that a controversy could arise.

The credibility of Osborne’s informants is also damaged by the circumstance
that they were even more in error in telling him about “the killing in 1960 of an
editor of the left-wing newspaper L Observateur ... » 21

209 Now there is much information about Pol Pot in those years, when he indeed worked
secretly for the party, while living openly as a teacher. See Ben Kiernan, How Pol Pot;
and Chandler, Brother Number One. A Political biography of Pol Pot, first edition,
Chiang Mai, Silkworm Books, 1993; second edition, Chiang Mai, Silkworm Books,
2000.

210 Milton Osborne, Politics and Power in Cambodia, p. 95, n. 5. [For more such
misinformation see Osborne’s Before Kampuchea, and my review of it below, pp. 91 ff.].
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The sole editor of L ’Observateur was Khieu Samphan, who in its number 6 of
13 October 1959, and in later issues, reported and commented on the murder of
Nop Bophann, editor of the Pracheachon Group’s newspaper [in Khmer, entitled
Pracheachon]. Khieu Samphan was later, in 1960, attacked by police thugs,
probably on Sihanouk’s orders, but did not suffer severe injury.

I think it should be clear why some of us maintain a certain amount of
skepticism about what is being said now, in the heat of inter- and intra-party
conflict, about opposition activities in Cambodia two or three decades ago,
particularly by someone who has nurtured as much mystery about himself as Pol
Pot.

My next effort with FEER was in part academic and in part a spoof, although both
involved matters which | still think worthy of attention. The first part of this unpub-
lished letter concerned the history and etymology of the word ‘yuon’, used in Cam-
bodia to mean Vietnamese, and still a matter of controversy, and use of which may
mark one’s chauvinism, if Cambodian, or inimical feelings toward Vietnamese. Since
1979 it has been considered polite, in Khmer, to say ‘Viet Nam’ rather than ‘Yuon‘.zu

At the time of writing, | had not yet had any post-revolutionary contact with
Cambodia or with persons who had spent the revolutionary years within the country,
and | expressed doubt about Chanda’s reference to “the pejorative appellation youn
[yuon, which Chanda, April 21, 1978 wrote as xuan] (savage)” used for Viethnamese;
and | added that “it is in no way pejorative, but is simply, in colloquial Cambodian, the
ordinary term for Vietnamese, just as in English we say ‘Dutch’ for Hollander.
Furthermore, yuon is the standard Central Thai term for Vietnamese, and is also used
in Mon in the form yon.212

My remarks were based on my experiences in Cambodia between 1960 and 1972,
and they were true for that time. What | did not yet realize was that the Khmer Rouge,
continuing in this matter from Lon Nol, had succeeded in transforming the word into
an insult, and in inculcating an anti-Viethamese chauvinism much worse than what
had prevailed before 1970. Indeed, by 1993 ‘yuon’ was considered so offensive that
the radio of the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC), not
notably sympathetic to Viethnam, censored election campaign speeches which used
it.213 | continued my 2 September 1979 letter with comment on the “Traveler’s
Tales” column of FEER.

211 The letter was dated 2 September 1979, in answer to Chanda’s report from Phnom
Penh, 31 August 1979.

212 The Bangkok, and official, use of yuon continues. At the funeral of Princess Galyani
in November 2008, Thai television used ‘yuon’ for a group of Vietnamese Buddhist
monks who participated.

213 ppp, Vol. 2 No. 9, 23 April-6 May 1993, p. 4; “Rainsy Bemoans Censorship, UN
Cites Racism”. The prominent FUNCINPEC member, Mr. Sam Rainsy was refused
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On Traveler's Tales (1979) 214

While on the subject of linguistics, I would like to compliment you on your
amusing examples of fractured English which are now and then inserted at the
end of “Traveler’s Tales”. Although some of my unduly Asia-centric friends
consider them arrogant and even culturally imperialistic, I find them quite
harmlessly humorous.?" I do wonder, however, if we westerners who try to use
Asian languages do not commit similar errors, and if it would not be both fair
and stimulating to find such examples for “Traveler’s Tales”.

As an example, I would like to call your attention to the FEER of 8 December
1978, p. 36, where your writer [Nayan Chanda] reported from Thong Hi Nhay
[Laos] (‘Plain of Big Cunt’), presumably an error for Thong Hin Nhay (‘Plain of
Big Stone’), an error very easy for one ignorant of Lao. Of course, given the Lao
sense of humor, the name reported by your correspondent could conceivably be
the right one, and in such case I apologize for any hint of criticism (I have been
unable to find either name in the gazetteer of Laos to which I have access).

In the autumn of 1979 the Australian historian of French Indochina, Milton Osborne,
published a volume of reminiscences from his time as a diplomat in Phnom Penh in
the 1960s, and finding in it similar errors to those noted above, | wrote a review, of
which a modified and somewhat bowdlerized version was published in Australia. |
offer here the original version.

Milton Osborne, Before Kampuchea: Preludes to Tragedy (1980) 216

When a friend of some prewar experience in Cambodia asked me if I had learned
anything new from reading Osborne’s book, I answered, yes, now I know who
was driving the British Racing Green TR-2 sports car that nearly ran me down in
Bung Snao one night in 1965. Bung Snao was a famous social and educational

permission to broadcast one of his election speeches because it was considered too racist
in his attacks on Vietnamese. UN spokesman Eric Berman said “the text did not take into
account the responsibilities involved in the freedom of expression” ... .”The freedom of
expression also has responsibilities”. See further comment on continuing propaganda
usage of yuon in Michael Vickery, “From Ionia to Viet Nam” PPP, vol. 12/14, July 4 -
17,2003.

214 Michael Vickery, unpublished letter to FEER, 2 September 1979. Footnote added.

215 This was too early to make use of the terms ‘orientalism’, or “political correctness’,
which had not yet become trendy.

216 Osborne, Before Kampuchea. My published review was in Asian Studies Association
of Australia Review (1980), pp. 125-27 Osborne was both a diplomat and a prominent
historian of Cambodia. Among his high quality historical writings are The French
Presence in Cochinchina and Cambodia: Rule and Response (1859-1905), Cornell
University Press, 1969; Power and Politics in Cambodia, Longman, 1973; and The
Mekong: Turbulent Past, Uncertain Future, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 2000.
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quarter on the southeast edge of Phnom Penh. Contrary to the opinion of most
western analysts, it was not the fall of Neak Luong, a river port some 30 miles
farther down the road, but the realization that Bung Snao could no longer be
held, that caused the final collapse of the Lon Nol army in 1975.

The above is not quite true. Not only am I certain that Osborne would never
have gone to Bung Snao, but there are in fact several details throughout the book
which are new to me (for instance, the rumour, p. 56, that one of Sihanouk’s
sons swung on the wrong side of the bed). The purpose of this frivolous intro-
duction is to emphasize that the book contains too much frivolous gossip when
there were a good many more serious things to write about the year 1966.

Gossip about the royal family did make up a good bit of the conversation at
the parties of foreign diplomats and businessmen in Cambodia, but then, as now,
it was usually third-hand name dropping in the manner of small-town American
housewives retailing fan-magazine gossip about film stars. It is surely legitimate
to ask whether a book on Cambodia could not have dispensed with speculation
about how many nights a week Sihanouk spent with whom; or about which
niece, cousin, or aunt he variously tried to bed, matters about which Osborne
could not possibly have had any good information, even if his “pedicab riders
seemed particularly knowledgeable” (p. 45).

For although he is quite right in asserting that Cambodians cared little about
the sexual adventures of their elite, and perhaps even admired them for it, it was
an area from which that elite generally excluded foreigners, due to their proven
hypocrisy, whom they met in other realms of social intercourse.

I also think it is in bad taste, unless it is really of some historical importance,
to devote space to stories about alleged perversities of a certain prince (p. 56), or
the tendencies of poor old Jean Barré (pp. 145 - 46). Particularly, again, since it
is all, in Osborne’s case, I hope, second or third hand gossip.

It would be another matter if a writer, say a diplomat, writing of his personal
experiences in Cambodian elite circles, would report that on April 1, 1966, in the
higher national interest and for the gravest reasons of state, he had been
buggered by prince so-and-so. (However, since the subject has come up, I cannot
resist noting that one of Jean Barré’s more literate protégés used to write a
column for Realités cambodgiennes [a French-language weekly magazine in
Phnom Penh] which he signed “Thvear”, Khmer for “doorway, orifice, etc.”)

In any case it is essential that a writer who buttresses his claims to expertise
by dropping names and retailing court gossip insure that the names, at least, are
accurate.

Thus, Osborne’s stories about his friend Prince Entaravong, whose long-lived
family stretched back through only three generations to the pre-colonial period,
and who could therefore relate choice anecdotes of 19th-century court life heard
from his father, are spoiled when we come to the father’s name, “Prince
Yubhiphan”, since Princess Yubhiphan was Entaravong’s mother and was still
alive when Osborne was in Phnom Penh visiting with her son (her death, at age
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89, was reported by the Agence khmere de presse news bulletin on January 5,
1967).

The father, whose name was Chamroeunvong, had died about fifty years
earlier. Other names that should be rectified are Kantol, not Kanthal (p.45), and
Chhean Vam, not Cheam Vann (pp.121-22).

Whether or not name-dropping, as such, is of historical value, Entaravong’s
family was interesting, and there was another aspect of their history which might
have had political importance, and which Osborne, with his research in 19th
century archives, might have been aware. Sihanouk had always shown con-
spicuous asperity towards Entaravong’s younger brother Youtevong, which
seemed excessive, even considering the latter’s leadership of the Democrat Party
in the 1940’s.

A possible reason may have been dynastic. When the French put Sihanouk on
the throne, one of the justifications was that he united the two main branches of
the royal family, the Norodoms and the Sisowaths. Such a consideration had
never been important in Cambodian tradition, but once introduced by the French,
it was immediately clear that the family of Entaravong and Youtevong,
otherwise of relatively low royal rank, might have an even greater claim to the
throne through uniting Norodoms, Sisowaths, and other branches of royalty
going back to the early 19th century before the Norodom-Sisowath split.

It is a pity that Osborne felt compelled to fill out his book with the type of
padding cited above (and other padding, such as Charles Meyer’s Binh Xuyen
background, irrelevant for Cambodia of 1966; excessive detail about Sihanouk’s
films; and even the entire chapter 11, on Vietnam).

Even his contention that 1966 was a “turning point in Cambodia’s modern
history” (p.13) may be questioned (I would say 1962-63 and 1967-68 were both
more crucial periods), although 1966 did not lack in matters of political and
historical importance which Osborne could have better emphasized had he been
less concerned to demonstrate that he “had access to members of some of the
great families ... both to sections of the royal family and to descendants of the
semi-hereditary officials” (p.67).

As a whole all of Osborne’s vignettes make an important point about pre-
1970 Cambodia which has usually been neglected, or made in the wrong way.
This is that a major reason for the tragedy since 1970 was the breakdown of the
system which Sihanouk tried to develop from the 1950’s and to which
breakdown Sihanouk himself contributed.

Although there was no lack of anti-Sihanouk critique among foreign writers,
it was usually made by the wrong people and for the wrong reasons. In western
countries both the right and the left, the latter of whom, at least, should have
been able to distinguish rhetoric from substance, looked on Sihanouk as a ‘Red
Prince’ and never saw that within the context of Cambodian politics he was
conservative, if not an outright reactionary, and in every important political
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confrontation threw his weight behind the most reactionary elements of
Cambodian society.

Thus he gradually alienated everyone from the far left to the moderate right,
while at the same time inculcating an ideology which would insure Cambodian
inability to meet the dangers of the 1970’s.

Facets of this process are shown with particular clarity in Osborne’s chapter
8, “The Revolutionary,” chapter 12, “Business is Business,” and in the remarks
on Cambodian journalism on pp. 149-50. The first shows the transformation of a
young man of the aristocracy into a revolutionary who spent the war years
among the guerilla leadership, and includes, p.82, some very pertinent
conclusions about the nature of the revolutionary organization before 1970.

I would add, though, that the difference between the two stories about Poc
Deuskomar ‘s disappearance (p. 81) may not be just “academic,” but could cast
doubt on the reliability of Ith Sarin’s book, which has been used as an au-
thoritative source for Khmer Communist organization in the 1970’s but which is
in fact a second version published with the blessings of the Lon Nol government.

The discrepancy also points up the perils of writing about Cambodian politics
on the basis of oral history, something which Osborne knows well from
misinformation given him by Poc Deuskomar himself and which he has correct-
ed in the present book.?!”

“Business is Business” is devoted to the pervasive corruption which was
eating away Sihanouk’s economy, and Osborne’s general point could have been
strengthened by giving less attention to Chou Kong, who was only doing what
traders are supposed to do, and more to Mau Say, Minister of Finance and also
heavily involved in the great garlic scandal of 1966, who was thereby forced to
resign his ministerial post only to be promoted by Sihanouk to the Haut Conseil
du Throne, one of the most prestigious honorific bodies of the realm.

Another valuable chapter is “The Priest,” which given the recent publicity on
the destruction of the Phnom Penh cathedral as an act of Khmer Rouge
vandalism, provides a more nuanced insight into the role of the Catholic Church
in Cambodia as an element of French neo-colonialism which may have given
offense even to an ethnic Khmer bishop. The destruction of the cathedral, as a

217 Compare p. 149 on Nop Bophann and L’Observateur with Osborne, Politics and
Power in Cambodia, p.95, n. 5. Among the sources cited by Osborne was Ith [It] Sarin,
Sranoh Proleung Khmer [‘Regrets for the Khmer Soul’], Phnom Penh, 2517 [1974], no
publisher indicated (English translation of title from Timothy Michael Carney,
Communist Party Power in Kampuchea [Cambodia]): Documents and Discussion, Data
Paper: Number 106, Southeast Asia Program, Department of Asian Studies, Cornell
University, January 1977.

The author was a teacher who joined the communist maquis in 1972, then redefected
to the Khmer Republic government and wrote a memoir of his adventure. For a record of
the fate of Poc Deuskomar, see above, and Vickery, Kampuchea, Politics, Economics and
Society, Chapter 4, note 10 (p. 179).
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symbol of this role, may well have been viewed sympathetically by other than
Khmer Rouge fanatics.

More of neo-colonial Sihanoukism is revealed in chapters 14 and 15, “Scribes
and Sycophants” and “A Colonial Connection”, and here Osborne accurately
describes the more influential Frenchmen as unreconstructed colonialists with
little sympathy for Cambodia or Cambodians (saying this, I must emphasize that
there were also dozens, if not scores, of other French men and women, mostly in
the educational services, of a quite different type who made valuable
contributions both to Cambodia and to scholarship about Cambodia).

One more positive contribution is the attention given to life on the fringes of
Cambodian society (pp.132-35), and to how the inhabitants of those fringes,
perhaps even the central rice peasants, were so ground down by their life that
they could have accepted any kind of revolution. This is extremely important,
and the fringes, many more than Osborne saw or heard of, often began five miles
or so from the center of major towns (See Vickery, Cambodia 1975-1982.
chapter 1).

As a final criticism I would take issue with the conclusions of chapter 16
about “the hereditary enemy,” the Vietnamese. It is much too simplistic to regard
what has happened in 1979 as “the ultimate proof of the validity of ... ..
traditional fears” that Viet Nam wished to annex Cambodia.

Osborne also knows very well that Pol Pot’s “Black Book™ is full of historical
distortions, if not outright lies, and it can in no way be taken as evidence that
“the nature of Viet Nam and of the Vietnamese ... is that of ‘an aggressor, an
annexationist, and a devourer of the territory of other countries’ (p. 174).

It is a particularly strange conclusion for Osborne, who has been arguing for
derecognition of Pol Pot in favor, inevitably, if not expressly, of the new
Cambodian regime supported by Viet Nam. If the Vietnamese were simply
expansionist aggressors and nothing more, as Pol Pot would have it, then
Osborne and all the rest of us should be exerting ourselves in support of the
latter.
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An interesting case in the pathology of market journalism is that of William
Shawcross, who became famous and gained credit as an anti-Viet Nam War
activist, implicitly an opponent of American imperialism, with his book
Sideshow.

This approach was also evident in a report in the 2 January 1976 issue of
FEER, reporting from the Thai-Cambodian border that refugee accounts
“suggest [emphasis added] that the Khmer Rouge is finding it hard to govern the
country except by coercion” and “even suggest that terror is being employed as a
system of government”. The refugees themselves, however, in spite of com-
plaints about “young and old ... dying of starvation”, “did not appear to be in a
sorry condition”.?'®

Shawcross concluded that life in Cambodia was “appalling”, but he
recognized that “it is impossible ... talking to some refugees and reading the
radio monitoring, to say how a country is being run”; and he emphasized that if
an atrocity was being perpetrated, it “did not begin in April [1975] — it simply
entered its sixth year”. Here Shawcross showed the same critical analysis as
Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman, and he continued to blame the US and
Henry Kissinger for the Cambodian tragedy.219

Then, in his second book on Cambodia, The Quality of Mercy, published in
1984, he shifted ground and, in what was presented as a study of the aid
organizations on the Thai-Cambodian border, reproduced all the criticisms of the
government in Phnom Penh then trendy in US regime and allied circles.

I did not write anything about Quality of Mercy. For good treatments of it see
the review article by Grant Evans, “William Shawcross’s Cambodia Crusade”,
New Left Review, 152, July/August 1985, pp. 120-28, and Ben Kiernan, “Review
Essay: William Shawcross, Declining Cambodia”, Bulletin of Concerned Asian
Scholars” 18/1 (Jan-March 1986), pp. 56-63.

Evans’s treatment is the most subtle. In contrast to most critical comparisons
of The Quality of Mercy with Sideshow, Evans concludes that “there is not a
radical discontinuity” from one to the other. In the former Shawcross took the
position that “the use of American power and violence in Cambodia was an
aberration from the US’s ‘naturally’ pacific role in world affairs”, and he
“showed little sympathy for the communist cause in Indochina”. The US was on
the right side, but in the wrong way.

But “in The Quality of Mercy the main actors are the communist states”, and
“in this context Shawcross reaches for the home-truths of Cold War liberalism”,

218 One whom I then met and who fit this description was Siv Sichan, on whom see
Vickery, Cambodia: A Political Survey, p. 40.

219 Chomsky and Herman, After the Cataclysm.
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3

in the event, that the goal of Viet Nam “was to conquer Indochina”. Evans
himself later switched to that same position in his A Short History of Laos,
Chiang Mai, Silkworm Books, 2002.

The shift in Shawcross’ position was first revealed clearly, I believe, in “The
End of Cambodia?” (The New York Review of Books [NYRB] 24 January 1980)
and, with some modifications following a trip to Cambodia, in “Kampuchea
Revives on Food, Aid, and Capitalism”, (The Bulletin [Australia] 24 March
1981).

At that time I had had my first post-revolutionary contact with the Cambodian
situation, working for four months in the summer of 1980 in the Cambodian
refugee camps on the Thai border, mainly in Khao-I-Dang, the largest, with a
population of over 150,000 in July 1980. It was information from these refugees
which permitted me to resume active research on current Cambodian affairs, and
eventually, after my first post-revolutionary visit to Phnom Penh, Battambang
and Siemreap in 1981, to write Cambodia 1975-1982.

This refugee information also enabled me to discern errors in Shawcross’
treatment of Cambodia in its first year after the replacement of Pol Pot’s
Democratic Kampuchea by the People’s Republic of Kampuchea.

I wrote an answer (“Ending Cambodia — Some Revisions”) covering both of
those Shawcross articles and sent it to NYRB on 15 June 1981. I very quickly
received a rejection notice dated 15 July 1981. Then in August 1981 I met
Shawcross in Chiang Mai at a small conference on Cambodia organized by the
Social Science Research Council, and found that NYRB had sent him a copy of
my piece, apparently as soon as they had received it from me.

This appears to have started the tradition, which they have maintained, of
allowing Shawcross to exercise prior censorship of material submitted critical of
his work or presenting other information about Cambodia. The Bulletin
(Australia) also refused to print a very short critique which I offered. Its main
points are included in “Ending Cambodia”.?*°

Below I reproduce my 1981 article, with a few points marked, as indicated,
added later.

220 The Chiang Mai conference was held on 11-13 August 1981. It resulted in the book,
Revolution and its Aftermath in Kampuchea: Eight Essays, edited by David P. Chandler
and Ben Kiernan, Monograph Series No. 25, Yale University Southeast Asia Studies,
New Haven, 1983. Shawcross’ contribution is entitled “Cambodia: Some Perceptions of a
Disaster”, and my own is, “Democratic Kampuchea: Themes and Variations”, from
which I developed Chapter 3 of Cambodia 1975-1982. For more detail on the refugee
camps see my “Refugee Politics: The Khmer Camp System in Thailand”.



98 Michael Vickery / Kicking the Vietnam Syndrome in Cambodia

Shawcross 1: Ending Cambodia — Some Revisions (1981) 22!

The writing on Cambodia since early 1975 has well-illustrated the point made so
often and so eloquently by Noam Chomsky that western media treatment of the
third world, and in particular Cambodia, is generally of more interest as ‘work of
art’ than for the information it conveys about the countries concerned.

There is no clearer illustration of that, and of what I would call the new
revisionism on Cambodia, than a comparison of William Shawcross’ “The End
of Cambodia?” in NYRB and “Kampuchea Revives on Food, Aid, and
Capitalism” in The Bulletin.

“The End of Cambodia?” was full of errors of both fact and interpretation,
and represented little more than the propaganda line, now known to have been
largely untrue, which the US government hardliners were pushing. The old
Indochina hands in the back rooms of the Embassy establishment in Bangkok
must have taken great glee in conning Shawcross, whose Sideshow would have
infuriated them, into the role of PR man for their policies toward Cambodia.[zzz]

Since an important theme of Sideshow was deception practiced by American
agencies in, or concerned with, Southeast Asia, particularly Cambodia, it may
seem strange that Shawcross was taken in, for he must have known with whom
he was dealing.223

Of course, in mitigation, we must remember that the internal situation of
Cambodia was much less clear in 1979 than two years later, the evidence for an
important change in American inner-circle policy toward Cambodia had not yet
appeared, and Shawcross was misled by confidence in the integrity of Frangois
Ponchaud, whose work since 1979 reflects back negatively on his famous book,
Cambodia Year Zero and shows that those who viewed it with a critical eye were
correct.

In “The End of Cambodia?” the tenor of Shawcross’s critique was directed
more against the new regime and its Vietnamese protectors than against the Pol
Pot system they replaced; and he even seemed to doubt that Democratic
Kampuchea had been as bad as portrayed. Thus he wrote “some of the
international relief agencies have accepted without question all the details of the

221 Michael Vickery, unpublished, 15 June 1981, rejected by NYRB 15 July 1981

222 On the Bangkok Embassy see John Pilger, “America’s Second War in Indochina,
New Statesman, Aug 1, 1980.

223 For example, Michael Eiland, whom Pilger identified as one of the top men in the
Bangkok embassy’s Cambodia operations in 1980 and who, in Sideshow, appears as
operations officer for the ‘Daniel Boone’ secret missions into Cambodia in 1968. See
Sideshow, Fontana Paperbacks edition, p. 25.

224 Frangois Ponchaud, Cambodia Year Zero, Penguin Books, 1977. [Since then Pochaud
has made an almost 180 degree shift, finding now positive things to say about
Democratic Kampuchea. See his “Social Change in the Vortex of Revolution”, in Karl D.
Jaclson, ed., Cambodia 1975-1978 Rendevous with Death, Princeton 1989, pp. 151-178.]
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anti-Khmer Rouge propaganda issued by the Vietnamese client government”;
and “whether there was an ‘Asian Auschwitz’ in this particular place [Tuol
Sleng] and with these precise methods remains uncertain.”

Close investigation of the evidence, some of which is described below, proves
that doubt about certain details of the anti-Democratic Kampuchea picture was
quite reasonable, and even John Pilger, who hews much more closely to the
Vietnamese line, has acknowledged that “the Vietnamese case has always been
better than their propaganda”.225

[Shawcross’s remark implying that the Vietnamese had set up a Potemkin
Tuol Sleng in 1979 foreshadowed Jean-Marie Le Pen who “is, after all, the man
who ... said that ‘it was the Americans who built the gas chambers in
Buchenwald after the war"‘.226]

Doubt about the specifics of anti-Democratic Kampuchea accusations is one
thing, suggestions that the new regime might be as bad or worse is something
else. Shawcross seemed to accept “reports that the [Vietnamese] are treating the
Cambodians with almost as much contempt as the previous regime did”, as well
as Ponchaud’s ‘“charge that the Vietnamese are now conducting a subtle
‘genocide’ in Cambodia” (pp. 28-9).

As support for this we find a number of Ponchaud stories which charge the
Vietnamese with preventing peasants — by violence if necessary — from
harvesting their own rice, giving aid rice during the day and stealing it back at
gunpoint at night, withholding medicine, and forcing Cambodian men to go to
fight the Chinese in northern Vietnam. Those stories are retailed seriously, with
no warning that if true they might have been isolated exceptions rather than a
general pattern; and as a result of that information, Cambodia was depicted as a
country threatened by a general, serious famine.

While providing those stories Ponchaud did cover his rear by noting that the
sources were the Khmer Serei organizations along the border who are not
overburdened by objectivity in reporting events within the country.227

But Shawcross chose to accept them because “then [1975-76] as now his
[Ponchaud] information was at first decried, and it is well to remember that his
early accounts ... proved largely correct.” Ponchaud’s earlier work was of course
Cambodia Year Zero. If indeed there is a relationship between what Ponchaud

225 Shawcross, “The End of Cambodia?”, p. 25; Pilger, Letters to the Editor, New
Statesman, Aug 29, 1980.

226 Glyn Ford, MEP, Rapporteur, European Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry into
Racism and Xenophobia, British Labour Group, letter to the editor, “Rise of the extreme
right cannot be ignored”, Guardian Weekly, 17 June 1990, p. 2.

227 Khmer Serei, “Free Khmer”, is a cover term for the anti-Communist political and
military groups who opposed Sihanouk, supported Lon Nol, and after 1979 opposed both
Pol Pot and the PRK.
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has been producing in 1979-80 and his earlier work, it is clear now that a critical
eye must be turned again on the latter.

Allegedly because of the famine, which, reading Shawcross, we would
believe to be largely a result of Vietnamese perfidy, hundreds of thousands of
Cambodians were fleeing as refugees towards the Thai border.

“About half a million, in terrible condition, are camped along the Thai border
and may soon break into Thailand.” “Very soon the Thais will have 25 per cent
of surviving Cambodians under their control,” and since “it is widely feared that
the worst famine will come in the spring ... the Thais may be host to over a
million Cambodians by early next year [1980]” (p. 29).

In spite of the urgency, said Shawcross, few people were paying sufficient
attention. Only the American Embassy in Bangkok was strongly “arguing the
cause of the Cambodian people” against a ‘lackadaisical’ State Department, who
“assured me that talk of starvation was alarmist ... based only on refugee
accounts from a limited area” (p. 25).

Reading Shawcross now (1981), or even towards the end of 1980 when I first
saw the article, one is astonished at how totally mistaken even a competent,
honest, conscientious journalist could be [writing in 1981 I gave full benefit of
the doubt], and at how talents manifested in researching and writing a book
about foreign involvement in Cambodia and based on foreign sources may be
unequal to the task of dealing with the internal situation of the country through
the medium of indigenous oral testimony.

In fairness to Shawcross, it must be emphasized again that the situation then
was confused and that he was dependent on interpreters — not only Ponchaud —
whom he believed he could trust. The only aspect for which there is no excuse is
his strange faith, even after the experience of researching and writing Sideshow,
in the Bangkok American Embassy.

Shawcross apparently now realizes how wrong he was in 1979, although I
think he is still mistaken about where the fault lies. In his March 1981 article in
The Bulletin he acknowledged that “the threat of famine was exaggerated”, and
that “there was never a danger of ‘two million dead by Christmas’ in 1979”; but
he blames the exaggeration on what “the Vietnamese had originally told the aid
agencies”, rather than on the US Embassy or Ponchaud who provided him with
such information for his article of January 1980.

He is still captive of the US Embassy-Ponchaud line to the extent of
complaining about ‘diversion’ of aid “to officials of the Vietnamese-backed
government in Phnom Penh” (Bulletin, p. 8 1).228

228 Chandler, A History, made the same errors as Shawcross, but, unlike Shawcross,
never recognized he had been wrong. On pages 229-30 (third edition) he claims that by
the middle of 1979 “a famine had broken out” because stored rice had been consumed,
the 1979-1980 crop had not been planted, and of course much had been “appropriated by
Vietnamese forces”. Inexplicably, “conditions stabilized in 1980 when the rice harvest
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The major points of Shawcross 1981 show a nearly complete revision of
Shawcross 1979, which itself represented an important revision in attitude
toward the demonology of Sideshow. Those revisions, which are symptomatic of
media treatment of Cambodia over the past six years, are a good preface for a
discussion of the way in which that country’s recent history has been used as an
international political football.

In what follows I wish to treat three main themes of that history, both to
provide a more accurate picture for 1975-81 and to show how certain revisions
of it have been used for peculiar purposes. The three themes are (1) the damage
inflicted on the country during 1975-79, (2) life in the PRK, (3) the refugee
question.

1. 1975-1979

Shawcross probably didn’t know that the conclusions in his article of January
1980 were the same as those to be presented in a report which the CIA were
slapping together at about the same time and which reached the public in May
1980 with the title, “Kampuchea: a Demographic Catastrophe”.229

In spite of the devastation which it chronicled for the early Democratic
Kampuchea period, it claimed that 1979 was a worse disaster than any DK year
but the first, and it concluded, like Ponchaud, that it was only then (1979-80) that
the end of the Cambodian people might be near.

When carefully read, the report shows a shift in the treatment of Pol Pot’s
regime from about 1977, a shift both in the presentation of ‘facts’ and in the CIA
evaluation of them. There had already been a couple of hints of such a revision
in earlier work on Cambodia.

In his Survive le peuple cambodgien, completed in June 1978, Jean Lacouture
remarked that “up to 1977 ... the CIA considered the [Cambodia Communist
Party] as a simple appendage of the Vietnamese party”. If that is really what the
CIA thought, they were far behind all other serious observers of Cambodian
affairs, including some in the employ of the US Government. >’

doubled in size”, and Chandler seems not to have even noticed the contradiction in his
treatment.

229 Published by the National Foreign Assessment Center, May 1980, based on research
completed January 17, 1980. My analysis of it was later published as Michael Vickery,
“Democratic Kampuchea: CIA to the Rescue”, BCAS 14/4 (1982), pp. 45-54.

230 Lacouture, Survive le peuple cambodgien, Paris, Editions du Seuil, 1978 p. 54; and
compare Kenneth M. Quinn [US State Department, in 1995 appointed US Ambassador in
Phnom Penh], “Political Change in Wartime: the Khmer Kraham Revolution in Southern
Cambodia, 1970-74,” Naval War College Review, Spring 1976, based on research
completed in 1974.
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But in any case, why a change of views in 19777 Although adding that the
CIA opinion might in fact still be the same, Lacouture must have had some
contact which suggested a change at that time.

Someone with even better CIA contacts than Lacouture, Guy J. Pauker, in a
book devoted to predictions and policies for Southeast Asia in the 1980°s and
published in 1977, revealed a very interesting nuance in the conventional
wisdom about Democratic Kampuchea.

One of Pauker’s topics in the chapters he wrote was “population and
development”; and he evoked the problems of growing populations, need for
more food, increasing scarcity of land, and insufficient urban employment for
the hordes of peasants moving into the cities. He showed some concern that
voluntary migrations within Southeast Asia were “not from overpopulated
villages into the wilderness” (as they should be, in order to develop new land)
“but from the countryside to the cities”, and that “the noncommunist countries
use only mild administrative measures to slow down the flow”.

In this connection one would expect some reference to Cambodia, and Pauker
wrote, “the forced migration inflicted on the Cambodians after April 1975 ... is
certainly not a desirable model” (Pauker, p. 33). And that was all — not that the
Cambodians were doing the wrong thing, or that Cambodia was being destroyed
by inhuman murderers, but only that they were not taking apparently necessary
steps in the best way.

Thus in a serious work on policy the lurid accusations put out in propaganda
tracts for the general public were ignored, and the Pol Pot regime was treated as
on the right path, if somewhat too radical.

This point of view was also shared by U.S. Foreign Service Officer Peter
Poole, who, in testimony in congressional hearings said, “the general thrust of
moving people out of the city was something that practically any regime would
have contemplated and done at some stage in that year, getting the people back
on the land and producing rice”. >

The clinching evidence for an evolution of the CIA view toward a revisionist
position on Cambodia is “Kampuchea: A Demographic Catastrophe”. I had first
heard of it in early 1980 when press speculation before it appeared indicated that
it might show an unexpectedly, even embarrassingly, large number of surviving
Cambodians; and when I finally obtained a copy in October 1980, after about
four months working with and interviewing Cambodian refugees in Thailand, I
opened it with no little interest.

The rumor of its revelation of a large surviving population proved to be false,
for it claims that by January 1979 the population had fallen to 5.8 million, which

231 Guy Pauker, Frank H. Golay, Cynthia H. Enloe, Diversity and Development in
Southeast Asia, The Council on Foreign Relations, McGraw-Hill, New York.

232 Chomsky and Herman, p. 153
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of course was better than the 4.5 million and 3 million dead first put forward by
the Vietnamese on the basis, apparently, of earlier western press accounts.

The report contains a long ‘methodology’ section in which the reader finds
impressively ‘scientific’ descriptions of how things like ‘birth rates’ ‘death rates’
and ‘vital rates’ were calculated and applied year by year to the remainder from
the 1970 population estimates to reach the estimate for 1979.

In spite of this ritual devotion to the statistician’s art, when I got to the
paragraphs concerning the number of estimated deaths resulting from executions
or forced evacuation, or attempting to escape to Thailand, 1 experienced a
troubling sense of déja vu.

And sure enough, as I checked back over the literature on Cambodia
published since 1975 1 found that John Barron’s and Anthony Paul’s Murder of a
Gentle Land, published in December 1976, had virtually the same figures for the
first two years of Democratic Kampuchea as the CIA report: 400,000 dead on the
first exodus from the towns; 430,000 more of the new people dead during the
rest of 1976 (CIA 400,000), largely as a result of the ‘second great migration’;
250,000 of the survivors dying during 1976; plus 100,000 former military, civil
servants, and teachers executed in 1975-76; and for Barron and Paul at least one
dead for every surviving escapee, or in all about 20,000.

On this last point there is no longer correspondence between the two
estimates since Barron and Paul were dealing with refugee figures in November
1976 while the CIA included the total through 1978.%

Now if the CIA figures are supposed to be the results of demographic
calculations, it is strange that they conform so closely to Barron’s and Paul’s
estimates which were crude guesses extrapolated from refugee stories, unless
there was an embarrassing coordination of effort between Barron and Paul and
CIA from the beginning.

For 1975 the CIA admittedly relied “largely on refugee reports and other
eyewitness accounts” and if they mean by that the work of Barron and Paul, it
would appear that the latter colluded with the CIA on figures which the CIA
could take up later as “the expert interpretation of events” by analysts of
Kampuchean affairs.”>*

Whatever degree of collusion or wild guesswork went into the figures, we
now know, from more careful and larger-scale refugee interviews, that some of
the historical events on which both Barron and Paul and the CIA based their
estimates were quite different.

(1) The initial urban evacuation from Phnom Penh was much less violent than
depicted, proceeding in most sectors at a leisurely pace, with few killings,

233 John Barron and Anthony Paul, Murder of a Gentle Land, Reader’s Digest Press
1977, pp. 203-206.

234 CIA, “Kampuchea”, p. 7.
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and the resultant immediate death toll, although impossible to establish,
would have been much less, perhaps, as Kiernan has since acknowledged,
only a fifth or a tenth of the CIA estimate. >

(2) The communist forces did not methodically hunt down all former Lon Nol
military and civil servants — only those of high rank, and that not
everywhere nor all the time; and the ‘targets of execution’ in 1975-76 may
have been no more than one-tenth of the Barron/Paul-CIA figures.

(3) The ‘second great migration’ at the end of 1975 was not a country-wide
exercise, but was of major importance only from parts of the Southwest
Zone into the Northwest, affecting perhaps one-fourth to one-third of the
urban evacuees, and thus the number of deaths would have been
proportionately less, even accepting the other CIA assumptions about the
death rate.

(4) There were very important differences in living conditions among the
administrative zones into which Democratic Kampuchea was divided, and
the terrible conditions depicted by Barron/Paul and the CIA prevailed,
before 1978, in probably no more than one-third of the country.

The number of deaths occurring after the migrations to the countryside would
thus have been proportionately lower, and the birth and survival rates for the
better two-thirds of the country would have been at least as good as the CIA
estimates for more favored category of ‘old people’ — their number was

. 236
maintained after 1975.

Thus even accepting the other CIA assumptions about ‘rates’, but allowing
for the modifications introduced above, one can figure a 1979 surviving
population of over 6 million, which approximates the latest independent
estimates. If, moreover, as American specialists in Phnom Penh near the end of
the Khmer Republic were predicting, a million deaths would occur in the coming
year even in Khmer Republic conditions, then the forced evacuation of Phnom

cye e 237
Penh may have saved up to half a million lives.

235 Ben Kiernan, The Pol Pot Regime: Race, Power and Genocide, Yale 1996 [an
extreme critique of DK], pp. 48-49, suggested “a toll of 10,600 deaths in an evacuated
population of two million”, with executions of officers, high-ranking officials and others
who disobeyed orders raising the total to “around twenty thousand”.

236 CTA. “Kampuchea”, p. 5. The new information offered here and below derives from
interviews with refugees in Thailand in the camps of Khao I Dang, Sakeo, Nong Chan,
and Nong Samet between May and September 1980. In most details it also agrees with
the information obtained by Ben Kiernan from entirely different groups of refugees and
published in part in JCA, Vol. 10, 1/2, 1980.

237 Six million, estimated by a “senior UN official”, in Bangkok, FEER, Nov 14, 1980, p.
9; and 6.5 million, estimated by FAO, FEER, Dec 19, 1980, p. 37. [(Added 1998) It
seems now, given the total population revealed by the recent census (11.5 million) that
these estimates too may have erred on the conservative side. For American projections in
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But that is not the aspect of the CIA report which I wish to treat here. The
precise number of people who perished in various ways between 1975 and 1979
is beyond knowing, and was too large, even in the best hypothetical scenario.
What 1 wish to emphasize, in connection with Shawcross’ articles, is the
evidence in the CIA report for an important revision in American policy which
has been carried through to the present in the treatment of the rump Democratic
Kampuchea government and the refugee operations.

After the horrific picture of 1975-76, already found in Barron’s and Paul’s
Murder of a Gentle Land, the CIA report places the “final executions” at the end
of the July 1976-January 1977 period, and for January 1977 to January 1979
merely says, “living conditions most likely did not vary during these two years
from the conditions during 1976.” That meant an assumption of slightly better
food supply and marginally more stable livin% conditions which contributed to a
higher survivor rate than in previous periods.2 8

That assessment of 1977-79 is grossly erroneous, and was known to be
erroneous when the CIA were compiling their report. Nearly all refugees from all
over the country testify that large-scale executions, in particular of party cadres,
and usually related to intra-party factional struggles, began in 1977, gradually
spread, in some areas, to the ‘new people’, and that the absolutely worst year
was 1978.

In May of that year the long-simmering conflict between the two main
tendencies within the Communist Party — the hyper-chauvinist, anti-Vietnamese
Pol Pot group and the more internationalist and orthodox faction descending
from the old Indochina Communist Party — exploded into open warfare between
the central government and the Eastern Zone where the second faction had been
dominant.

The central forces won and first massacred all of the East Zone cadres they
could lay hands on, with the survivors fleeing to Viet Nam whence they emerged
later as the nucleus of the PRK government.

Then, assuming that nearly the entire population of the East had been
permeated by pro-Vietnamese sentiments, the Phnom Penh authorities began
large-scale executions on the spot and drove other tens of thousands, perhaps
even a couple of hundred thousand people out of the East into the North, and in
particular the Northwest, Zones where they were the objects of further
indiscriminate massacres.

Those events, in-mid-1978, were in the nearly unanimous opinion of all
refugees, the absolutely worst spate of killing in the entire Pol Pot period; and
most of the mass graves and piles of bones probably date from that time.

1974-75 see George C. Hildebrand and Gareth Porter, Cambodia: Starvation and
Revolution, New York, Monthly Review Press, 1976, pp. 21-29,]

238 CIA, “Kampuchea”, p. 12.
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Thus the CIA, who in 1975-76 had set out to exaggerate derogatory
information about Cambodia in order to discredit what appeared to be a new and
threatening socialist regime, finally moved to the position of tacitly abetting the
Pol Pot clique in their worst crimes. The reason is clear. By 1978 it was apparent
that Democratic Kampuchea was not going to be a Marxist success which would
attract the peasantry of neighboring countries.

In fact, it had lost any Marxist coloring it may once have had, and had
become a vehicle for hyper-chauvinist, poor peasant, populism, and considered
its most important task to be a life and death struggle with the ‘hereditary
enemy’, Viet Nam. Pol Pot’s worst massacres were for traditionalist, racist, anti-
Vietnamese reasons. At last his regime was becoming bloody enough to attract
the American support which continued until the 1990s in the hope of making use
of him to roll back revolution in Indochina.[239]

Pol Pot and his comrades have responded in kind. Renouncing socialism, they
call American diplomats ‘comrade’, and offer their aid in what they conceive as
American plans to restore reactionary regimes in Laos and Viet Nam. Never did
the old ‘running dog’ epithet fit any group better than these remnants of
Angkar.[240]

2.1979-1981

Because of the internal evolution of Democratic Kampuchea described above,
their displacement, following a war largely provoked by their own actions, and
by a polity whose record on human rights was much better, not only failed to
elicit great rejoicing in official American quarters, but Pol Pot remnants along
the Thai border began receiving material aid and diplomatic support in the
United Nations.

239 This utility of Pol Pot for US regime policy continued until the election of 1993. We
should note that Stephen Heder, one of Shawcross’ current favorite Cambodia scholars,
wrote in 1984, “With different national policies, the number of deaths during the
Democratic Kampuchea period might well have been below 100,000 ... in comparative
revolution terms ... not ... outrageously high. And those deaths probably would not have
been a result of national policies. They might have come from starvation and disease
along with a certain amount of uncontrollable social and political strife”. ‘National
policies’, it would seem to me, can only be understood as their policy toward Viet Nam

See also below, comment on Shawcross’ November 1996 “Tragedy in Cambodia”;
Steve Heder, “Why Pol Pot? Roots of the Cambodian Tragedy”, Indochina Issues 52,
December 1984.

240 These details from an interview of Thiounn Mum, leading intellectual of the Pol Pot
remnants, with Stephen Heder, August 1980, from a transcript generously provided by
Heder. The individual referred to by Thiounn Mum as ‘comrade’ was US Foreign Service
officer Timothy Carney, who became chief of UNTAC 12, the Information and
Education Component, during the 1993 election, on which see below, comment on
Shawcross, “Tragedy in Cambodia”.
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Although no one was willing to suddenly declare Pol Pot a bulwark of the
Free World against Godless Communism, it was conveniently forgotten that for
two-three years previously even usually responsible public figures had been
calling for international intervention to remove his government.

It would have been too much to deny the Pol Pot record, and the ideological
preparation, or agitprop work, required to justify the sudden swing in overt
American policy on Cambodia, took the form of increasingly negative
assessments of Viet Nam and the PRK government, rather than any direct effort
to rehabilitate Democratic Kampuchea; and Shawcross was used as a vehicle for
the new propaganda campaign.[24!]

The refugees themselves, generally former middle-class urban people, being
both anti-DK and anti-PRK, spontaneously provided unending stories to
discredit both regimes, but as I was able to listen to them in their own language,
without benefit of the ‘interpreters’ who set Shawcross up, I soon realized that
many of those stories were contrived in order to justify their flight from the
regime which had delivered them from Pol Pot’s goon squads, given them
virtually complete freedom of movement, and offered them work in their former
professions or elsewhere in the newly evolving administration.

A fairly typical case was that of a former Lon Nol official, sent to France
before the end of the war, and who with his wife returned to Cambodia in 1976
in hopes of being reunited with his family. Instead, he had been kept in various
detention camps until January 1979. At the Khao I Dang refugee center he
prepared a written report of his experience which concluded that “for the future
of Cambodia I can conceive of nothing but a political settlement supported by
the great powers,” refugee code for a US-led enforced re-establishment of the
status quo ante bellum 1970.

Yet from April 1979, when he had been able to get away from the retreating
Pol Pot forces, until November of the same year when he finally crossed the Thai
border to become a refugee, his experiences at the hands of the new regime were
almost totally benign. He was able to move all over the country at will,
apparently had no trouble with food supplies, met many old friends in the new
administration, found that his entire family had survived and were in good
health, received medical care when needed, including two months in the
country’s best facilities, and finally obtained free transport from the Vietnamese
for his last flight toward the border.

The only unpleasant experience was at the hands of the Thai military when he
first tried to cross the border earlier in the year. He found himself among the
40,000 or more people pushed back over the mountains of northern Cambodia
with no concern for their safety. The principle fault of the new Cambodian

241 By 1997 it was obvious that he was not just used, but was a willing, even enthusiastic,
participant
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government, which was sufficient for him to reject it, was its socialism and pro-
Vietnamese stance.”**

Other reports were in the same vein. Although they often started out with
remarks to the effect that the Vietnamese were harassing, or even exterminating,
intellectuals and former officials, when examined closely it was impossible to
pin down any case of extermination and only a handful of prominent people
arrested for anti-regime political activity or corruption in their new
responsibilities. Even some of the latter had by September 1980 been released,
showing that in the new Cambodia prison sentences were not equivalent to
death, and were often very light.

Some of the stories were entirely untrue, the product of wild rumor, and the
facts behind which would tend to prove the opposite of what their authors
desired. In June 1980 a man who had for several months worked in the PRK
Ministry of Education gave me, as an example of persecution of intellectuals, the
name of X., a well-known prewar figure who held a high position in the new
government.

“You mean he has been arrested?”, I asked. “No”, he replied, “but he will
be”. The reason? He had opposed a certain project proposed by the Vietnamese
advisers.

Whether that is true or not, the man was never arrested, and still held the
same office, which means, if the report of his opposition to certain policies is
true, that the regime is in fact tolerant of diversity [Later, in 1990, this person did
refuse to return to Cambodia from a mission in France, but the stories
surrounding his defection are too confused to permit any conclusion].

Such tolerance is also illustrated by the experience of a hydraulics engineer
put to work after January 1979 in a responsible position concerned with the
survey and rehabilitation of irrigation works. At one point, he told me, he had
strenuously opposed some of the plans of the Vietnamese irrigation experts. The
result? He was allowed to put his plans into effect, while the Vietnamese carried

242 The source, Seng Chen-An, prepared a written report in French destined for western
embassy officials, and given to me by another refugee, Ken Khun, who helped draft it. I
never met the author himself.

[(Added 2008) See more detail on Seng Chen-An in my Cambodia 1975-1982, pp.
164-65, 205-08, 210, 217. Many years later, in 1996 or 1997, his great-nephew Lundi
Seng, an activist in right-wing Cambodian emigré circles in California, contacted me by
e-mail to accuse me of perverting his great-uncle’s testimony. I offered to send him a
photocopy of his uncle’s report if he would supply a postal address, but he did not
respond.

Lundi Seng’s sister, Theary Seng is now, 2008, in Phnom Penh as “Executive
Director” of the Center for Social Development, from which she issues regular statements
published in PPP as paid advertisements. She also, like her brother, while claiming that I
had distorted her great-uncle’s testimony, refused to acknowledge receipt of a copy of his
report which I sent to her.]
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out theirs in another area; and he knew right up until he left that he was respected
and trusted. His departure, he said, was simply a refusal to cooperate in a
socialist, pro-Vietnamese regime, however benign.

What became clear from persistent questioning was that the people spreading
most of the derogatory information had left the country for personal or
ideological reasons, not to escape economic or political oppression, and that they
wished to capitalize on western, first of all American, antipathy to the new
regime in order to justify their refugee status and to open channels for emigration
to the western countries about which they had always dreamed. They would only
have been willing to remain in Cambodia if the overthrow of Pol Pot had led to
restoration of the pre-war Sihanouk-Lon Nol status quo.

Of course, the propensity of that class of people to repeat rumor, distort, and
even lie about conditions in 1979-80 inevitably gives cause to reflect on their
stories about 1975-79 as well, and retrospectively justifies the efforts of those
who since 1975, and continuing until the present (1980), have insisted on the
necessity of subjecting all such stories to close analysis.

When the corpus of those stories was examined carefully, and their authors’
experiences in 1979-80 studied in detail, the picture of that latter period which
emerged was very nearly the opposite of what had been intended.

It became clear that in spite of the very bad conditions left over from the Pol
Pot years and the war of 1979, the new government was showing good progress
in the restoration of a normal civil society. There was much personal freedom of
movement and activity, political discipline was at a minimum, the Vietnamese
kept a low profile, people were encouraged to return to work for which they were
trained, schools and religious centers were being restored as rapidly as possible.

Of course the intention was still to construct a socialist society, and
redevelopment of the same inequalities and special privileges as prevailed before
1975 was not envisaged. That was what irked many of the middle-class refugees.

One of them, a former schoolteacher who had returned to work in 1979,
proclaimed that the culmination of his disgust with the new government came
with observing the new Minister of Education, an old acquaintance, preparing
fertilizer for his personal vegetable garden, a task in which ministers, in his view,
just should not be engaged. Of course it is a policy, and in the circumstances
quite reasonable, that all officials should contribute something to the food
supply, and perhaps also keep in touch with some of the basic realities of life, by
maintaining gardens.[243]

The peasants, who rarely deserted to the refugee camps in 1979-80, but who
regularly came to the border distribution point at Nong Chan for seed and food
rice, also confirmed the generally benign picture of the new regime. According

243 (added 1990) the Minister in question was Mr. Chan Ven, whom I met in the late 1980s,
and who was quite amused to hear this story.
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to their statements, little or no oppression was felt at village level at all.
Vietnamese had never been prominent so far down in the administration, and
they were gradually being withdrawn from all levels.

The peasants also said freedom of movement was very broad, except in
border areas, and even there it was easy to get around the impediments in order
to reach the international aid at Nong Chan. In fact, they had no serious
complaints about the new government as such. To be sure, rice supplies were
short, but that was generally blamed, not on government incompetence or
perfidy, but on the warfare of the previous year and on lack of rain.

Most important, the peasants themselves appeared healthy and adequately
fed, in fact little different from prewar peasants, no doubt because of “the land’s
extraordinary abundance” of fruits, “frogs with legs the size of chickens’
drumsticks ... fish, shrimp, crab,” etc., which so impressed Shawcross on his visit
in 1980 ( Shawcross, Bulletin, p. 84).

Indeed, there are few places in Cambodia where people, least of all
experienced peasants, should go hungry if simply left to themselves; but
Cambodians will complain about lack of good quality rice no matter how well
they are supplied with other, perhaps to them less tasty, sources of food. The
testimony of the bourgeois refugees, then, when analyzed, and the peasant
testimony directly, were quite different from the stories transmitted to Shawcross
by Ponchaud.

They were also in striking contrast to a publication by State Department
researcher Stephen Heder, which I first saw in July 1980, and which is much
more serious because of Heder’s high qualifications as a Cambodia scholar.

On reading it I was astounded to find stories similar to those of Ponchaud —
induced starvation, restriction on movement — as well as an assertion that in May
there had been an attempt to re-evacuate the cities, and a lurid picture of
“['Vietnamese] mortar shells scream[ing] down on refugees trekking ... toward
the tantalizingly close border,” which proved that the Vietnamese, finally
revealed to be as murderous as Pol Pot, were “capable of killing innocent
civilians whose only desire was to find enough rice to stave off starvation”.***

244 Stephen R. Heder, Kampuchean Occupation and Resistance, Asian Studies
Monographs No. 027, Institute of Asian Studies, Chulalongkorn University, January
1980, based on research up to November 1979, p. 52.

[(added later) Because Heder has objected to being described as “State Department
researcher” I cite the following: in the Preface to the study in question here, Heder wrote
“Funding was provided by the External Research Section of the US State Department,
with the clear understanding that the author would be completely free to draw and
express his own conclusions”. In another paper of November 1980, “Kampuchea October
1979-August 1980, The Democratic Kampuchea résistance, the Kampuchean
Countryside, and the Sereikar”, unpublished, but widely distributed among those
interested in Cambodia, Heder made a similar statement in the Preface, adding that the
State Department funds were for June to August 1980, and that “In certain other periods
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I then rechecked among the refugees at Khao I Dang, this time asking
specifically about the incidents described by Heder, and found no confirmation
for them. The restrictions on harvesting in certain places had been an effort to
conserve seed, but in general, in 1979, people had been given considerable
freedom to harvest and eat the large supplies of rice left in fields and
warehouses, which in most places meant enough for several months.

In particular, there was no evidence of any Vietnamese plan to carry off rice
to Vietnam, as alleged by both Ponchaud and Heder, although it cannot be
excluded that a few troops did that clandestinely. Furthermore, there had never
been an attempt to re-evacuate the towns, although in the planting seasons of
early 1980 people had been taken out temporarily to help plant the new crop, and
that was what had provided grist for the rumor mill.

As for violence at the border, that had apparently been restricted to a very few
minor incidents, rather than a Vietnamese policy, not at all unexpected in an area
where three or four Khmer Serei groups, the PRK Khmer troops, Vietnamese,
and the Pol Pot remnants were all struggling for advantage.245

The Ponchaud-Shawcross and Heder stories, then, were just what Ponchaud
had hinted — but which Shawcross ignored — products of Khmer Serei
propaganda.

I had seen their methods in action myself at the Nong Chan land bridge when
a camp leader told visitors that the rice taken away by the peasants would
immediately be stolen by the Vietnamese, although 200 yards away the peasants
would tell anyone capable of asking them that, on the contrary, the Vietnamese
made no difficulties on their way home.

In another case, later on in September, when it was apparent that a fairly good
rice crop could be expected in Cambodia, a Khmer Serei leader at the Nong
Samet border camp acknowledged the fact, but claimed that the Vietnamese
would of course steal it, “just like they did last year.” Again, testimony by
peasants showed that the Vietnamese had not stolen the previous year’s crop. All
locally-grown rice was left in peasant hands to be consumed or sold as they saw
fit.

funds were provided by Kyodo News Service and the Thailand National Commission for
UNESCO with the same understanding”.

Subsequently Heder has been extremely sensitive about any reference to this. In a
letter of 20 September 1981 to the editor of BCAS concerning a proposed article he said,
“I was funded part of the time by a State Department grant, but I was never, as is often
gleefully alleged, ‘employed by the State Department’ (no more than someone with
SSRC funding is ‘employed by SSRC’) ... The results of my research in no way
constitute ‘a State Department study’ ... nor do I need permission from the State
Department ... to make my research public”. He may have been referring to my remark in
this article which has never been published, but was passed around among Cambodia
scholars.]

245 FEER, Nov 2, 1979, pp. 13-15; Nov 9, 1979, p. 41; Asiaweek, Oct 26, 1979, p. 16.
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This brings us to the question of rice, and other food, brought into the country
under various foreign aid programs and placed in government hands. Throughout
1979-80 hardly any journalistic treatment of Cambodia failed to criticize the new
government for first feeding its officials and employees while leaving the
villagers for last. Heder also gave disapproving attention to the point, and Shaw-
cross, even after he had realized that many of his earlier opinions about PRK
Cambodia were mistaken, still complained of ‘diversion’ of aid “to officials of
the Vietnamese-backed government in Phnom Penh” (Shawcross, Bulletin, p.
81).

Such criticism is dishonest. Throughout the world the Pol Pot regime was
blamed for unnecessarily destroying the towns. Its successors righted that
‘wrong’. Phnom Penh and other towns were reopened, a normal administration
was set up, schools were reestablished. How were all the people involved in
those activities expected to feed themselves?

With short supplies and at first no money, food had to be given them by the
state, and it was quite reasonable that such employees be first on the official
distribution lists. A cabinet minister, a hydraulics engineer, a doctor, a school
teacher, or a factory worker could not be expected to grow his own rice, catch his
own fish, etc., and still perform his daily tasks.

As for the peasants, even if 1979-80 were bad years for rice, they were out
where all the food was produced. They had first crack at whatever rice was
grown, they could forage for other foods, they could fish and hunt; and as
Shawcross saw, they did feed themselves from this natural abundance of the
land. The government food distribution priorities can in no way be called
‘diversion’; and it is nothing but perverse to insist that city life must be
reestablished, but that food distribution should go first to the food producers.246

By mid-1980 the true picture of PRK Cambodia was beginning to appear
clearly in spite of Khmer Serei rumors, their propagation by certain Bangkok-
based journalists, and the efforts of the US Embassy. It was seen to be a
moderate regime pragmatically applying first aid to a severely injured social
body, eschewing ideological rigidity, and achieving rather impressive results.

This is clear even when the country is viewed through the optics of an
unsympathetic observer such as Stephen Heder, whose first published report was
in such violent contrast to direct refugee information. Two further reports
compiled at later dates in 1980, and based on more intensive research than
undertaken at the border by anyone else, also present gloomy conclusions about

246 “Kampuchea Revives”, p. 84; Heder, Occupation, p. 31 (the peasants had fish, meat,
fruit, and vegetables to trade); Heder, “From Pol Pot to Pen Sovann to the Villages,”
International Conference on Indochina and Problems of security in Southeast Asia,
Chulalongkorn University, June 1980 (based on research up to April 1980), p. 22;
Asiaweek, April 6, 1979, p. 16 (the countryside won’t starve, there are vegetables,
tapioca, fish, fruit).
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the prospects for Cambodia, yet when all three are read in series they show a
clearly improving situation in nearly every respect, and which contradicts both
their author’s preconceptions and his assertions about any particular instance.>*’

Movement within the country continued throughout 1980 to be relatively free,
notwithstanding the special passes which were formally required. Even the
technically out-of-bounds Thai border was easy to reach, according to Heder,
because “villagers have the right to engage in extra-village travel and activities
in order to augment and supplement their collectively produced income and their
private plot production, so their trips to the Thai border, although technically
illegal, are compatible with the rights generally accorded to villagers” (Heder,
“From Pol Pot”, p. 58).

Another kind of freedom, possibly contrary to the long-term policies to the
government, was also developing. Although the countryside was supposed to be
organized in various types of cooperative structures, the lack of trained cadres
and sufficient equipment meant that most peasant villages and households
carried out their work with very little regimentation; and the retreat from
collectivization continued all through 1980, a development generally welcomed
by the peasants.248

From April to August Heder was forced to change his prediction about the
coming (1980-81) rice crop. In the earlier report he wrote that “1980 was going
to be a year of shortages and that in many areas the shortages would be more
severe than ... in 1979,” but by August the situation, on the contrary, had
improved, and Heder felt that the new crop could well be more than twice that of
1979, with peasants in parts of Battambang, a traditional rice-surplus area, even
predicting a normal crop.

More encouraging still, and indicative of the general rehabilitation of the
country, the peasants gradually raised their expectations as the season
progressed.

Along with the material improvement the Vietnamese, contrary to
predictions, were clearly trying to withdraw their personnel from administrative
and advisory positions, and, also contrary to predictions, they had not only
refrained from exploiting the Cambodian peasants, but had even ignored their
own ideological preferences in an apparently pragmatic realization that the best
way to effect the stabilization of the countryside and increase food production
was to leave the peasants as much as possible to themselves. >’

247 Heder, op. cit., and “Kampuchea October 1979-August 1980, mimeographed, 115
pp-, Bangkok, November 1980. [(added later) See further analysis in Vickery, Cambodia
1975-1982, pp. 194-99, 212-26, 248-51]

248 Heder, Ibid., pp. 22-29, 31,37; and Heder, “Kampuchea 1979- 1980, pp. 91-92.
249 Heder, “From Pol Pot”, pp. 38-39; and “Kampuchea 1979-1980”, p. 104.
250 Heder, “From Pol Pot”, p. 21; and “Kampuchea 1979-1980”, pp. 104-108.
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Within the first months of 1981, the results of the rice harvest and the general
improvement in other fields showed a continuity from the positive evolution
apparent in Heder’s work and definitely gave the lie to the gloomier predictions
current in early 1980.

Some reports even spoke of the “miracle of Cambodia recovery” and a
possibility of the country achieving food self sufficiency by 1982. International
aid is still needed of course, garticularly in the provision of seed, if the country is
to be rice sufficient by 1982. o

Typically, certain Bangkok-based ‘western diplomats’, in all probability the
US Embeassy, and their local news outlets, have chosen to emphasize the lack of
complete recovery rather than the impressive progress, and as in the previous
two years have begun to predict another famine (ignoring that neither of the
previously predicted famines occurred), and have blamed the ‘critical’ situation
on UN bungling.252

The tenor and timing of that news release suggest that the people at its source
are unhappy with Cambodian progress and are anxious, as ever, to denigrate the
regime, whatever the truth.

This year, however, the position of the PRK government is less vulnerable
than in 1979 or 1980, and the thrust of the attack is directed at the UN,
coinciding with the recent prominence given another issue on which UN policy
may prove embarrassing to the anti-Phnom Penh Coalition: the resolution of the
refugee problems.

3. The Cambodian refugees

The term ‘refugee’ conjures up an image of people fleeing some kind of natural
or political catastrophe, and the expression ‘refugee camp’ a temporary
emergency shelter to receive them. Such images are not inappropriate for
Cambodian refugees and the camps set up to house them in Thailand, but they do
not convey the whole story. The refugees who have left Cambodia since January
1979 are not just people fleeing a catastrophe, and the camp system is much
more than temporary shelter.

251 Shawcross, “Kampuchea Revives”; Barry Wain, Asian Wall Street Journal, Dec 30,
1980; Richard M. Harley, “Christian Science Monitor Service”, in Honolulu Advertiser,
Jan 31, 1981; FAO, Office for Special Relief Operations, “Kampuchea, Report of the
FAO Food Assessment Mission”, Rome, November 1980.

252 Sylvana Foa, UPI, Bangkok, May 8, 1981, in The Weekend Australian, May 9-10.

[(added 2007) Foa, like Shawcross, is a journalist who switched jackets. In Phnom
Penh, during the 1970-75 war, she was considered a gadfly of the Americans and Lon
Nol regime, but after 1979, hostile to the PRK and to the Vietnamese, she in fact moved
into the US camp. The move paid off. She moved steadily upward into important
positions in UPI, UNHCR, the World Food Program and the UN, where in 1996 she
became spokeswoman for the Secretary-General. See www.scienceblog.com, 17
November 1995, SG/A/614 B10/2997]
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Refugees first began leaving Cambodia the day after the communist victory
of April 17, 1975, but up to January 1979 no more than 30-40,000 had crossed
into Thailand. In contrast, by May 1979, there were already over 40,000 more
massed on the Thai- Cambodian border at points 30-40 km. north of the town of
Aranyaprathet, and many tens of thousands more were reported on the way. By
the crude calculus of people voting with their feet, it might have seemed that the
new regime was alienating more of its population, and was therefore worse, than
the old.

Such a conclusion, however, was not yet being drawn. The Thai had
announced that no more refugees would be accepted after January 7, 1979,
obviously considering the once the Pol Pot regime had been destroyed there were
no longer reasonable grounds for people to flee the country.

They also took decisive action to emphasize their position. In June about
42,000 of the potential refugees on the border were enticed onto buses,
supposedly to be taken to a safer place, transported around to a point on
Cambodia’s northern border and forced down steep, mine-strewn trails back into
their own country. Hundreds, or thousands, are said to have died, and the
international outrage concentrated attention on the burgeoning refugee problems
and Thailand’s refusal to face it alone.””

This was also at a time when developments within Cambodia were of
increasing concern to Thailand, the United Sates, China, and the ASEAN
countries. No one had really mourned the passing of the Pol Pot regime for itself,
but within a few months of its overthrow it was clear that Viet Nam had no
intention of permitting another unfriendly group to take power in Phnom Penh,
and that they would keep their troops in Cambodia as long as was necessary to
secure the kind of relationship they desired.

Vietnamese hegemony over Cambodia, however, was directly contrary to
Thai, American, Chinese, and ASEAN desires, and measures had to be taken to
block or to mitigate its effects. Thus, the removal of Vietnamese influence from
Cambodia and the replacement of the PRK government by one more likely to
serve as a client of Thai and US interests has been a constant objective in all
refugee and aid policies since formulated.

Even though the reaction to the Thai move in June was based first on
humanitarian considerations, it must soon have been realized that more
sympathetic treatment of people who were anti-PRK and anti-Vietnamese could
serve the long-term goals of Thai and US policy. First of all, their desire to leave
the country put the new Cambodian authorities in a bad light, and their stories,
selectively used, could serve as direct anti-Phnom Penh propaganda.

253 My information on that event, particularly on ‘enticement’, comes from interviews
with survivors among the refugees in Khao I Dang, (and in later years from survivors
who returned to Phnom Penh). See also FEER, Aug 3 and 17, 1979, and Asiaweek, June
22,1979.
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Just three months later the political importance of refugees was again
underscored by events at the border. If it had been supposed earlier in the year
that the Pol Pot forces, operating as guerrillas, could keep the Vietnamese/PRK
government off balance and ultimately impose a compromise solution less
inimical to the anti-Vietnamese bloc, the appearance in September of the
miserable wrecks of those forces along the Thai border south of Aranyaprathet
after a seven-month trek through the mountains and forests of western Cambodia
showed conclusively that a military solution based on domestic forces was out of
the question. >4

The emergence of those Pol Pot remnants was the occasion for the first large-
scale manipulation of the refugee issue for political purposes, and it provided a
catalyst for the more purposeful refugee policy which was to develop.

The world’s press was flooded with pictures and descriptions of ill and
starving ‘Cambodian refugees’ presented in a way to imply that they represented
the effects of conditions prevalent within Cambodia. Only a very careful reader
with some background knowledge would have realized that they were a special
case — remnants of the Pol Pot armed forces or administration, together with
mainly base peasant villagers who had retreated with them into the hills in
January and who were therefore completely cut off from conditions prevailing in
the lowland agricultural and urban areas.

In contrast to what had happened in June, emergency aid was taken to the
border, and asylum in Thailand, which had by then been assured of international
support, was offered as a humanitarian gesture. Interestingly, over half of those
Cambodians refused to become refugees, preferring to slip back into the forest
and set up fortified bases close to the border on the Cambodian side, where aid
could still be given to them by various international and private aid agencies
with the cooperation of the Thai government.

A group of 25-30,000, including those in the worst physical condition, were
taken to a camp near Sakeo, about 50 km. west of the border, which was to
become an R & R center for the 7,000 hard-core cadre and troops among them. It
should be emphasized that the creation of those refugees was a result of joint
Thai-international aid policy, rather than a response to the desires of those
people themselves.

The medical and food aid they required could have been sent to the border, as
it was for those who insisted on staying there, and at Sakeo the ‘camp’ had not
yet been constructed. Sick and hungry people had to be dumped on the bare
ground and covered with makeshift shelters. It is arguable that fewer would have
died if treatment had been taken to them right at the border.>>’

254 FEER, Sept 21 and 28, and Nov 9, 1979.

255 FEER, Nov 9, 1979, p. 29, and conversations with foreign relief personnel present at
the time.
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The viewpoint of the Thai government had obviously undergone a change,
and the change was made even more explicit in October when Prime Minister
Kriangsak announced an open door Izz)olicy “allowing all Khmer refugees who
wished to come to Thailand to do s0”.*°

Once the picture of Cambodia as a country of mass starvation under an
incompetent and alien administration had been stamped on the public mind, and
the door opened, attention was turned again to the entirely different group of
refugees who had followed the trail of those deported by the Thais in June.

They were still, like those of May and June, some of whom were making a
second try, in majority former town dwellers forced into peasant life under Pol
Pot; and now, uncertain of what was in store for Cambodia, they were coming to
the border, some in hopes of going abroad, others to trade, still others to join the
Khmer Serei anti-communist guerilla groups which had begun to form in early
1979, perhaps in some cases even during 1975-79.

At the border they settled into the Khmer Serei camps of Nong Samet, Nong
Chan, or Non Mak Mun which are located, in part at least, on the Cambodian
side.”’

Since January or February 1979 they had been released from the work sites to
which they had been assigned, accorded freedom to move about, and had
generally fed well on rice left in fields and granaries and on the land’s natural
produce. Starvation, in 1979, was not a widespread threat, particularly for those
who stayed in place, but was in general a problem only for those people who set
off cross-country to search for old homes or who tried to crowd into Phnom Penh
where there were insufficient stocks of food.

Thus the people proceeding to the border north of Aranyaprathet in the last
half of 1979 were not in the parlous state of the Pol Pot refugees, nor, pace
Shawecross, “in terrible condition” waiting to “break into Thailand”. The more
astute observers noted the difference, and reported from the border that “most
people (were) in relatively good health,” and were even attempting to conceal the
amount of food available in the border camps. But for the world at large, and
even for many aid organization personnel on the spot, ‘Cambodian refugee’
meant someone close to death from hunger and disease.”®

256 FEER, Nov 2, 1979, pp. 12-13.

257 The precise tracing of the border on the ground in that area is not known with any
precision, and the locations of the camps must be distinguished from the villages of the
same names, all of which are on the Thai side. Among the camps Nong Samet stands the
best chance of being on Thai territory, while Nong Chan and Non Mak Mun, occupied by
the Vietnamese in the ‘incursion’ of June 1980, might well be on the Cambodian side.

Interestingly, Thai sources, both official and journalistic, except for the excitement
following the ‘incursion’, have been exceedingly circumspect when discussing the
location of the camps in relation to the border. [See Michael Vickery, “Refugee Politics:
The Khmer Camp system in Thailand”.]

258 Shawcross, “The End of Cambodia?”, p. 25; FEER, Nov 9, 1979, p.42
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If the anomaly was ever carefully considered it was offset by a belief that
conditions inside Cambodia were rapidly changing for the worse. There were the
stories, noted above, of Vietnamese brutality, and the reports, carefully fostered
by the US Embassy, that famine was imminent.

All through the last three months of 1979 the estimates of miserable
Cambodians on the border waiting to “break into Thailand” to become refugees
rose dramatically, from 80,000 in October to 180,000, then 600,000 with
750,000 more predicted, and finally to one million or possibly up to one-quarter
of the Cambodian population which would find itself under Thai control.

Thus the Thai, who would not consider accepting 40,000 in June, had, with
their new open door policy, agreed by October to take several hundred thousand;
and the political advantages which might thereby accrue to Bangkok could not
fail to be noticed.”’

With the door open and massive exodus expected, some place had to be
prepared to receive them, and the Thai Supreme Command chose Khao I Dang,
15 km. from the border, as site for the principal ‘holding center’. The United
Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) was given the task of setting
it up in the expectation that 300,000 or so miserable Khmer would immediately
rush across to settle there, and on November 21, 1979, after only four days
preparation, the first small team of UNHCR officials waited on the bleak
landscape for the buses and trucks sent out to bring the people in.

To their astonishment, in the first week after the opening of Khao I Dang,
only 28,000 people took the opportunity to come over, and they were in fairly
good condition. Many of them had cash or gold and hoped to set up business in
the new campsite.

In the next two weeks similar numbers arrived, but then, except for one week
in January when Khmer Serei factional struggles caused over 20,000 to flee the
border, the weekly totals plummeted to under 4,000, then 2-3,000, and finally
less than a thousand. On January 24, 1980, when the total population of Khao I
Dang was about 111,000, just over a third of what had been expected, the Thai
authorities ordered it closed to further entry.260

It appeared that the UNHCR might have been conned. The numbers of people
prepared to become refugees were only a fraction of the estimates, and most of
them were hardly in circumstances justifying emergency refugee treatment.
Indeed some of those who did come required persuasion, or they came to Khao I
Dang, like the mountain climber, “because it was there”. Otherwise they would

259 FEER, Nov 16, 1979, p. 25; Asiaweek, Nov 30, 1979, p.16; FEER, Dec 7, 1979, pp.
5, 14; Shawcross, “The End of Cambodia?”, pp. 25, 29.

260 The UNHCR statistics are found in an appendix to Milton E. Osborne, “The
Kampuchea Refugee Situation; a Survey and Commentary”, Bangkok 1980. Other details
are from interviews with both refugees and foreign aid personnel present at the time.
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have continued to trade between the border and the interior, and as conditions at
home improved, gradually return.

That was in fact the choice made by most of the people congregated at the
border, who did not even want to become refugees. Moreover, by the end of
December it was clear that conditions within Cambodia were not so bad as had
been imagined, indicating that the US State Department had been correct months
earlier in resisting the ‘data’ from the Bangkok embassy, and that nothing like
one million, or even half a million, Khmer were going to rush across the border
and put themselves under Thai control.

What the latter got was not one-quarter of the Cambodian population which
could perhaps be used politically, but 100,000 or so of those Khmer who wanted
nothing more to do with their country’s politics, and whose only goal was
resettlement in the West, pending which they were quite willing to remain
indefinitely as welfare refugees in Khao I Dang.

Although it did not come up to initial expectations, and the people who
wished to take advantage of refugee status could not in general be used for direct
political intervention in Cambodia, the refugee system, centered on Khao I Dang,
could still serve the anti-PRK cause, which required new efforts, since the early
predictions of administrative collapse and famine had proven illusory.

First, the number of people who came to Khao I Dang, although far fewer
than expected, was large enough to be misrepresented as inferential evidence that
the regime was nearly as onerous as its predecessor.

Their number was also large enough to represent a serious destabilizing
element in the economy through the gold and other valuables which they brought
out. The amount was probably more than doubled by the purchases of the other
tens or hundreds of thousands of Cambodians who gathered at the border but did
not come over as refugees. In September 1980 a Thai official estimated that 30-
40 million baht entered the Aranyaprathet banks daily as profits from the refugee
trade.?*

Khao I Dang also served as a magnet which continued to draw off the classes
of people most needed to rebuild the administration and social services within
the country. Many of them had refused to cooperate with the PRK government
from the beginning, and had been among the first refugee arrivals. Others,
unhappy working for communists or for Vietnamese, gradually deserted their
posts as news filtered in from Khao I Dang about the possibilities for
resettlement abroad.

The Voice of America also contributed with its broadcasts about
“Cambodians choosing freedom and crossing the border to Thai holding

261 FEER, Dec 28, 1979, pp. 10-11, reported that western observers traveling around
Cambodia could not see the picture of general starvation which had been reported; and
this was confirmed later by Shawcross in “Kampuchea Revives”.

262 The Nation Review, Bangkok, Sept 12, 1980, p.12. One baht = US $.05.
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centers”; and of course the US and Thai-led support for the rump Pol Pot forces
panicked many who might otherwise have chosen to help rebuild their country.
If Pol Pot had such impressive international support, they thought, his chances of
returning were quite good, in which case former bourgeoisie who had cooperated
with the PRK would be first on new extermination lists.***

Although formally closed, the venality of the Thai guards meant that new
arrivals could always get in at night, and once inside they were accepted without
discrimination by the camp staff. Thus from January to July 1980 the population
rose from 111,000 to 136,000 with the increase consisting almost entirely of
urban folk with a useful level of education. In that way Khao I Dang drained off
about half of the doctors found alive in Cambodia in 1979, perhaps a thousand
schoolteachers, plus assorted engineers and others with needed skills.

(Before the war there were around 500 doctors in Cambodia. In 1980 Khmer
medical staff in Khao-I-Dang had compiled a list of over 250 survivors in
various countries who had left Cambodia before its fall to the KR in April 1975,
and they knew their list was not yet complete. There may have been no more
than 100+ doctors still in Cambodia in April 1975, and approximately half of
them died or were killed before the end of the DK regime.)

[(added 2007) Thus, David Chandler’s accusation that the DK leadership
deliberately neglected health care (“Survivors’ memories teem with grisly
accounts of arrogant, untrained medical practitioners in the countryside”) should
be viewed against the lack of health personnel. Most people could not have
received adequate care no matter what course the authorities followed, nor,
because of lack of doctors and facilities, were most rural people able to receive
adequate medical care before 1975.

A surprising testimony (surprising both as to fact and source) about DK
efforts to palliate the deficiency by training new doctors is in the otherwise
extremely anti-DK memoir by Ong Thong Hoeung whose wife and child were
saved through an emergency caesarian performed in a rural labor camp by a 20-
year old peasant woman trained in the maquis by Dr. Thiounn Thioeun. 264]'

263 Information on Voice of America broadcasts from refugees who claimed to have been
influenced by them. John Pilger, in his, “America’s Second War in Indochina”, also
emphasized the magnet effect of Khao I Dang.

264 Chandler, Brother Number One, first edition, p. 125, second edition, p. 119. My
attention was directed to Chandler’s carelessness on this point by Louis Paulsen, review
of Chandler’s Brother Number One, www.marxmail.org/archives/june98/cambodia.htm;
Ong Thong Hoeung, J'ai cru aux Khmers rouges, Paris, Buchet/Chastel, 2003, pp. 185-
190. On Thiounn Thioeun and his brothers see above note 198.

There are two published memoirs in Khmer by doctors who were put to work as such
after April 1975 until 1977 and who survived until the present, My Samedi, Ban ros’
ruom comnaek thvoe oy ros’/Survivre pour faire vivre, Phnom Penh, no publisher
indicated, 2000; French translation, Survivre pour sauver les autres, Phnom Penh, no
publisher or translator indicated, 2000; and Hun Chhunly, Chivit kru pet mneak knong
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Once established, of course, Khao I Dang could not simply be closed down
and the people forcibly sent back. Phnom Penh probably would not have
accepted them en masse, given the evidence of their disloyalty and the
presumption of their indoctrination by Thai and American military or
intelligence services; and even though they were not escaping from starvation or
from a cruel regime, they were adamantly opposed to life in Cambodia under any
other conditions than what they had known before the war.

Any attempt to push them back once they had reached Khao I Dang would
have involved an unacceptable degree of brutality, and UNHCR policy has
always been that repatriation must be voluntary. Given the preferences of the
refugees, UN policy, and the narrow criteria established for resettlement abroad,
there were over 100,000 people in Khao I Dang who had no foreseeable future
but years in refugee camps.

If that sounds like a tragedy, it is even more tragic in that it could have been
avoided. The extra medical and food aid which some of the people needed when
they arrived at the border could have been provided on the spot, as was done at
Nong Samet and Nong Chan when it was discovered that over half the
Cambodians massed there did not want to become refugees. Hospitals and
special supplementary feeding programs and eventually some schools, like those
at Khao I Dang, were set up.

The major difference between the border camps and Khao I Dang was lack of
security and inferior sanitary conditions in the former. Had there been no Khao I
Dang as an attraction, however, as conditions within Cambodia improved in
1979-80, the lack of certain amenities at the border would have persuaded larger
numbers to gradually return to their homes and work productively, leaving only
the most ardent “politicals’ at the border plotting the reconquest of their country.

Whether the refugee apparatus as established was necessary or not, official
UNHCR policy had always held that most of the refugees, except for the few
who qualified for settlement abroad, would eventually return to Cambodia once
conditions within the country had improved. The Thai government also
maintained that the refugees represent a nearly intolerable burden on the
economy of Thailand and a risk to its security, and thus the sooner they could be
returned home the better.

Had such been the whole story we should have expected Khao I Dang to be
maintained at the minimum level of comfort consonant with basic human needs,
no encouragement or aid in developing special programs to make camp life
attractive, and full information to be provided about developments within
Cambodia, all destined to persuade refugees that return was preferable to

robop khmer krohom / The life of a physician under the khmer rouge regime, Phnom
Penh, Indradevi Publishing, 2006. Neither has been translated, although French and
English translations were promised at the time of publication. There has been little
interest in their testimony, probably because their stories are not horrible enough.
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stagnation in miserable holding centers. Voluntary return of individuals or small
groups, because of the porous quality of the border, could have been effected
without objections from Phnom Penh, probably even without its knowledge. In
fact, there always was a constant traffic into, as well as out of, Cambodia.

Instead of that, Khao I Dang, within a few months of its establishment, had all
the accouterments of a permanent settlement — schools, some adult education,
special nutritional programs for mothers and children, even a Montessori
kindergarten project — much of it, together with the high standard of medical
care, superior not only to what is available in Cambodia now, but to what most
of the camp’s residents could have expected before 1975.

The only aspects of camp life definitely inferior to prewar Cambodian
circumstances, abstracting from the lack of freedom to leave the camp, were the
schools, which could not yet, in 1980, offer a full syllabus or school day for all
children, and the housing, very primitive at first, but steadily improving, with the
newest units being built in late 1980 suitable for long term, if not permanent,
residence.”®

Interesting to those informed of developments within Cambodia was that the
steady improvement there was paralleled by the equally steady improvement in
camp life, almost as though the purpose were to make certain that refugee life
remained more attractive.

Moreover, instead of disseminating accurate information on progress within
Cambodia, the Thai authorities, whose lead the UNHCR had to follow, insisted
on blocking news which might have given a positive view of the PRK
government. Short-wave radios were confiscated, and there were even attempts,
sporadically, to prevent international news magazines, and the Bangkok English-
language press, from reaching the refugees.

Why did the UNHCR allow these developments contrary to announced
policy? It was certainly not deliberate obfuscation on their part. They had no
independent Cambodia experts of their own, and in the beginning were as much
the victims as the general public of the horrendous impression made by the Pol
Pot refugees.

Furthermore, the actual operation of the camp programs was turned over to,
mainly western, voluntary agencies, which as bureaucracies, however laudable
their intent, wished to expand their areas of responsibility and test their own
theories and projects. Their goals were generally to provide programs and
services approximating as closely as possible normal conditions of middle-class
existence, and they were not at all concerned about the policy of eventual
voluntary return of the refugees.

265 After 1980, with the rapid decline in KID population to less than 40,000 in 1982,
conditions still further improved.
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In fact, most of the personnel were ideologically opposed to the new
Cambodian government as much as to Pol Pot, an attitude congruent with that of
the refugees, and they were quite willing to encourage the latter in their
insistence on resettlement. Thus, founded on a misapprehension, to which the
anti-PRK policies of Thailand and the US contributed, and allowed to grow
without any overall policy control, Khao I Dang by late 1980 showed a very real
potential for the Palestine-type situation which had been foreseen by some
observers in the beginning.

It might be thought that the obvious answer to the refugee problem would be
to grant what most of them wanted — resettlement abroad — and airlift them out to
the United States, Australia, France, etc., en masse. After all, some of the
western countries, in particular the United States, bear a large part of the
responsibility for the destruction of the society those people knew at home.

A difficulty, aside from the fact that the United States, France, or Australia,
just don’t want to absorb so many people, would be that an open door to
resettlement in the western ‘paradise’ might attract many thousands more out of
the country. Resettlement of those already in the camps would have to be
accompanied by withdrawal of all support from the Pol Pot remnants and Khmer
Serei along the border, termination of all border aid, re-establishment of normal
relations with the present Cambodian government, and delivery of all further aid
through Phnom Penh. In other words it would require a complete reversal of the
policies now pursued by the United States, China, and Thailand.

A less ambitious alternative is to convince increasing numbers of the refugees
that they should go home. This is the long-standing UNHCR policy, and the
rapidly improving conditions within Cambodia have encouraged new initiatives
to implement it. In March 1981 a survey was conducted in the camps to
determine refugee attitudes toward repatriation.2

Among the interesting discoveries of the survey were abysmal lack of
information about recent developments in Cambodia, especially among the
refugees most likely to choose repatriation, those of lower-class background, and
the large number of people, over 40% of the survey, who would be willing to
return “if the UNHCR said it was safe to do so”. Another 24% would also like to
return, but wanted additional guarantees.

Obviously the UNHCR should start providing information about Cambodia
and organizing the return of those most eager to go; but the obvious course is not
so easy as it might seem. Both an information program and organized return of
people directly to PRK territory run against the wishes of the Thai authorities.

266 The survey report, dated March 30, 1981, is “Kampuchean Refugees in Thailand,
Attitudes Towards Voluntary Repatriation”, by Milton E. Osborne, Senior Research
Fellow, Dept. of International Relations, Australian National University, whom I wish to
thank for providing me with a copy.
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The report of the UNHCR survey caused great consternation in Bangkok. A
direct return of refugees from Thai to Cambodian territory would imply
recognition of the Phnom Penh government, and it would be embarrassing to
suddenly disseminate favorable news about a regime which Thailand and its
allies are at pains to denounce. The political motives which could be imputed to
the refugee operation since its beginning are revealed as still operative.

Of course, since the Thai authorities, for public consumption, have all along
called the refugees an unwanted burden, it is difficult to openly block
repatriation and admit that they would prefer to keep them around a while
longer. Instead of that, they argue the danger of cross-border movement, or the
non-recognition of the PRK, and suggest repatriation via a third country, such as
Burma, patently ridiculous if only because of the logis.tics.267

Here is where the diplomatic warning of ‘another famine’, cited above, fits
into the picture. The ‘western diplomats’ are weighing in on the side of Bangkok
with information designed to discourage any efforts to return people to
Cambodia.

The Phnom Penh government and the Vietnamese are also suspicious of
repatriation moves, and reasonably so, since in June 1980 the Thai sent back
about 7,000 Pol Pot cadres and military after R & R in the Sakeo camp; and
Phnom Penh no doubt suspects that any large-scale movement cleared by
Bangkok would involve people sent to work against the PRK.

The refugee problem is thus not amenable to any quick solution, but like most
other aspects of Cambodian history since 1975 a close look at it imposes certain
revisions on the conventional wisdom. Just as the refugees in 1979 were not
simply people fleeing a catastrophe, their continued presence in Thailand in 1981
is not only because there is nowhere for them to go.

Their treatment in both instances has been determined by their perceived
utility to the international maneuvers of certain powers, first of all Thailand and
the United States, in the same way that Pol Pot’s worst year was disguised by the
CIA, and a disinformation campaign mounted against the PRK, in cynical
disregard for the havoc played with Cambodia since 1970 and the needs of its
suffering population.

A Final Comment (2010)
In this critique of Shawcross I noted some evidence of changes in the sympathies
of some official and semi-official Americans toward a relatively favorable view
of the Khmer Rouge and Democratic Kampuchea, apparently because of their
fierce enmity toward Viet Nam.

There is still more in this vein. In his book, The Tragedy of Cambodian
History, David Chandler wrote that in March 1975, Lon Nol had offered to talk

267 FEER, May 1, 1981, pp. 22-23.
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to the other side. They were not interested. “Having failed ... Lon Nol came
under pressure from Ambassador Dean to leave the country, so that someone
else could open negotiations that took Sihanouk into account ... he [Dean]
assumed ‘we would prefer that the successor regime in Cambodia be oriented
toward Peking rather than toward Hanoi ... can [anything] be done to strengthen
Sihanouk’s hand ... so that he can return to Phnom Penh with some power, rather
than abandon Cambodia to the Hanoi-leaning Khmer Rouge’*.

Chandler added that this document, which he found “extraordinary”, released
only under FOIA in 1990, “foreshadows the U.S. ‘tilt’ toward China and the pro-
Chinese Red Khmers over the next decade and a half”.>*®

Put in another way, it not only ‘foreshadows’, but confirms the US detestation
of Viet Nam, which already by 1975 was fighting the US to a standstill,
‘foreshadowing’ the Vietnam syndrome as I define it in this book, and which is
still not dead.

When I met Shawcross in Chiang Mai in August 1981, he was very upset
with my treatment of his “Ending”, although it was difficult to discuss the
subject because neither of us had copies to check the details. I made some notes
after our conversation, and it seemed that he was particularly troubled by my
suggestion that he had taken his information from the US Embassy in Bangkok.
He said that was not true, that he had not even been in Bangkok at the relevant
time, and had received the information about refugees, famine, etc., from
Frangois Ponchaud, apparently by post, since Ponchaud had spent most of the
period in Thailand.

Of course if Shawcross had been sure of himself, and that I was wrong, he
would have insisted on publication of my answer in order to demolish my
position. Obviously, he was more comfortable with ‘killing the story’.

Nevertheless, on that one point, I accept the correction but note the following.

In his “End of Cambodia”, Shawcross started with inferentially on-the-spot
reports of refugees and foreign aid workers. Then, on p. 25, still near the
beginning of the article, he inserted himself explicitly, “in February [1979] I
talked in Thailand to refugees from ... western Cambodia”. Following that he
referred to the activities of the US Embassy, and then indicated a move “when I
spoke to State Department experts in June”.

It was thus quite legitimate to infer that Shawcross had been in Bangkok and
had obtained his US Embassy information from the Embassy itself. Certainly it
seems that is what he wished the reader to believe — that he had been out on the
front lines of journalism, rather than laid back in London being spoon-fed
propaganda by Ponchaud.

268 Chandler, Tragedy, p. 363, note 118, citing U.S. Embassy Phnom Penh’s 5612,
March 29, 1975. See more on this below, p. 125.
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Shawcross has continued his revisionism on Cambodia right up to the present. The
next important installment was entitled “The Burial of Cambodia”, also published in
NYRB, 11 May 1984, | also tried to place a response, dated 29 May 1984, but like its
predecessor it was not published by NYRB.

Shawcross 2: The Burial of Cambodia (1984) 269

In my book, Cambodia 1975-1982, 1 devoted some discussion to the differing
roles of journalist and historian, in particular with respect to the news out of
Cambodia after 1975.

I had harsh words there for the journos (chapter 2), which led some of my
fellow historians to criticize my tone, and I was indeed beginning to feel that my
attention to the journalist as propagandist might have been slightly overdone.
Then I read William Shawcross’ “The Burial of Cambodia” and faith in my
judgment was restored. It would be difficult to find anything in the post-1979
literature on Cambodia so loaded with mis-and disinformation.

Shawcross, it appears, has just discovered Tuol Sleng, as though it had not
been prominently featured by the western press, including Shawcross’ own
writings, over the past 5 years. There is absolutely nothing new in this, major,
part of “Burial”, except the propaganda slant.

Emphasizing his coming charges of Vietnamese and PRK (Peoples Republic
of Kampuchea — ‘Heng Samrin regime’) cover-ups, Shawcross starts off with the
necessity to seek Foreign Ministry approval for his 1980 visit to Tuol Sleng,
whereas in his 24 January 1980 NYRB “The End of Cambodia?” he wrote that
Tuol Sleng, which he there implied might have been a Vietnamese-organized
Potemkin Auschwitz, was “an obligatory stop for visitors” something which was
still true during my visit in September 1981.

My remark on journalists in Cambodia 1975-1982 treated them as
propagandists, but not as intellectual pilferers, which I now see as a serious
omission. Shawcross’ description of the workings of Tuol Sleng, including the
details of Hu Nim’s confession, comes directly from the work of Ben Kiernan,
Chantou Boua, and Anthony Barnett in New Statesman 2 May 1980.

That is the first example of the most glaring deficiency of this most peculiar
article — Shawcross’ deliberate neglect of current scholarship on Cambodia, of
which there is now a rather wide variety, and the concomitant insinuation that
only he, perhaps together with Elizabeth Becker and David Hawk, is interested
in the present state of Cambodian affairs.

Shawcross does not even have the excuse of innocent ignorance. He has been
in contact with all the serious students of Cambodian affairs ever since he was
researching Sideshow, and he is well aware of all they have written. One of
them, Ben Kiernan, accompanied Shawcross on travels within Cambodia in

269 Michael Vickery, unpublished. Written 29 May 1984, rejected by NYRB.
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1980, and Shawcross became acquainted with most of the others at two
conferences on Cambodia, in Chiang Mai in August 1981 and at Princeton in
November 1982. He has also met, at least as early as 1981, another important
scholar of revolutionary Cambodia, Stephen Heder, who was not present at
either of the conferences.

Shawcross may disagree with what Cambodia specialists write, and indeed
they disagree among themselves on certain points, but he must argue his
disagreements, not pretend that “there has been little investigation of the Khmer
Rouge regime” (p. 18), or that it is “difficult to arouse much Western interest in
a detailed study of the Khmer Rouge” (p. 19). David Hawk, whom Shawcross
mentions in connection with those statements is also cognizant of work done on
Cambodia, having participated in the Princeton conference.

Shawcross’ problem is that he has a propaganda goal which would not be
well served by most of the recent research on Cambodia. Probably none of the
serious students of Cambodia would agree with Shawcross’ allegations about
suppression of documents by the PRK and Vietnamese in order to conceal the
present leaders’ previous activity or the nature of the ‘Khmer Rouge’ regime.

He complains that the files above the Tuol Sleng prison “were almost the only
Khmer Rouge documents to which the Vietnamese had allowed foreigners
access; nothing from the party leadership was available”. There is no reason why
‘party leadership’ documents should be at Tuol Sleng, if that is what Shawcross’
complaint is about. Tuol Sleng contains only dossiers (confessions) of political
prisoners, plus a few personal notebooks, school texts, etc. There are over 4,000
confessions.

Furthermore, as Shawcross well knows, in 1980 when he and Ben Kiernan
were there, in 1981 when Ben Kiernan and I were there, and in 1983, judging
from material which Elizabeth Becker obtained, the PRK authorities were
extremely generous in allowing foreign scholars and journalists access to
browse, read, take notes, photograph, and even carry entire dossiers off to one or
another foreign aid agency to photocopy.

Those of us who know Khmer, and who thus did not need the help of the
librarian, had complete freedom to paw through the collections, take dossiers off
the shelves for examination, check the catalogues being compiled, etc. There did
not appear to be any secret documents, nor were there any Vietnamese there to
check on what we did.

Whatever the truth about the PRK authorities’ refusal to allow microfiches to
be made of the entire Tuol Sleng collection (and why should they? would
Shawcross expect, say, Thailand to allow similar access to central government
documents on all coup attempts since 19757?), the students of Cambodia capable
of using such documents — they are all in Khmer — now have more in their hands
than they have yet been able to study.

Shawcross’ sallies on the subject of documentation reveal a new twist in the
anti-PRK line. Just over a year ago Elizabeth Becker alleged that the Tuol Sleng
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files were closed to Cambodians and of very restricted access to foreigners in the
interest of keeping a lid on the regime’s secrets (Washington Post 28 Feb, 1
March 1983); and I countered with a statement similar to what I have written
above and circulated among a number of people I deemed interested in
Cambodia.”"

Now Shawcross has modified the charge — Tuol Sleng is open, but it doesn’t
contain the real stuff. I think those who know about such matters would agree
that Shawcross is wrong on both points.

The Tuol Sleng material is extremely valuable, as Elizabeth Becker wrote,
and central government documents have not been systematically hidden. Ben
Kiernan has several which he obtained from PRK officials, and David Chandler
discussed one at the 1982 Princeton conference. If Shawcross is ignorant of the
material really available for study, it can only result from a pretension that he
alone is qualified to write about Cambodia.

Within the Tuol Sleng exhibit Shawcross writes of an “order of unreality”
allegedly devised by the Vietnamese and a “new sanitized history of the
Cambodian revolution” which is displayed there. It is not clear what he considers
unreal, nor why.

The picture of Mao and Pol Pot? China was Pol Pot’s most important foreign
ally. “Obscure Cambodian communist cadres whose roles were now being
exaggerated ... to demonstrate ... a tradition of true Marxism-Leninism and of
international solidarity with Vietnam”? Nothing Shawcross has ever written
reveals detailed acquaintance with the history of the Cambodian revolution.

If he is referring to Son Ngoc Minh, Keo Meas and Tou Samouth, their roles
are not at all exaggerated. They were leaders of the first Cambodian
revolutionary and independence struggle in the early 1950s when Pol Pot was
still a student and when Sihanouk was more interested in French protection
against democratic anti-monarchists (not just communists) than in independence.
Their forces at one moment controlled nearly half of Cambodia, but beginning in
1962 they were supplanted by the Pol Pot group (on which see further below).

Shawcross in this passage seems to be suggesting that the Cambodian
communists did not have “a tradition of true Marxism-Leninism”, which would
in fact be a reasonable position to take, but just two columns further on he
complains of an attempt to “obscure the fact that the Khmer Rouge was a
Marxist-Leninist organization”.

He is even more confusing in alleging both exaggeration to demonstrate
[falsely?] solidarity with Viet Nam and absence of anything “to suggest the
extent of Vietnam’s own past support for the Khmer Rouge revolution”. And the
last statement hardly squares with his assertion in another publication that “the
poor state of the relations between the leaders of the Khmer Rouge and those of

270 See below, A4 Cycle of Journalistic Poverty, pp. 166 ff.
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Hanoi ... not well-documented in the press in 1975... [but] was well-known to
US intelligence ... [I]n researching ... Sideshow 1 found CIA and DIA documents
of the tensions going back as far as 1970”.

Likewise, a few years earlier, Shawcross had emphasized long-standing
differences between Vietnamese and Cambodian communists, and he stated that
“until Sihanouk’s overthrow in 1970 the Vietnamese communists subordinated
Khmer interests to their own”.*’!

Well, Bill, how do you view the relationship between Vietnamese and
Cambodian communists? For the poor reader’s sake I shall try to summarize it in
a few words. The first Cambodian communists of the early 1950s, including
those “whose blurred” photographs decorate Tuol Sleng, wished to make a
revolution in cooperation with the Vietnamese.

After 1960 they were replaced in leadership positions by the Pol Pot group
who were anti-Vietnamese, and starting in 1962 with Tou Samouth, many of the
first group were murdered, some eventually in Tuol Sleng.272

Although the Vietnamese communists supported an eventual Cambodian
revolution, they disapproved of the timing and strategy of the Pol Pot group and
did not favor the policies followed in Cambodia after 1975. The top leadership of
the PRK, those with a revolutionary background, represent the political
descendants, and in some cases are surviving members, of the first Cambodian
revolutionary organization, they always agreed on some level of cooperation
with Vietnam, and they are more Marxist-Leninist than the Pol Pot group.273

Shawecross berates the Vietnamese for “assiduously” trying “to associate Pol
Pot with Hitler ... thus Tuol Sleng prison has been called ‘an Asian Auschwitz’*;
and he goes on to explain why Tuol Sleng and Auschwitz are not comparable.
Shawcross is far off base here. Although the Vietnamese have at times termed
the Pol Pot regime ‘fascist’, it is rather with Mao and the Chinese Cultural
Revolution that they ‘assiduously’ try to draw a comparison.

The Nazi analogy began, and has been propagated, in the West. In 1977 Jean
Lacouture compared Cambodian executions with Dachau, and also with Katyn;
and in 1978 Senator George McGovern declared that Cambodia made “Hitler’s
operation look tame”. 2"

This theme continued after the overthrow of Pol Pot in 1979. In the middle of
that year the Far Eastern Economic Review (20 July 1979) published
photographs of execution sites, including Tuol Sleng, under the rubric, “The

271 Chandler and Kiernan, Revolution and its Aftermath, pp. 241-2; “The Third Indochina
War” NYRB 6 April 1978.

272 Although it now, 2008, seems certain that Tou Samouth was killed by Sihanouk’s
military, not, contra Kiernan, by Pol Pot. See above, n. 204.

273 Ben Kiernan, How Pol Pot; and Vickery, Cambodia, chapter 5.
274 Chomsky and Herman, After the Cataclysm, pp. 149, 138.
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Kampuchean Holocaust”, and compared them to “post World War II films of the
horrors of Dachau, Belsen and Auschwitz”.

Nearly a year later a New York Times article of 22 April 1980 likened the
decrease in Cambodian population to a “holocaust”; and FEER correspondent
Nayan Chanda, along with a photograph captioned “A Kampuchean Auschwitz”
wrote that “each village seems to have its local Auschwitz”, a formulation which
should come closer to satisfying purist Shawcross, since those local Cambodian
‘Auschwitzes’ were generally execution prisons near work sites, more like the
real Auschwitz, rather than interrogation centers, like Tuol Sleng.

Chanda also noted “the Vietnamese propaganda line about Chinese
instigation of the massacres” (FEER 4 April 1980). Chanda did not call Tuol
Sleng an ‘Auschwitz’, and that particular usage, which Shawcross now wishes to
knock down, may be strictly his own (although I have made no effort to collect
all media references to Tuol Sleng).

In an earlier attempt to de-emphasize ‘Khmer Rouge’ atrocities in order to
make the Vietnamese look bad Shawcross cynically referred to Tuol Sleng as “a
school which, the Vietnamese say, was a Khmer Rouge torture chamber ... no
one can doubt that the Khmer Rouge tortured people, but whether there was an
‘Asian Auschwitz’ in this particular place and with these precise methods
remains uncertain” (see page 98, above).

Still later Shawcross found the Nazi analogy useful in his piece for
Revolution and its Aftermath, and he there devoted most of 5 pages to it without
objection (pp. 230-1, 250-2), although he also included a three-line warning that
“the evocation of fascism [should] not obscure the fact that the Khmer Rouge
was a Marxist-Leninist government”.

I would agree that the Nazi analogy is not very useful, but Shawcross cannot
be taken seriously if he uses it in one context while denouncing it in another; and
in any case it is not a propaganda device whose origin can be laid to the
Vietnamese. I would also deny that the Pol Pot revolution was Marxist-Leninist
(see my Cambodia, chapter 5). The Cambodian revolution, like most others in
the Third World, must be carefully studied for itself, as a number of scholars
ignored by Shawcross are attempting, not just associated with a series of
negative buzz words.

Somewhat greater consistency appears in the final sections of “Burial” where
the Vietnamese are assigned blame for most of the difficulties now faced by
Cambodia. Four years ago, in “The End of Cambodia?”’, Shawcross gave
currency to Frangois Ponchaud’s canard that the Vietnamese were “conducting a
subtle ‘genocide’ in Cambodia”, suggesting that Cambodia was in more danger
than under Pol Pot.

Although Shawcross later realized that the somber picture painted there was
inaccurate, and that the ‘end’ he had evoked was not approaching, he now
wishes to convince us of Cambodia’s burial at a time when most observers see a
recovery in spite of the US-supported blockade of Cambodia and Vietnam.
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“Burial” is thus a sequel to “End” in Shawcross’ campaign to make the
Vietnamese appear even worse that Pol Pot. In the earlier article he swallowed
whole and regurgitated a number of propaganda stories which he may now
realize were inaccurate, and which I have discussed in Cambodia 1975-1982 (pp.
209-10, and ff.). In “Burial” he simply piles up dubious and tendentious
statements.

“Since 1979, Viet Nam has refused to compromise over its occupation of
Cambodia”, he says. This is simply not true. All parties to the conflict have tried
to drive hard bargains, but to accuse Viet Nam alone of intransigence is
mischievous. Four years ago the best journalist reporting on Indochina, Nayan
Chanda, wrote that what the Vietnamese considered irreversible was “the end of
Pol Pot’s rule”. “Hanoi”, he wrote, “would not rule out the idea of a coalition
government in Kampuchea with non-communist elements if the quid pro quo is
the abandonment of Pol Pot by ASEAN, the West, and China”.

Chanda continued, “sources familiar with Hanoi’s thinking say that the word
irreversible does not apply either to the Vietnamese military presence in
Kampuchea or the composition of the present Phnom Penh administration”
(FEER 14 April 1980). According to Chanda’s sources, and I would agree, one
obstacle to such a compromise was “some senior officials of the Heng Samrin
regime [who] do not seem to relish the prospect [of integrating non-communist
elements from the opposition]”.

Of course this argument, which grants some independence to the PRK, is
unpalatable to those who, like Shawcross, wish to dismiss the PRK as
Vietnamese puppets.

It is utter sophistry to argue that the aim of “ASEAN and their Western
partners” was a compromise with Viet Nam “in which the Khmer Rouge was
removed as a significant force in Cambodia”, and that Viet Nam has not wished
to see such a compromise. There was indeed a time when ASEAN seemed to be
making such noises, but it was not Vietnamese intransigence which silenced
them.

At the UN conference on Cambodia in July 1981 ASEAN wanted to find a
solution without the Pol Pot group, and they even proposed inviting
representatives of the PRK along with Son Sann and Sihanouk. They offered
proposals that Viet Nam withdraw from Cambodia, the PRK dissolve, and an
interim administration be set up until elections were held, pending which all
factions would be disarmed. This was blocked by China, supporting the Pol Pot
group, as interference in the affairs of Democratic Kampuchea, and the US
acquiesced (see FEER, Nayan Chanda, 24 July 1981).

The following year China, the US and ASEAN colluded in making Pol Pot’s
Democratic Kampuchea leading component of a tripartite coalition, thereby
insuring that Vietnam, the PRK, and the Cambodia population would be hostile
to compromise with that coalition.
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A final serious misrepresentation is Shawcross’ characterization of the PRK
leadership as simply “cadres who had previously worked ... for Pol Pot”, and the
PRK system as one in which “former Khmer Rouge officers were often deemed
to be more reliable than former officials or soldiers of the ... Lon Nol regime,” or
in which “more confidence was placed in the torturers than in their victims”,
who saw the former “actually being promoted by the new order into positions of
new authority over them”.

Above I noted the rival factions of Cambodian communists. The very thin
stratum of communists at the top of the PRK government are of, or derive from,
the original Cambodian communists whom Pol Pot saw as enemies, who in fact
did oppose his policies, and most of whom he murdered. During 1975-78 the
part of Cambodia which they administered, the East, was noted for better living
conditions and significantly less brutality than most of the rest of the country,
until Pol Pot destroyed them in 1978.27

Below the top communist stratum, the entire central government and
provincial administration is staffed by former employees of the Lon Nol and
Sihanouk administrations, not by “former Khmer Rouge officers”. Furthermore,
the numerous interviews conducted by Stephen Heder, some of whose views, of
all Cambodia specialists, are closest to what Shawcross wishes to believe,
established that throughout 1980, the year from which Shawcross’ examples
date, Lon Nol and Sihanouk era survivors were also dominating sub-district and
village administration (see Vickery, Cambodia,pp. 221-224).

It is true that the policy toward defectors from the Pol Pot forces is lenient —
a few weeks of reeducation, but this is true for anyone, of any faction, who
returns peacefully from the border to be reintegrated into Cambodian society.
Not every Pol Pot soldier was a ‘torturer’, as everyone in Cambodia knows. The
longer periods of detention are for those involved, as Shawcross correctly states
while misrepresenting the total situation, in “antigovernment activities” within
the country. And what government does not give favored treatment to those who
join it over those who are in armed opposition?

275 Although this was true in 1979, it was no longer accurate at the time [ wrote, in 1984.
After the arrest and exile of Pen Sovann in 1981 and the death of Chan Si in 1984, the
thin stratum at the top were former DK personnel who broke with Pol Pot in 1977-78
(Hun Sen, Heng Samrin, Chea Sim) or who had remained estranged from the central DK
authorities in outlying regions since before 1975 (Say Phoutang, Tea Banh, Bou Tang). It
is accurate to say, however, that in the East Zone the influence of the older communist
group remained stronger.
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| was not the only student of Cambodian affairs to object to Shawcross “Burial”. David

Chandler and Ben Kiernan also wrote critical letters to NYRB, of which Kiernan’s was
. . 276

published, with a weasely response from Shawcross.

Shawcross wrote a good book about the war in Cambodia - Sideshow - which we
all admired. It is essential to recall, however, that Sideshow was not about Cambodia,
its society and politics, but about American actions in Cambodia and based on
American sources. Shawcross may have come to believe that Sideshow made him an
authority on all aspects of Cambodian affairs.

Whether for that reason, or simply because he has tried to hew to a trendy
journalistic line, his subsequent articles on Cambodia have precipitously declined in
quality, with “Burial” the nadir, as he reworks his own and others’ material to redefine
the demon in the Cambodian dilemma. Perhaps when he becomes aware that the Pol
Pot group are denying the Sideshow thesis about the effects of American bombing we
will see as his next move an autocritique of Sideshow published in Commentary.

So far as | know, my facetious proposal for an autocritique of Sideshow in
Commentary has not been realized, but equivalent revisions of himself have now been
published by Shawcross, as will be shown below, “Shawcross in the 90s”.

Cambodia in and about 1981: assorted articles
Following the conference in Chiang Mai in 1981 where | met Shawcross and found
that he had seen my unpublished critique of his changed position on Cambodia, |
traveled to Phnom Penh, and then to Battambang and Angkor, altogether spending
three weeks in Cambodia.277

From that experience | wrote five articles which were published in the Canberra
Times [Australia], and two more pieces which were not published at the time. Below is
an unpublished description of the first phase of our trip, followed by the five Canberra
Times articles, and then an article on Cambodia’s International situation as | saw it
then..

276 “An Exchange on Cambodia”, letters by Nayan Chanda, Ben Kiernan, and
Shawcross, NYRB, 17 September, 1984.

277 On the trip to Phnom Penh 1 was accompanied by Chantou Boua, David Chandler,
Ben Kiernan and Serge Thion, and traveled to Battambang and Angkor with Thion and
David French of Church World Service, who, because of his work, was able to travel
rather freely in his own vehicle even at that early date.
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ANU-Monash-University of Paris joint mission to Saigon (1981) 278

In the comfortable pre-World War II past, when an ‘Indochina Federation’, being
run by the French rather than by the natives, was quite acceptable to ‘Free
World’ official opinion, the French who settled there liked to describe, half in
jest, how they took on the coloration of the particular area in which they worked
— becoming in the process ‘Tonkinese’ (North Vietnam), ‘Cochinchinese’ (South
Vietnam), French ‘Lao’ or ‘Khmer’.

Thus the ‘Tonkinese’, like their stereotypical local counterparts, were
supposed to be industrious and efficient, while the ‘Cochinchinese’ were lazier,
given to intrigue, preferring to get rich through clever manipulations rather than
honest work. The difference between the two groups, even if not the terms by
which it was described, was real since the French society of Hanoi, then the
capital of Indochina, was dominated by officials, while Saigon was the center of
an agricultural colony where the French were landowners, bankers, and
businessmen.

The French ‘Cambodians’, a relatively small group in a country much less
important to the metropolis and working through an intact, ‘protected’ local
administration, were characterized as insouciant hunters and skirt chasers; and it
was held that anyone who spent a few years in Laos was thereafter useless for
work anywhere else, an attitude exemplified by a character in André Malraux’s
Voie royale /| Royal Road who, speaking of a European doctor met in southern
Laos, says (appositely, I would say), “anyone who chooses to spend his life out
here must be either a dope addict or a sex maniac”.%’

Present-day journalists and academic specialists on the Indochina countries
are also similarly divided, although in saying this I do not mean to impugn (or
extol) my colleagues’ idiosyncrasies, nor to give away any of my own secrets.
The division is less complex, however; essentially between ‘Vietnamese’ and
‘Cambodians’.

There may in fact be some ‘Lao’ academics, but by the very nature of the
stereotype they would never be able to tear themselves away from the delights of
the country long enough to produce any work. And the one well-known
journalist who has written frequently on Laos over the past few years proved, if
not just by his productivity, but also by his inability, in one situation, to

278 Michael Vickery, August 1981. An abbreviated version of this article was published
in Vietnam Today (Canberra), Number 19 (November Quarter 1981), p. 11. ANU is the
Australian National University in Canberra, where I was employed from 1979 to 1982,
while Monash University, Chandler’s and Kiernan’s location at the time, is near
Melbourne. Serge Thion was based in an institution under the University of Paris.

279 On this see also Norman Lewis, Dragon Apparent, London, Eland, 1982 [1951],
“Preface to 1982 Edition”, p. 2.
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distinguish between ‘stone’ and ‘cunt’ that he had really not adapted to the spirit
of the country.280

A disproportionate amount of journalistic and academic writing about
Indochina since 1975 has been from the pens of the ‘Vietnamese’ — an inevitable
result of the attention focused on that country in a way that produced a whole
new generation of ‘Vietnamese’ journalists and scholars. Cambodia, still a
backwater, or a ‘sideshow’ to the main attraction, was throughout the 1960’s and
1970’s visited on quick trips by Vietnam-centered writers who saw, and wrote
about, its problems in relation to Vietnam.

The few Cambodia specialists of those years were scholars, not journalists,
whose work was confined to academic journals, and who after April 1975 were
so stunned by the unexpected developments there that, if they could not be
propagandists for the new regime, preferred a careful silence.

Following the American Social Science Research Council-sponsored
conference on Cambodia in Thailand in August 1981, some of the participants
visited Cambodia and Vietnam. For David Chandler and myself, both
chronologically and in terms of preoccupation with Cambodia the oldest of the
occidental ‘Cambodians’ there, it was our first visit to Vietnam.

In 1960, already disgusted by American involvement in the war there and by
reports about the Diem regime, I had decided to avoid Viet Nam until the
situation improved. It was a stupid choice of course, since in 1960-62 1 could
have traveled with relative ease by car from Phnom Penh to Saigon and then
over most of south and central Vietnam.

Even now Chandler and I, unregenerate ‘Cambodians’, had not planned to
visit Vietnam, but because of poor connections in plane schedules we were
forced to spend four days in transit in Ho Chi Minh City. On the trip with us
were Ben Kiernan of Monash University and his wife Chantou Boua, who
although ‘Cambodians’, adopted and real, had previously visited Vietnam, and
Serge Thion, a French sociologist-journalist, who before 1975 worked as a
teacher in both Viet Nam and Cambodia and in the latter country became the
sole \;\%elstem journalist ever invited to visit a pre-1975 revolutionary liberated
zone.

280 This was Nayan Chanda in FEER 8 December 1978. See my letter on this above,
p- 91.

[(added 1997) Since I wrote this in 1981 three very productive academics have
appeared on the Lao studies scene, demonstrating that some Westerners could resist
succumbing to the stereotype. Grant Evans, Geoffrey Gunn, and Martin Stuart-Fox, have
demonstrated their ability to distinguish between cold stone and warm flesh, and all,
interestingly, are Australians.]

[(added 1999) I am now aware of even more Western Lao specialists. Perhaps the
changes in Lao society since 1975 do not encourage the traditional adaptations)].

281 See his account of this in Serge Thion, Chapter 1, “Cambodia 1972: Within the
Khmer Rouge”, pp. 1-19, Watching Cambodia, Bangkok, White Lotus, 1993.
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The visit to Ho Chi Minh city proved well worth while, since if ‘Vietnamese’
journalists and scholars may be insensitive to the special problems of Cambodia,
the ‘Cambodians’ as well as the Kampucheans must finally break out of their
insularity vis-a-vis their larger neighbor and see the two countries in a joint
perspective.

We were met at the airport by a Foreign Ministry representative who told us
that while in transit we could not travel outside the city but were free to move
around at will within it. No program of official sight-seeing was imposed on us,
and we were able to choose our hotel among the four or five open to foreigners,
settling on the Ben Thanh, former Rex, mainly because it was cheaper, at $13
(US) for a single room or $21 for a double.

This change of names, and language, thorough and universal, is disconcerting
to old Viet Nam hands, who still only feel comfortable with ‘Majestic’,
‘Caravelle’ (former hotel names) and Rue Catinat, but is of no consequence to
those making a first visit to the city. The only such relic of former days I regret
missing is Le Grand Monde, apparently a sort of eighth wonder of the world in
French Saigon, but which passed out of existence when most of the present crop
of journalists and scholars were still too young to have appreciated its variety of
delights.*®*

Not only have the street names and signs over doorways been changed, but
‘hotel’ or ‘restaurant’ has been carefully scraped out or painted over, and signs
on exhibits in the museum are entirely in Vietnamese.

If the form is determinedly national, the content may be less so. In the dining
room of our Ben Thanh Hotel the menus were consistently the food of colonial
French ‘Bungalows’, those government-operated rest houses which existed in all
provincial centers and which continued to function until destroyed by the war.

The food was not always bad, either in earlier years or now. For our first
lunch on arriving from the airport we had frog legs; and I never heard even the
steak and chips Aussie of our party complain. The same practice prevailed in the
more expensive former Majestic Hotel overlooking the river, and in both places
Vietnamese food could only be had with 24 hours advance notice.

That would have been the wrong way to get local food, since on virtually
every street corner there are small bars and food shops filled with local
customers and selling all the usual Vietnamese dishes. Particularly pleasant was
a riverside open-air place specializing in crab, and which once during the war
received world-wide publicity when a bomb planted there caused a heavy
casualty toll. Now it is packed every evening with Vietnamese who for a party of
three or four find it possible to pay several times an average monthly salary.

282 See Graham Greene, The Quiet American. [Now (2006), for several years, those old
hotel names have been restored].



Chapter 3 / First experiences with post-KR Cambodia 137

There is nothing about Ho Chi Minh City which resembles the stereotypical
socialist dictatorship. Besides the public display of people living on obviously
illegal money, some of the streets in the center of town are filled with antiques
and bric-a-brac shops where the prices are quoted in dollars which openly
change hands. There, occasionally, remarkable pieces may be had for remarkably
low prices; and it is there that one buys dong [Vietnamese currency] quite openly
at the black market rate. Indeed, there is less control of free currency transactions
than in capitalist France or Germany in the 1950’s when those countries were
recovering from their war.

This is not to say that total laissez-faire prevails in all domains. It is forbidden
for foreigners to visit Vietnamese without permission, and the movements of the
former are no doubt monitored, albeit unobtrusively.

Occasionally someone passes through Ho Chi Minh City and reports that he
moved around without being followed at all. That is naive, and more astute
travelers have come to realize that most foreign visitors, even if not on tour, will
visit the same locations: certain public places, the museums, a famous Buddhist
temple, a certain ‘anti-regime intellectual’, and so forth, and there is no need to
annoy them with heavy-footed tails.

In all such places strategically placed personnel will make some kind of
report. The security apparatus comes into more evident operation when one
strays from the standard tourist path.

As ‘Cambodians’ in Saigon our first interest was not the antique shops nor the
ostensibly dissident intellectual, nor the An Quang Pagoda, but rather Wat
Chantaraingsey, a Cambodian Buddhist temple which in the 1950’s had been a
center for dissident Khmers working against the government of Prince Sihanouk,
generally with the connivance of the South Vietnamese authorities and the CIA.

Our interest now was heightened by the revelations of General Chana, a Thai
specialist in Cambodian affairs, that most of the alleged support of Cambodian
dissidents by Thai, Vietnamese, and Americans was true; and we wondered if
some of the men involved in those mysterious operations might still be at Wat
Chantaraingsey, perhaps retired from politics in monastic robes.”**

The trishaw drivers we engaged did not know the name, but they knew the
university nearby; and not far from the university gate Khmer faces became
numerous among the sidewalk throngs and the typical Khmer temple roof could
be seen among the trees.

The temple and surrounding streets formed a distinctly Khmer village where
Khmer was spoken by nearly all and there were even Khmer signs on the shops.
It was probably the first time in years that a group of Khmer-speaking foreigners

283 This observation made from personal experience traveling in Europe in 1950-51.

284 For more on General Chana Samudvanija, and the material he provided us, see
Chandler, Tragedy, pp. 60, 100. Among the Chana material were photographs of US
military officers with the So’n Ngoc Thanh Issarak guerillas in Thailand in the 1950s.
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had been seen there, and a suitable crowd immediately gathered. The monks
invited us in for tea and an unconstrained conversation began.

Soon, however, two newcomers, one in uniform, entered, and the crowd
dispersed. The two men were from the police station. They spoke only
Vietnamese. They wanted to know why we had come to Wat Chantaraingsey
without permission; and because we had violated regulations we were to
accompany them to the police station about 100 meters away.

With one of the Khmers from the temple acting as interpreter the station chief
explained that we had violated the law by visiting the temple without first
reporting to the police for permission. We showed the card of the Foreign
Ministry official who had told us on arrival that we were free to move around the
city as we wished. The policeman said freedom to move around did not
supersede the regulation about permission to enter premises, and our violation of
the law was therefore real.

We thus went back and forth a few times until he finally said the offense
having been committed, nothing could be done about it, but he would consider
our enforced visit to his police station as the requisite request for permission, and
we could return to the temple to continue our visit. We did, the crowd gathered
as before, with the same curiosity and lack of fear, and we continued our chat
with this small island of Khmers in the middle of Saigon — some of them natives
of the Khmer-inhabited provinces of Vietnam, others refugees from Pol Pot
wondering whether they should now try to return to Cambodia.

The conversation was mostly about conditions in the latter country. The old
politicians of Wat Chantaraingsey seem forgotten; So’n Ngoc Thanh, the most
notorious, a rapidly fading memory — although one never knows, and it would
probably in any case have been impolitic to speak of them. So’n Ngoc Thanh
might have been the monk who poured tea, insisting that he had never heard of
himself.

Vietnamese security, then, does keep track of foreigners’ movements, and can
become obtrusive if they stray into unexpected places, but it is clearly not so
oppressive as to inspire great fear. The Khmers of Wat Chantaraingsey were not
afraid to talk to us either before or after our encounter with the police, it is not
difficult to strike up conversations elsewhere, shopkeepers deal in illegal goods,
and the public flaunts illegal money in restaurants.

Even illegal gasoline, which ultimately can only come from the military, is
sold on street corners in old liquor bottles; and when two foreign academic
researchers, after a night of testing the 11-4 curfew law and other things, found
themselves broke, sleepless, and hungry, tramping the streets and warming the
benches of central Saigon until their hotel opened at 7 a.m., they were given
scarcely a glance by the armed militia patrolling the streets.

At the same time | wrote five articles for the Canberra Times, published on 22, 26, 29
October; and 2, 9 November, 1981. The titles under which they were published, and
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which are reproduced here, were not mine, but, as too often happens, to make
propaganda points different from the author’s intentions, devised without consulting
me by the Canberra Times editors. All footnotes and comment in square brackets
have been added later.

Phnom Penh decays behind a bustling cheerful facade (1981) 285
Kampuchea starts for the traveler today (as in French colonial times, but not in
the Sihanouk-Lon Nol-Pol Pot interim) in Saigon, or Ho Chi Minh City as it is
now called.”™

More precisely, travel begins at Tan So’n Nhu'’t airport where the Soviet-built
jets of the Vietnamese national airline begin their twice weekly flights to Phnom
Penh.

During 1979-80 the International Red Cross flight from Bangkok could also
take in travelers with Kampuchean visas, but after too many of them came back
with positive accounts of progress under the PRK the Thai authorities forbade
non-official passengers on those flights.

The aircraft between Ho Chi Minh City and Phnom Penh are always full —
with Kampuchean officials on their way to study in Viet Nam or in socialist
Europe, Vietnamese military and advisers, foreign diplomats and international-
aid personnel, and the occasional journalist or scholar.

After a flight of less than an hour over the rice plains of south-eastern
Kampuchea, which because of the serious flooding looked last month like a vast
lake, the aircraft flies over Phnom Penh, which from the air seems not to have
changed.

Even on the ground most of the old landmarks can still be seen, and the city,
for those who knew it before 1975, makes an impression which is at once
cheering and yet disappointing. It has suffered much from neglect and disrepair,
but few important public buildings or private houses have been destroyed or
badly damaged; not even the important Buddhist temples, pre-1979 Western
misinformation and post-1979 foreign regime propaganda to the contrary.

The population is certainly in the hundreds of thousands, and may even
approach the 600,000-plus of the pre-war city; and the people appear well-fed,
active and cheerful. The food emergency has definitely ended and even if much
of the city’s rice supply has been from foreign aid the other foods, vitamin-rich
vegetables and protein-filled meats, eggs and fish are local products. The country

285 Michael Vickery, Canberra Times, 22 October 1981.

286 In the real old days, before the modern highway was built, the normal route was by
river steamer up the Mekong from Saigon to Phnom Penh, and then all the way to
Angkor across the Tonle Sap by boat, taking three days, including a 24-hour stop in
Phnom Penh. See J. Commaille, Guide aux ruines d’Angkor, Paris, Librairie Hachette et
Cie, 1912, pp. 1-4.
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has been feeding itself and its already overgrown capital, and has so far given the
lie to the annual predictions of famine which are spread abroad by certain media.

Little coffee shops and restaurants, some surprisingly good, abound and
provide a wide choice of Khmer, Vietnamese, Chinese, and Western food, with
which one can drink the seemingly unlimited supply of bottled Vietnamese, or
tinned Heineken, beer.

Both in these establishments and in the innumerable small markets which
have sprung up in every section of the city the careless display and consumption
of food shows no concern for the serious rice shortage which is projected for
1982. Indeed, given such projections, reasonably based on drought in the west
and floods in the east, one would expect some system of rationing.

The footpaths too are lined with all kinds of small tradesmen — bicycle, tyre,
and radio repairmen, photographers, barbers, tailors, and the ubiquitous old
women selling petrol, obviously obtained illegally, in whisky bottles. Since there
is as yet no privileged class which would normally be the beneficiaries of these
service occupations, the population seem to be essentially trading with each
other, “taking in one another’s laundry”, as one foreign aid official put it.

There is much movement, on foot, by bicycle and motorcycle, and in the
‘cyclo’, that Indochinese institution made of a passenger seat attached either
before or behind a bicycle or motorcycle frame. Just as before the ‘cyclos’ are
owned, not by their operators, but by fleet proprietors who rent them out at 20
riel a day, above which the driver hopes to make at least a 10-riel surplus for his
livelihood. There are, however, few cars. Phnom Penh may be nearly as bustling
as before, but at a lower level of personal wealth.

The first impression is thus of a newly burgeoning healthy urban life after its
devastation in 1975-79. It is soon clear, however, that very few of the present
population are of the pre-war 600,000. Most of those people either perished or
have fled abroad since 1979. Phnom Penh has been resettled by former villagers
who have rushed into the city and squatted in the new freedom of the past two
years.

They live in flats and shop house with their chickens and pigs, cook in the
streets, and try to make an urban life for themselves by petty trade, essentially
with one another. Phnom Penh has thus already become the non-productive,
consumer city which it was before, although on a much less lavish scale, but
with the same inherent dangers for national development, or more accurately at
present, national recovery.

Water, light, and sewerage services have not yet been restored to a capacity
sufficient for the new population, and although in most parts of the city water
cannot be pumped above the ground floor, the upper stories are inhabited by
people as careless of rubbish and sewage disposal as they would have been in
back-country villages. There is a real danger that the inevitable wear and tear of
such disordered urban village life may outstrip the capacities of the new
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administration to repair the damage done before 1979 and restore the city to a
semblance of its former self.

It will not be possible in the future to blame every malfunction or damage on
‘Pol Pot’. The evils of the regime associated with the name were real enough, but
they did not include a great deal of physical damage to the city of Phnom Penh.
After the evacuation of the population in 1975, masonry buildings not put into
use by the new regime were closed off, often with their contents intact to be
recovered by the few surviving owners who returned in 1979. Many old wooden
buildings were marked for removal, but they still remain in outlying sectors and
some even in the center of the city.

Although it is impossible to prove, it is likely that Phnom Penh has suffered
more physical deterioration since 1979 than in the Pol Pot years, first of all from
the rapid, uncontrolled resettling by hundreds of thousands of people accustomed
to making do in austere rural conditions. The new settlers in the disorganized
months of early 1979 tore window and door frames out of public buildings,
including temples, for firewood or house construction, leaving the gaping holes
and gutted interiors which deface much of the city today.

They were also responsible for much of the damage to libraries, in search of
paper to wrap goods in the market stalls they were erecting and of books to sell
in them.

All of this may have been unavoidable. After the oppression of 1975-79 a
period of anarchic freedom may have been socially and politically necessary.
Because of the freedom permitted, Phnom Penh is active and cheerful again, and
its people are healthy and smiling as before, but as a city it is still decaying, and
the new administration seems unable, or unwilling, to risk taking the social
disciplinary measures which would be necessary to arrest the decay.

Communists are scarce in today’s Kampuchea (1981) 288
The present Kampuchea Government has generally been termed the ‘Heng
Samrin regime’ in the West, and its leading personnel have been characterized as
unknowns who owe their positions only to Viet Nam.

If ‘unknowns’, they are in a long tradition with respect to the outside world.
But in their struggle they have been no more dependent on Viet Nam than Lon
Nol was on the United States and its South-East Asian client-regimes.

287 Bvidence to support this assertion has accumulated since 1981 until one European
research specialist is of the opinion that no libraries in Phnom Penh suffered damage
before 1979. See Olivier de Bernon, “A propos du retour des bakous dans le palais royal
de Phnom Penh”, in Ecole Francaise d’Extréme-Orient, Etudes thématiques 6,
Renouveaux religieux en Asie, Textes réunis par Catherine Clémentin-Ojha, Paris, 1997,
p. 44, note 33. In particular, the tale of the National Library turned into a pigpen has been
revealed as untrue. See also below, note 386.

288 Michael Vickery, Canberra Times, 26 October 1981.
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The top level of leadership consists of a small group of communists who
fought against the French in the 1940s and 50s in close co-operation with Viet
Nam. When peace came to Indo-China in 1954 hundreds of those first Khmer
revolutionaries went to Viet Nam for study and training, intending to return in
1956 after the free elections, guaranteed by the Geneva accords, gave them, or so
they expected, a position of strength in a newly constituted Government. The
communists who did not go to Viet Nam formed a legal organization within the
country, working for their goals by political methods rather than armed struggle.

But the Cambodian Right scored an overwhelming victory in the 1955
elections and the Sihanouk Government decimated the internal party
organization, which was eventually captured by a group of relative newcomers
led by Saloth Sar, to become known as Pol Pot, and leng Sary.289

Those who had gone to Viet Nam could not return until war broke out in
1970, and they then discovered that they were considered dangerous enemies by
the Pol Pot faction, which over the next few years was responsible for the deaths
of most of them. The survivors are the more perspicacious who realized their
danger before 1975 and escaped to Vietnam, to return only in 1979.

There are also in the Heng Samrin administration a few members of the post-
1954 internal communist organization who escaped both Sihanouk and Pol Pot,
as well as a number of younger revolutionaries who began their political careers
after 1954 and in the Pol Pot organization, but who rejected it before 1979.

Pen Sovann, for example, and Lay Samun, respectively the party secretary
and the governor of Battambang province, represent the returnees from Viet
Nam, while Heng Samrin himself and Mat Ly, Vice-Minister of Agriculture, are
of the group who stayed behind in 1954.%°

Ouk Bun Chhoeun, Minister of Justice, joined the Pol Pot-dominated party in
the 60s and apparently served that organization loyally until open warfare broke
out between the central Government and the eastern zone in 1978.

Of whatever group, the total number of genuine communists is extremely
small. There may be about 40 in Phnom Penh; in some of the provinces, such as
Battambang and Siemreap, the local party chief who is also provincial governor,

289 For detailed treatment of these historical details see Vickery, “Looking Back™;
Kiernan, How Pol Pot; Chandler, Tragedy.

[(Added 2008) It is now konwn that Ieng Sary was not so important as believed by
foreign observers in the 1980s. He was never ‘Number 2, a position held by Nuon Chea.]

290 When this was first published Pen Sovann was Prime Minister and First Secretary of
the Party, as well as Army chief. At the end of 1981 he was suddenly removed and sent to
Viet Nam where he remained under arrest until 1990. He returned to Cambodia in 1992,
but had no political role until the 1998 election for which he formed a political party, but
without electoral success. Mat Ly, and his father, were among the Cham who supported
the communist revolution from before 1975.
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may be the only communist, and there is no party organization below provincial
level.

Below the topmost layer the administration is staffed mainly by former
officials, technicians and intellectuals of the Sihanouk and Lon Nol eras who
were considered enemies by Pol Pot, demoted to poor peasant status, and were
one of the groups most in danger of execution.

Such people were often in opposition to the Sihanouk and Lon Nol policies,
and many were close associates of the intellectuals who joined the revolution in
the 60s and 70s. However, they are probably unsympathetic to socialism, and
before 1975 generally hoped for some kind of liberal regime run — in contrast to
the Sihanouk and Lon Nol Governments — on honest, democratic lines in which
they could continue to enjoy the comfortable bourgeois status to which higher
education and a government job opened the door.

As a whole, they were nationalistic, some the most virulent anti-Vietnamese
chauvinists, and they are probably unsympathetic to the goals of the present
regime. Those who remain to work honestly for it may hope by their presence
and efforts to turn it away from its proclaimed goal of socialism.

The policy of the regime to make use of those people is not just an effort at
national reconciliation, although that is also a real goal. The small number of
communists require for the most elementary administrative tasks the co-
operation of all competent people, of whatever political background.

Also, as most of the highest ranking, and a majority of the most competent, of
the prewar technicians and administrators either disappeared during the Pol Pot
period or have emigrated, the pool of those left to be integrated was shallow;
many people are holding posts of a much higher rank than anything to which
they might have aspired before 1975.

When Pol Pot was overthrown in 1979 the new authorities invited all pre-war
intellectuals, technicians and administrators to return from the peasant co-
operatives to which they had been consigned so that they could participate in
rebuilding the country.

The call was met with mixed enthusiasm. What most of them wanted was a
restoration of Sihanouk / Lon Nolism minus its corruption and inefficiencies,
probably a utopian goal. Some refused to co-operate with socialism or with Viet
Nam, and promptly used their freedom to head for the Thai border.

Others worked for the new regime for a while and then took the same road
westward. Thus Kampuchea lost about half its surviving doctors, perhaps thou-
sands of teachers and countless skilled administrators, technicians and other
educated people.292

291 Research revealing this was by Stephen Heder in interviews on the Thai-Cambodian
border, published in his Kampuchean Occupation and Resistance.

292 To keep one detail in perspective, it should be noted that pre-war Cambodia at the
end of the 1960s had around 500 medical doctors. According to a list being prepared by
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Because flight was easy, those left probably intend to remain and work for the
Government with reasonable loyalty, if not with real enthusiasm. Their decision
may be patriotic-to rebuild their country-or pragmatic, a calculation of relative
career advantages in Phnom Penh against the ever more precarious situation of
refugees.

What cannot be foreseen is whether the inevitable tension between them and
the communist hierarchy will be resolved in favor of an increasingly bourgeois
order or whether, faced with Kampuchea’s severe economic problems, the
technocrats will be won over to socialism.

It may be worthwhile to bring the matter in the last paragraph up to date. Many
technocrats worked loyally without ever becoming convinced of socialism, and
throughout the 1980s bourgeois tendencies increased slowly until 1988, then
explosively, encouraged from 1991 by the United Nations intervention. Now it would
be difficult to find even a closet socialist, and Cambodia has fallen into the extreme
unfettered capitalist mode of Thailand. See my Cambodia: a Political Survey, Phnom
Penh, Funan Press, 2007.

Kampuchea’s markets are totally free and thrive on smuggling (1981)293

In the previous article I evoked the tensions inherent in the dual and
contradictory types of background and experience of the members of the
administration and government services.

If the present regime continues for a few more years without being disrupted
by a new foreign intervention, it is unlikely that the probable desires of the
former urban bourgeoisie to return to prewar ways will be realized.

Since the possibility of flight leading to resettlement abroad is ever more
uncertain, they may be forced — simply to assure their careers — to prove their
loyalty and efficiency by hard work; for in a few years a new generation of

Cambodian doctors in the Khao-I-Dang refugee camp in the summer of 1980, around half
were alive and outside the country in early 1980, most having left before the communist
victory in 1975. If it is true, as Bannister and Johnson have written, that “during the
Khmer Rouge period ... the health and survival chances of the Cambodian people were
reduced to a primitive level devoid of modern medical inputs”, this was not just the fault
of the Khmer Rouge.

Most backwoods Cambodians had always lived at a “primitive level devoid of modern
medical inputs”, and by 1975 half of the doctors in the country had bugged out. It is not
true that the medical deficiency was because, as Bannister and Johnson wrote, “the Pol
Pot regime intentionally killed the doctors and pharmacists, laid waste the hospitals and
clinics...”. See Judith Bannister and E. Paige Johnson, “After the Nightmare: the
Population of Cambodia”, in Genocide and Democracy in Cambodia, edited by Ben
Kiernan, New Haven, Yale, 1993, pp. 65-140 (p. 102).

293 Michael Vickery, Canberra Times, 29 October 1981.
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solidly indoctrinated and technically competent young people will be ready to
enter service.

While waiting at Tan So’n Nhu’t airport in Ho Chi Minh City to board the
flight to Phnom Penh I got into conversation with the leader of a group of a
dozen or so Khmer youngsters, boys and girls, in a uniform of white shirt or
blouse with red scarf of a distinctive East European appearance. They were
‘pioneers’, and were on their way home after a month-long vacation trip to
Hungary, which they had greatly enjoyed, in particular the spicy goulashes,
which they found an acceptable substitute for Kampuchean food.

All were orphans, chosen two to a province, and they were one of many such
groups who went every summer to all European socialist countries.

The children were healthy, obviously well fed, cheerful, voluble, and full of
praise for the present ‘socialist’ regime of Kampuchea. Pol Pot, Lon Nol, and
Sihanouk seemed for them to be nearly indistinguishable demons of the past.

One of them asked David Chandler, of Monash University, if everyone in
Australia spoke Khmer, and he countered with the remark that all of the non-
Khmer but Khmer-speaking residents of Australia were there in the airport. One
girl then asked if Australia was a socialist country, and when Chandler said, “No,
capitalist”, she gasped in astonishment and asked, “Then how did you get out?”

It is no doubt that on children such as these the Government hopes to develop
a loyal, efficient administrative structure, which it does not yet have. One of the
legacies of Pol Pot is hundreds, or even thousands, of such children whose
families are either dead or broken, for whom life today in Kampuchea is as day
to night compared with what they have known previously, and for whom
Hungary or the Soviet Union, friendly nations held up as models, must seem
paradises.

The Government clearly appreciates this fund of potential human capital cut
off from its roots, and the organization of orphanages, creches and day-care
centres is superior to anything existing previously [or since the international
intervention in 1991-1993]. Where in pre-1975 [and post-UNTAC] times
homeless children would have [and now again do] become servants or ill-paid
unskilled labour, they can now become the loyal armature of the new state, free
of the traditional family or class ties which were so conducive to the nepotism
and corruption which plagued old Cambodia.

According to the Minister for Industry, Keo Chenda, thousands of Khmer
students are now abroad in the socialist countries, studying technical subjects,
and the first crop of graduates is expected back in about four years, to be
followed each year by new graduates until the country has the technical staff it
requires.

Given their orphan-cum ‘pioneer’ upbringing, they will no doubt serve more
loyally and efficiently than many pre-war graduates whose experiences in the
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West often alienated them from Kampuchean realities, or inspired a taste for
luxuries which neither they nor the country could afford.***

That, however, is in the future; and the problems of the present must still be
solved without sufficient trained personnel, in a pragmatic, often ad hoc, manner.
Parallel with the dual background of the present administrative class is the
paradox that the regime is socialist in name but economically liberal in fact.

Nothing really ‘socialist’ has as yet been attempted. Markets seem to be
totally free, with no restrictions except that they may not be located in the former
central market places of the major towns, which are empty and have been set
aside for future use by the State.

These new markets are abundantly supplied with local foodstuffs and
handicrafts plus all sorts of consumer goods smuggled in from both Thailand and
Viet Nam. The Government has set up no serious obstacles to the smuggling
trade, which has been financed first of all by the export of hoarded gold and
other valuables, but now also involves such Kampuchean products as dried fish,
a delicacy prized in Thailand.

In the very first months after the end of the Pol Pot regime the free market
might have been a way to rapidly supply basic goods which were in short supply,
but since trade had to be financed by gold, little of which was in the hands of the
peasants — 80 percent or more of the population — the market has come to be a
channel of luxuries and more or less useless, if not noxious (uncontrolled
medicines from Thailand) items to the city population who seem to be engaged
in petty trading with one another.

Although the new riel currency, established in April, 1980, has been accepted
by the population, and is used in the markets, the riel salaries paid by the
Government are too low to permit much purchase on the market, and thus
hoarded gold or silver are still the ultimate mediums of exchange.

In theory the market might be a way of attracting surplus food production in
exchange for consumer goods for the peasants, obviating the need for the State to
rely on foreign aid to feed its employees. But surpluses have so far been small,
government employees could not buy their requirements on the unsubsidized
market without higher salaries, and the peasants, especially those of the north-
west and south-east, might just as well trade directly across the borders as
through the Phnom Penh market.

Surplus food does come into Phnom Penh, as the well-stocked numerous
small restaurants testify; but the prices indicate that most of it is not being
consumed by people on salary, but by those with an income from trade.

294 In writing his History of Cambodia, Chandler seems to have allowed ideology (see
pp- 535 ff. below) to obscure this 1981 experience, in the beginning of the PRK. In his
fourth edition, p. 284, he writes that it was “children of PRK Cadres” who “were favored
for scholarships to study overseas”.
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There is thus a danger of Phnom Penh regressing to the pre-war situation in
which an urban trading community accumulated the country’s surplus
agricultural wealth to sell abroad, importing luxuries which most people,
especially government employees, could not honestly afford, and leading to a
downward spiral of corruption.

Some observers, seeing the lively Phnom Penh market through Western eyes,
have found it a healthy development, and talk of Kampuchea recovering under
capitalism, but this may be no more than ideological prejudice.

Previous Kampuchean experience shows that wealth thus accumulated will
not be invested in productive activities, but will go for direct consumption and
acquisition of luxuries, representing a steady drain of potential capital abroad
and a glut of imported products which the country, at the present time, would be
better off without.

At least one would expect the State to cream off some of the surplus through
taxation, but aside from some exiguous market stall fees there is no taxation at
all, and the most profitable activities, such as gold trading and the sale of
imported medicines, being illegal, cannot be taxed.

When it is suggested that stricter licensing, heavier taxation, or the
organization of the underemployed urban population into labour groups to
perform such needed infrastructural tasks as restoring urban services or repairing
roads, might be practicable ways of contributing to the State budget, officials
throw up their hands in horror and evoke ‘Pol Pot’.

Allegedly because of the excesses of his regime Kampucheans can no longer
accept any form of discipline. There is admittedly a problem there, but in the
refusal to deal with it in other than a laissez-faire manner, Kampucheans show
that they are still, even under ‘socialism’, a ‘soft country’ as described years ago
by Gunnar Myrdal in his Asian Drama.?%>

Postscript on Gunnar Myrdal (2010)

Myrdal’s remarks are worth inserting here with some discussion. They were
mainly based on his experience in India, and have proved to be both right and
wrong — right in diagnosing the problem, but mistaken as to its etiology.

Myrdal began (pp. 65-66) by saying that Oriental Despotism will not return,
even if democratic institutions evolve into something unlike the original
democratic models. Governments now must strive for economic development,
and successful development presupposes a high degree of popular acceptance of
development goals.

“All effective governments, whether democratically based or authoritarian,
must enforce some measure of social discipline through compulsion; but even an

295 Myrdal, Gunnar. Asian Drama. Pelican, 1968.
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authoritarian regime cannot record major achievements unless it can somehow
mobilize acceptance, participation and cooperation among the people”. Thus
popular participation, decentralization, and democratic planning are widely
accepted as valuation; but “no country in the region has progressed very far
toward its realization”.

“These countries are all ‘soft states’, both in that policies decided on are often
not enforced ... and in that the authorities, even when framing policies, are
reluctant to place obligations on people”. “This reluctance ... derives from the
economic, social, and political structure of the South Asian countries as they
have emerged under the impact of colonialism and the fight for independence”.

It is “excused and, indeed, idealized”. It is implied that policies should not
require compulsion, and this is often held to be the difference from practice in
Communist countries. “The abstention from compulsion has thus been permitted
to masquerade as part of the modernization ideals”.

There is an unwillingness among rulers to impose obligations, and by people
to obey rules laid down by democratic procedures. The tendency is to use the
carrot, not the stick; and the “level of social discipline is low compared with all
Western countries — not to mention Communist countries” (p. 277).

Myrdal continued (p. 895), “The Paramount Dilemma of the ‘Soft State™ is
the “Low level of social discipline [which] is one of the most fundamental
differences between the South Asian countries today and Western countries at
the beginning of their industrialization. Pre-industrial European societies had
widely ramifying and stratified systems of obligations defining ... duties of
different categories of village inhabitants”, roads, bridges, fires, police, etc.

There were similar systems in pre-colonial Asian villages, but the purpose
was to preserve the status quo. The heaviest obligations were on the lowest
classes. But in Europe these systems tended toward perfection, transformed from
individual relationships to the community.

In South Asia colonialism led to the decay of the ancient village system,
without creating a substitute, “though this was less true in Indonesia ... than in
Burma and the Indian subcontinent”.

Disobedience and non-cooperation were characteristic of liberation
movements;296 and are now characteristic of popular political movements and
social behavior in Cambodia and Thailand.

Among the articles | wrote in 1981, the following one requires the most comment
today. All my optimistic projections proved wrong, and the pessimistic alternative
possibilities have come true, particularly since the disruption caused by the UNTAC
international intervention in 1991-1993.

296 Jbid, pp. 65, 272, 895.
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With the return of the royalist and bourgeois parties to equal participation in the
central government, and the attendant anti-socialist propaganda encouraged by all
influences from the West, the youth educated in Socialist Bloc universities were
shunted aside and their degrees treated with contempt. Thus this group of high-quality
human capital was unable to make the expected contribution to the country’s revival,
and their contemporaries who thronged in from France, Australia, the US, and the
contra camps on the border were, with some notable exceptions, less competent, and
eager to restore the negative traits of the old society.

Supervised free elections could become a farce (1981)297

Among the resolutions passed by an international conference on Kampuchea in
July was one calling for UN-supervised free elections to replace the present
Government with one chosen through a more complete expression of the
people’s will. %

This demand has been repeated by every party opposed to the continued
existence of the ‘Heng Samrin regime’.

Because of the election fetishism prevalent in the West, that demand may
seem reasonable, and many people unfamiliar with Kampuchea might see the
reluctance of the Heng Samrin Government to accede to it as proof of their
illegitimacy, particularly since the elections they held a few months ago did not
fulfil all the conditions of free elections as generally understood.””’

It must first be emphasized that the resolution does not call on the Heng
Samrin Government to hold free elections, but in fact for that Government to
remove itself from power and fade away so that the elections may be arranged by
some other agency.

Since the Heng Samrin Government, as I indicated in my earlier articles,
possesses as many attributes of legitimacy as any other government Kampuchea
has had since 1970; and since its own election, even if defective by the standards
of advanced democracies, stands favourable comparison with those of Pol Pot,
Lon Nol, or Prince Sihanouk, the resolution is absurdly arrogant.

The powers responsible for it must realize that such an act, in the eyes of the
Kampuchean public, unfamiliar with the niceties of Western democratic
processes, would constitute an admission of impotence and lead to the loss of
much of whatever popular support the regime now has.

Such an election could very well turn out to be a farce in any case, whatever
good intentions the international supervisors might have. In saying this I am

297 Michael Vickery, Canberra Time, 2 November 1981.

298 The conference was held in New York on 13-17 July, 1981. See Patrick Raszelenberg
and Peter Schier, The Cambodia Conflict: Search for a Settlement, 1979-1991 — An
Analytical Chronology, Hamburg, Institute for Asian Affairs, 1995, pp. 42-44.

299 See Vickery, Kampuchea, Politics, Economics and Society, pp. 106-108, 111-113.
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abstracting entirely from the likelihood that an international supervisory force
which could ensure the disarming of the Pol Pot, Son Sann, and Sihanouk
factions after their entry into the country, and the peaceful conduct of an election
campai%n would have to be as large as the Vietnamese army now alleged to be
there.*’

An internationally supervised election was once held in Kampuchea, and the
results were such as to inspire great skepticism about the efficacy of such
supervision and to underline the importance of control of the State machinery
during elections.

Between the end of World War II and the granting of Kampuchean
independence by the French in 1953 three relatively free elections were held in
the country under the still-existing French protectorate. The result was a National
Assembly dominated by the anti-French and anti-Sihanouk Democrat Party,
which won handily all three times. Unable to survive the democratic process,
Prince Sihanouk and the Cambodian Right resorted to extra-constitutional
measures to gain political power, and between the last of the three elections
(1951) and 1954 embryonic Kampuchean democracy was all but wiped out.

The Geneva accords of that year called for free elections, supervised by an
international control commission, throughout Indo-China, with the participation
of all political groups, regardless of their ideologies or activities during the
independence struggles of the previous nine years.

Given these conditions it was expected that the Democrat Party would repeat
its performance in the elections scheduled for 1955. Moreover, because of the
Geneva accords, another more radical group, the communists, excluded from
previous contests, could form a legal party and participate.

Because of the great success the latter had had in the countryside over the
previous three to four years — controlling between a third and half of the peasant
regions — it was anticipated that they would do well, perhaps along with the
recently more radicalized Democrat Party, even dominating the National
Assembly, and giving the country a left-wing government.

This would have spelt the end of the traditional Cambodian ruling class which
had benefited from the modalities of the independence arrangements, perhaps
even the monarchy itself. Extraordinary measures were taken to ensure that the
Left collapsed in the elections. Methods included arrest and harassment of
candidates, murder, threats to the populace, and on election day even destruction
of ballot boxes.*"!

300 When an internationally-supervised election was finally held in 1993, the
international military component was over 20,000, about the same as the Vietnamese
military in the last two years before their withdrawal, and they were indeed unable to
disarm the Cambodian factions, in particular the Khmer Rouge.

301 For the events of 1951-1955 see Vickery, “Looking Back”; Ben Kiernan, How Pol
Pot; and Chandler, Tragedy .
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Prince Sihanouk’s Sangkum Party won, rather took, all seats, with the
international control commission certifying the results as ‘correct’. Thereafter
Prince Sihanouk did his best to subvert the intent of the Geneva accords as they
affected his country.

His elections of 1958 and 1962 were virtual rubber-stamp affairs with
opposition candidates either terrorized into withdrawal or arrested. In 1966 when
free candidacy was permitted, threats and harassment, often unsuccessful, were
still used, an enormous number of charges of electoral fraud were brought, and
the resulting Assembly has since been judged as the least competent in the
country’s history.

For Kampuchea, internationally supervised elections have been discredited as
a fair process; and any faction would favor them only if it was believed the
supervision could be manipulated in their favor. ‘Free elections’ may not
connote the same process as in the West, given the experience of 1966.

The last reasonably fair election was 30 years ago [1951], when a majority of
the surviving Kampuchean population was still too young to be concerned.
Elections both free and fair can only be assured by a supervisory apparatus,
whether foreign or local, which will prevent powerful individuals from
terrorizing or bribing the voters of each individual constituency.

Under present-day condition the proposed UN-supervised elections would be
even less reliable than in 1955. The present Kampuchean Government, which
contains the survivors of the groups cheated then, is unlikely to see any virtue at
all in the proposal, which is in fact little more than a cover for introducing some
other foreign hegemony in place of the Vietnamese.

To be honest, those who, as I do, prefer the present regime to any of its
competitors, must recognize that they might not do very well in full and free
elections. Most Kampucheans, born to a culture in which dependency on
someone more powerful, both individually and nationally, is an unavoidable fact
of life, are not concerned with hegemony. They would probably vote on the basis
of the hegemony they preferred.

The remnants of the town bourgeoisie, wanting a new inflow of Western
money, would probably vote for the Son Sann group. Peasant preferences are not
at all clear, but their memories should be long enough to make them opposed to
the return of Lon Nol elements or Sihanouk-era mandarins, although there might
still be considerable support for Prince Sihanouk himself.

The results could very well be indecisive, with three or four mutually inimical
factions forced to share power.

In Kampuchean conditions, such an outcome, however “democratic” would
be a disaster for the country. However the Heng Samrin people might react, the
record shows that the Pol Pot, Sihanouk, or Son Sann Factions, once admitted to
the country with international support, would be unlikely to respect an indecisive
result, or one in which the present regime retained any considerable measure of
influence.
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We could then expect to see Kampuchea, as a result of democracy, return to
civil strife, with every faction relying on foreign support against their own
countrymen. 30

Border diplomacy lesson given by Thailand (1981) 303

On the morning of October 9, at Nong Chan on the Thai- Kampuchean border,
the same place where in June, 1980, Vietnamese troops made an incursion into
allegedly Thai territory, Thai military personnel returned the favor and
penetrated into Kampuchean territory in order to eject several foreigners,
including the representative of the United States Embassy’s border-watching
intelligence team.

The occasion was a ceremony marking the second anniversary of the
founding of Son Sann’s KPNLF on the date which coincidentally is also that of
Lon Nol’s proclamation of the Khmer Republic in 1970, and the KPNLF was
eager to have foreign visitors and thorough international news coverage. The
Thai move took everyone by surprise, since the KPNLF is the most respectable,
even though not the strongest, of the three anti-Phnom Penh Khmer factions
presumably enjoying ASEAN (including Thai) and US support.

There was intimation of what would happen in the afternoon of the 8th when
a group of journalists, including NBC’s Australian correspondent Neil Davis,
was informed that Task Force 80, the special Thai military unit in charge of
Khmer refugee camp and border operations, would refuse to grant any passes to
Nong Chan. On the morning of the 9th the Task Force 80 office posted an
unusual notice for journalists saying that in order to visit Nong Chan that day
they would need a special pass from higher-level army headquarters at Watthana,
some 20 kilometers back along the road to Bangkok.

Of course, since the restriction originally came from army headquarters, the
Watthana office was not going to provide any special passes; and in spite of the
intervention of one ASEAN embassy whose government had sent its own media
personnel to cover the event, and the Thai Foreign Ministry, the journalists’
requests were turned down.

Throughout all of this I had been feeling quite smug since I had already
acquired a pass to Nong Chan, and I had had some sport with the journalists,
suggesting they might like to buy the story and photographs of the celebrations
from me.

302 As an essay in futurology, this piece, written in 1981, was not too bad. Like most
other observers, I was wrong about the potential popularity of the Son Sann faction,
which in the 1993 election split into BLDP which won 10 seats, and LDP, which won
none; a couple of other parties proved weaker than I, and other observers, had expected;
and I misjudged the strength of Sihanouk’s appeal; but was right about the problems of
an indecisive result. See below, pp. 393, and Cambodia: a Political Survey.

303 Michael Vickery, Canberra Times, 9 November 1981.
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All seemed to be going well at 9 AM when, along with a small group of aid
agency personnel who normally work at Nong Chan, I went several hundred
meters eastward from the Nong Chan land bridge distribution centre into
Kampuchean territory, to the KPNLF military base. There we were welcomed by
General Dien Del and other KPNLF officers and civilian administrators, some of
whom I knew from a year ago when I worked in the area, and taken to the
special visitors’ seats just behind the speakers’ podium.30

I unlimbered my camera and was just finishing a first roll of film when a Thai
officer in paratrooper’s uniform rushed up and asked to see my pass, which I
confidently produced. He informed me, however, that the usual Nong Chan pass
which I and all the other foreign visitors carried was not valid for the KPNLF
ceremony at that particular place, and we were told firmly, although politely, to
leave immediately.

The entire affair was a slap in the face for the KPNLF, as of course was
intended. For them the ceremony was meant to be an important occasion, and
they wanted foreign visitors and international press coverage. The reason for the
Thai action was apparently Son Sann’s reluctance to co-operate with the Pol Pot
forces, who are the Thai favorites, and the Thai move represented crude pressure
applied to change the KPNLF attitude. It was intended to show them who runs
the show and that they cannot behave independently even if they are on
Kampuchean territory.

The lesson could easily backfire, however, if it should lead the interested
international public, or Kampucheans who might consider Son Sann to be an
answer to the country’s problems, to realize that his group, and all the other
border factions, are no more independent of foreign influence and support than
Heng Samrin is alleged to be. The KPNLF base, in contrast to the uncertain
geographical position of the Nong Chan land bridge, has been located in clearly
Kampuchean territory in order to give it some air of independence and to permit
the Thais to deny that they give sanctuary to Kampuchean rebels.

When asked how they could justify obstructions placed in the way of
journalists invited by a Kampuchean organization on Kampuchean soil, the Thai
military authorities replied that they were in fact refusing passage across Thai
territory leading to the Khmer base, presumably just as the Thai Government
could refuse direct travel from Bangkok to Phnom Penh, even to people carrying
Kampuchean visas. The refusal, though, underscores the fact that all supplies
which reach the KPNLF, or other border groups, must pass over Thai territory
which is under close control and supervision of Thai authorities.

304 During the summer of 1980 I worked for about three months for the International
Refugee Committee supervising the schools which they supported in the Cambodian
refugee camps, mainly in Khao-I-Dang, with its 150,000 population then the second-
largest Khmer agglomeration in the world. See my “Refugee Politics: The Khmer Camp
System in Thailand”.
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The Thai action would also seem to give the lie to recent press speculation
(Alan Dawson, Bangkok Post, October 14, 1981) about ASEAN displeasure over
Democratic Kampuchean (Pol Pot) arrogance in negotiations with the Son Sann
and Sihanouk factions. Of course, ASEAN forms anything but a united front on
the Kampuchea issue, and the Thai move on October 9 would seem to indicate
that they find the Pol Pot group more congenial bedfellows, perhaps because
they are seen as a more reliable defense force against the Vietnamese invasion
menace which is constantly being conjured up in certain Thai milieus.

The implication of the October 9 affair will also inevitably raise the question
of what the US means when it claims to be following the ASEAN lead on
Kampuchea. Will they follow those ASEAN members who find the Pol Pot
position unreasonable, or the hardlining Thais who want Son Sann to make
further concessions? American experts know very well that Viet Nam has no
intention of invading Thailand, and their choice of ASEAN tendency to support
will indicate whether they genuinely desire a peaceful settlement in Indochina, or
simply a rolling back of Vietnamese influence whatever the additional human
and material cost to those crippled countries.

The above article surfaced again when Ben Kiernan used it in writing the annual
Cambodia article in the Singapore-based Institute of Southeast Asian Studies
yearbook, Southeast Asian Affairs 1982, “Kampuchea 1979-81, National
Rehabilitation in the Eye of an International Storm”. Kiernan, referring to my article,
wished to say that “Thai military personnel ejected from Kampuchea Western
observers who had been invited by the KPNLF ... ”, but the editors changed ‘from’ to
‘into’, and refused to correct it even when Kiernan, after reading the proofs,
objected.305 Three years later then Secretary of State George Shultz made the US
position very clear (see above, p. 45)

The next article, below, was written at the same time as the previous five articles,
following my September 1981 trip to Cambodia. A version of it was published in
Australia.

Kampuchea'’s International Position (1981)306

On the grounds that Kampuchea is occupied by a foreign armed force and its
government a puppet regime existing only because of the occupying power, an
International Conference on Kampuchea in July 1981 (see above, pp. 44, 149)
passed resolutions calling for the withdrawal of foreign troops and
internationally supervised elections to replace the present government with one

305 See Kiernan’s page 189, note 30 and associated text.

306 A version of this article was published in Vietnam Today (Canberra), Number 19
(November Quarter 1981), pp. 9-11.
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more freely chosen among the contending factions both inside and outside the
country.

Of course, no one objects to the ideals of independence and freedom from
foreign hegemony, but the resolutions passed on Kampuchea seem to be rather
distantly removed from the realities of international life.

At no time in the past two hundred years, perhaps even longer, has
Kampuchea been free from foreign interference. It was formally independent,
nonaligned, and neutral only from 1954-1970 and during the Pol Pot years 1975-
1979, and the increasing complexity of international life makes chances of such
independence, non-alignment, and neutrality even less likely in the future than in
the past, even supposing the good intentions of all concerned.

Since, however, few of the countries involved in the recent conference
showed equal concern over the reimposition of French rule in Indochina after
World War II, or over Thai and non-Communist Vietnamese efforts to
destabilize the regime of Prince Sihanouk, or the extremely destructive
American intervention between 1970 and 1975, it would seem that they are less
disturbed by violations of the principle of independence than by a particular
specific violation.

Thus the conference resolutions to the effect that Kampuchea should “remain
non-aligned and neutral” and refuse to “be used against the security, sovereignty,
and territorial integrity of other states, especially those sharing a common border
with Kampuchea” appear as pious obfuscations.

The historical record shows that any undertaking by the regional states and
superpowers most interested in the removal of the Vietnamese from Kampuchea
to “refrain from all forms of interference, direct or indirect, in the internal affairs
of Kampuchea” would probably not be worth the paper it was written on.

Well-known Thai political scientists have argued that Kampuchea should be
returned to be buffer-state status it occupied in the early 19th century, which
would mean a hegemony in which the Thai shared and, if the Khmers themselves
did not wish to be buffers, some degree of foreign interference.

At a recent conference of Kampuchea scholars General Chana Samudvanija, a
thirty-year Thai intriguer in Kampuchean affairs and ambassador to the Lon Nol
regime, in response to a question said that Thailand would not accept a solution
which involved removal of the Vietnamese troops yet left the Heng Samrin
government in place, indicating a Thai insistence on much more than mere
security of their borders.>"’

307 This was the conference in Chiang Mai 11-13 August 1981 and to which reference
has been made above. On that occasion General Chana gave a large volume of documents
relating to Thai intrigues on the Cambodian border to David Chandler and Ben Kiernan.
The documents have been placed in the library of Monash University, and include
photographs of American officers with Cambodian dissident figures.
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Later a Foreign Ministry official told me that General Chana did not represent
official Thai opinion; yet even former Foreign Minister Bhichai Rattakul, who
has attacked the present Thai “policy of confrontation with the Indochinese
States”, wants not only Vietnamese withdrawal, but new UN-supervised elec-
tions, implying that the present government must be replaced.

For the country most concerned, then, the Vietnamese presence in
Kampuchea is not the only issue, and may even be something of a red herring; it
is clear that the problem is not so much the overthrow of Pol Pot by an external
force which is at issue, but that the force was socialist Viet Nam.

Had Thailand, in response to similar provocation, administered the lesson, set
up its Kampucheans, the Khmer Serei, in Phnom Penh, and overseen the same
progress which has occurred in the last two years, it would be hailed as a great
victory for the Free World and its methods.

[The remainder of this article has been excised to avoid duplication. See the
more detailed presentation in the Princeton letter following below.]

After the trip to Cambodia in 1981 that inspired the articles above, | spent the
remainder of 1981 and most of 1982 at the Australian National University in Canberra
finishing Cambodia 1975-1982. | also wrote a critique of a CIA report on population
loss in Democratic Kampuchea, which demonstrated collusion between the CIA and

the journalists John Barron and Anthony Paul in their Murder of a Gentle Land.308

During 12-14 November 1982 | was invited to an International Conference on
Cambodia organized at Princeton University, where | presented the regional analysis
of conditions in Democratic Kampuchea which appears in a book deriving from the
1981 Chiang Mai conference mentioned above, and in chapter three of Cambodia
1975-1982, neither of which had yet been published. | also wrote a paper on the
Cambodian refugee camps in Thailand which was eventually published in a book
edited by the Princeton conference organizers.3

| was dissatisfied with the way the discussion sections of the conference were
organized, and the manner in which the organization prevented, or made it difficult, to
bring up several matters for discussion. Therefore, following the conference | sent the
following letter to all panelists, all those mentioned in its program as involved in its
organization, and to selected members of the audience known to me as seriously
interested in Cambodia.

308 Michael Vickery, “Democratic Kampuchea: CIA to the Rescue”; the CIA report was
“Kampuchea: a Demographic Catastrophe”, National Foreign Assessment Center, May
1980.

309 “Democratic Kampuchea, Themes and Variations”, in Chandler and Kiernan,
Revolution and its Aftermath, pp. 99-135; “Refugee Politics: The Khmer Camp system in
Thailand”. The very late (1987) publication of this book meant that much of my
information about the refugee camps, new in 1982, had been superseded.
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Letter regarding Princeton Conference on Cambodia (1983)310

The purpose of this letter is to present, generally in terms of responses to matters
raised in some of the panels, arguments for a point of view which I feel did not
get enough attention at the conference — that the present government of
Cambodia is the best of the available options and that support of the anti-Phnom
Penh Coalition is malevolent.

Perhaps a useful point at which to begin is the presentation by Martin F. Herz
during the final panel. Herz, as the self-appointed doyen of American Cambodia
scholars, told us that because of his long experience with Cambodia he knows
what the Cambodian people want, surely a relevant consideration. He says they
want to be free, and under the present government they are not; that even if the
Vietnamese and the PRK regime have made life a little bit better, they have
destroyed ‘freedom’, and the Cambodians would prefer ‘freedom’ to a better life
under Vietnamese hegemony.

Now, having begun my own contact with Cambodia in 1960, I may be the
second oldest — in terms of involvement with that country — among the
conference participants; and since Cambodia has been at the center of my
academic and personal preoccupations ever since (residence 1960-64, frequent
visits 1964-67, Ph.D. work on Southeast Asian history 1967-70, extended visits
1970-72, academic post teaching Southeast Asian history 1973-79, historical
research 1979-present, work in Khmer refugee camps in 1980, visit to Cambodia
1981), I also have views about what the Cambodian people prefer.

To say simply that they want ‘freedom’ is both true and irrelevant.
‘Freedom’ means different things in different cultures and for different groups
within a given culture; and without further specification talk of ‘freedom’ is
meaningless [by now, in 2008, the Bush-Cheney regime info-ganda has forever
discredited that argument about ‘freedom’].

In particular, ‘freedom’ versus de facto foreign domination may not even be
an appropriate antithesis. The historical record shows that no Cambodian
political faction for 200 years, perhaps longer, has chosen ‘freedom’ versus
dependence on outside powers, with one exception — Democratic Kampuchea;
and the preoccupation with that kind of freedom was one of the important factors
leading DK down the horrible path it eventually followed.*"!

310 Michael Vickery, unpublished letter to panelists, organizers, and selected audience
members of the Princeton Conference On Cambodia. Sent 28 January 1983.

311 From the end of the 18th century Cambodia collapsed into factions relying on Thai or
Vietnamese support to further their aims; then King Ang Duang, who presided over a
buffer state under joint Thai-Vietnamese suzerainty, wanted French intervention even
before the latter were ready for it; until 1953 Sihanouk, among Cambodian nationalists,
had a constant credibility problem establishing his credentials as a fighter for
independence; and the ‘Sihanoukist system’, after 1955, was unviable without
dependence on foreign economic support for Cambodia and foreign political intervention
in Southeast Asia. Democratic Kampuchea was of course the ‘Pol Pot Regime’.
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Dependency at the national level on outside forces has become so much a part
of the national psyche that it is not even an element in the calculation of
‘freedom’ for ordinary Cambodians.

During the 1970-75 war, Cambodians who worked loyally for Lon Nol, even
while detesting his regime, justified their choice in the following terms: “we can
be slaves of Viet Nam or slaves of the United States, and we prefer the latter”
and certainly other Americans in Phnom Penh in those days must have heard
their Cambodian friends ask plaintively, “Why doesn’t the CIA do something?”,
i.e. to replace Lon Nol by a better leader.

The first statement expressed a belief that the Cambodian revolutionaries
were Vietnamese puppets, something since proven false; and since the only
Cambodian regime to insist fiercely on full national independence behaved so
abominably, that policy may now have been discredited rather than seeming, as
in the pre-1975 period, merely impractical.

Certainly at the individual level Herz’s characterization of Cambodian desires
is mistaken. Numerous foreign aid workers, journalists, and scholars who have
visited the country since 1979 have fully documented, pace Herz, the general
preference among the population for the present government over that
represented by the DK remnants, or any coalition in which DK is important.

This preference for Vietnamese-backed amelioration of living conditions was
apparent as early as January 1979 when the massive defection of the Cambodian
population, including the relatively favored peasantry, allowed the Vietnamese
forces to progress much faster than they had planned. As Timothy Carney
pointed out in the first conference panel, they outran their logistics, clearly
because they had expected much more popular support for DK than in fact
existed.

The rapid fall of DK also surprised outside observers at the time. As Thai
Supreme Commander General Saiyud Kerdphol recently said, no one had
foreseen “the speed with which the Vietnamese troops drove across Kampuchea
to the Thai border.”*'* There can be no doubt that if ‘freedom’ means return of
the DK leaders, or any coalition in which they are prominent, most Cambodians
living within the country prefer the system now in place.

That is not to say that they would prefer it to some other kind of hegemony,
and that may be where Herz’s remarks were intended to lead. As his prescription
for ‘freedom’, Herz called for greater American support for the ‘resistance’, that
is the tripartite Coalition, with which the balance of forces, given outside
support, could be redressed in favor of Sihanouk and Son Sann, to whom the DK

312 See pp. 200, 202 in the published version of Carney’s conference paper, “The Heng
Samrin Armed Forces and the Military Balance in Cambodia”, in Ablin & Hood, editors,
The Cambodian Agony, pp. 180-212. For General Sayud’s remarks see Nation Review
(newspaper, Bangkok), 7 December 1982, quoted in BBC, “Summary of World
Broadcasts”, FE/7204/A3/2, 9 December 1982.
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forces would supposedly rally once the required outside support had enabled the
Sihanouk and Son Sann groups to build up their strength.

Such is in fact the line expressed by those latter groups: if they received
money and arms they could attract more soldiers, and if their forces then rose to
a level equivalent to the Pol Pot group, most of the Pol Pot soldiery would defect
to the other Coalition partners.

There is, however, a corollary to that argument which they sometimes express
privately to foreign visitors to their border camps.

Gareth Porter, in his Panel I presentation, said that none of the concerned
outside powers really believe that Sihanouk or Son Sann represent a viable third
force. Neither do the leaders of those groups on the front lines. They are quite
prepared to admit that even if their forces achieved maximum projected
development, they would not be able, even in alliance with the DK group, to
reconquer Cambodia. They are not even looking for a national popular uprising
within the country against the present government and in support of the
Coalition.

The displacement of the present Phnom Penh government, they say, can be
accomplished only by foreign intervention, diplomatic or military, and the
buildup of their own forces is thus for the purpose of inter-factional
maneuvering, both now and in the future, after international pressure has
reintroduced them to Cambodia [this is what happened in 1997. See pp. 501, ff.]

The third force, then, is no more independent of foreign support than the
Heng Samrin-led PRK is alleged to be; and its internationally legitimized
nucleus, which has nevertheless been rejected by the Cambodian population, has
been cobbled together with leaders brought in from outside by foreign powers
(Son San, In Tam, Dien Del, Buor Hell, etc.), and who having left Cambodia in
1975, or earlier, are now foreign creations even more than Heng Samrin.

Although it is possible that some Cambodians might prefer western
hegemony with Son Sann or Sihanouk to the present situation, there is no way to
determine the extent of such preference, and there is certainly ample spontaneous
expression of opposition within the country to that third force so long as DK
remains in the equation.

What about the half-million or so refugees who have voted with their feet and
chosen ‘freedom’ over the PRK? As Zia Rizvi correctly stated in Panel VII, the
refugee exodus in 1979 was prompted by a general fear of the unknown, not by
persecution, which had ended with the overthrow of DK in January of that year,
months before there was a large-scale movement to the border.

As Rizvi also noted, refugee situations take on significance when the
movement is from socialist to capitalist areas, there being no chance for a
socialist to socialist refugee movement (and, I would add, where the movement
is from capitalist to capitalist countries, as from the Philippines to East Malaysia,
or even from Thailand to the United States, movements numerically comparable
to that out of Cambodia, they are disguised and the refugee aspect ignored).
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Because of this, people who desired to leave Cambodia for whatever reasons
(and their reasons have always been varied) have inevitably spoken of
Communist or Vietnamese oppression. | have analyzed such stories in some
detail in a forthcoming book and have treated the politics of the refugee camps in
a paper for the Princeton conference.

I will therefore only assert in the present context that in 1979-80 there was
virtually no persecution of anyone but former DK cadres, and there was little
starvation except among the DK remnants whose condition on reaching the Thai
border was inaccurately generalized by the media to all refugees. The refugee
situation was in part artificially created to discredit the PRK and weaken both it
and Viet Nam; large numbers of those who chose to become refugees, and whose
continued presence in the camps in Thailand is now seen as a serious problem by
that country, made their choice because Khao I Dang, the most important camp,
was available.

Even if, as Lionel Rosenblatt said in Panel VII, there was no authority for the
UNHCR to feed people on the border (as opposed to bringing them across the
border into camps), subsequent developments have shown that adequate food
and medical care both can be, and have been, delivered to the border by other
organizations. The arrival of refugees at the border in 1979-80, and the continued
presence of many of them, in no way constitutes an argument against the PRK or
in favor of support for the DK-Sihanouk-Son Sann Coalition.

There is in fact good evidence that many of the remaining refugees would
now opt for the Vietnamese-sponsored ameliorated conditions of life within
Cambodia if they were given a free and fair choice. The members of Panel VII,
in their discussion of repatriation, relocation, and resettlement, did not address at
all the problem of the Thai attitude toward those issues.

As I have described in my paper, Thai authorities have taken extremely
contradictory positions, insisting on different occasions on their desire to be rid
of the refugees, and yet opposing UNHCR efforts to organize repatriation back
into Cambodia — a situation which well illustrates the political manipulations
permeating the Cambodian refugee operations from their inception.

Furthermore, if Rizvi is correct in his estimate of 150,000 refugees who have
returned on their own to Cambodia from the border, where they have a freer
choice than in the camps within Thailand, that is a significant number of people
who have voted with their feet against the Herzian ‘freedom’ of the Son Sann-
Sihanouk milieu in favor of the improved living conditions of Cambodia. And
since the PRK authorities permit the UNHCR to monitor such returnees, while
the latter apparently have no fear of declaring their presence to be thus

313 This note has been entirely rewritten to bring the bibliographic details up to date. The
book is Cambodia 1975-1982. The Princeton conference paper is “Refugee Politics: The
Khmer Camp System in Thailand”, subsequently published in Ablin & Hood, The
Cambodian Agony.
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monitored, the circumstances argue well for an important degree of normal
freedom and absence of political persecution.

The Thai position toward the PRK was presented and explained by
Ambassador Kasemsri Birabhongse in the final panel; he qualified as ‘simplistic’
suggestions that the Vietnamese riposte against DK attacks had been appropriate
and that recognition of the PRK would solve the outstanding problems.

He said the Vietnamese riposte went far beyond an appropriate response, that
Thailand had been equally threatened by Pol Pot’s border atrocities but had
showed restraint, that the overthrow of a legitimate government cannot be
recognized (aggression should not be rewarded), and that the present Cambodian
government with its Vietnamese military presence is a threat to Thailand. He
also said that Cambodia should serve as a neutral buffer between Thailand and
Viet Nam.

Now what constitutes ‘appropriate response’ is inevitably to some extent a
subjective matter, but we must note that in addition to the thousands of deaths
which DK incursions caused on the Vietnamese border, it is now known that the
DK soldiery were encouraged to believe that their goal was the reconquest of the
‘lost” Khmer provinces in southern Vietnam, leading to a legitimate inference
that such was DK policy, even if no official document which would prove it has
been discovered. Surely the overthrow of a government which is massively
attacking a state’s borders and plotting significant territorial conquest is not
entirely inappropriate.

Pace Ambassador Kasemsri, there was no comparison between DK attacks on
Viet Nam and the minor incursions registered along the Thai border, the worst of
which, causing 30 deaths, may not even have been what it had at first seemed.

On that occasion, on 28 January 1977, the victims were reportedly killed
during an unprovoked DK incursion. There were, however, suspicious
circumstances, a journalist who pointed them out found himself expelled from
Thailand, and several months later three Thais were executed and others
imprisoned for involvement in provoking the incident.*"*

As for threats to Thai security, either from the present Vietnamese presence in
Cambodia or from DK incursions during 1975-79, interesting but generally
ignored comments have on occasion emanated from high Thai military
personalities.

Last December the Supreme Commander, Gen. Saiyud Kerdphol,
commenting on Viet Nam’s unexpectedly rapid campaign against DK in 1978-79
said, “for the first time in 40 years, we had a powerful enemy (Vietnamese

314 See Norman Peagam, FEER, 11 February 1977, pp. 8-10; and FEER 4 March 1977,
pp- 9-10. Admittedly his report on that incident was not cited by the Thai authorities as
the reason for his expulsion, but it is nevertheless reasonable to infer a connection. The
most thorough treatment of the border incident is in ‘Larry Palmer’ [Stephen Heder],
“Thailand’s Kampuchea Incidents”, News From Kampuchea, 1, 4 (Oct. 1977), 1-31.
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forces) poised on our doorsteps ... no longer could we afford to focus solely on
domestic security considerations.”>'> So much for a DK threat to which
Thailand, in contrast to Viet Nam, showed restraint.

Only a month earlier Gen. Saiyud had also said that “Viet Nam is incapable
of mounting a major attack against Thailand”, implying thus that the
undoubtedly “powerful enemy poised on our doorstep” was not there for the
purpose of invading Thailand and was not a major threat to Thai security.316

The same message was conveyed by a Thai officer responsible for border
security, the commander of the 9th Army Division in charge of the border in
Prachinburi province who said that because of casualties and illness in their
struggles with the DK forces, the Vietnamese had retreated about 10 km from the
border where they lacked the capacity to strike into Thai territory.m7

Another relevant remark in Gen. Saiyud’s November statement was that even
if the Vietnamese engaged in “hot pursuit” into Thai territory, it “would not be
on the scale of that mounted by Vietnamese forces ... over two years ago”.318 As
I have described in my conference paper, the scope of that attack, in contrast to
subsequent propaganda about it, was very modest, and anything on a lesser scale
could hardly amount to more than small cross-border spillovers, perhaps
accidental.

Even at the time, in 1980, in the midst of hysteria generated by certain
journalists and politicians, Gen. Saiyud tried to interject a note of calm: “it
would take a 10-year Vietnamese buildup to create a serious invasion for
conquest of Thailand”.*"’

There is thus an important section of Thai official opinion which does not see
the Vietnamese troops in Cambodia as major threat to Thai security any more
than the DK forces appeared to them as a threat during 1975-79; and if the
undoubtedly very large Vietnamese military force in Cambodia is not there to
threaten Thailand, it must be there, as the Vietnamese claim, and as the
Cambodian population generally accepts, to protect the country from ‘Pol Pot’,
whose forces, since 1979, have been rebuilt from defeat by Thai, Chinese, and
American collusion.

The rationale for such support of the remnants of a ‘regime worse than
Hitler’s’ has been, as Ambassador Kasemsri said, international legality,

315 Nation Review (Bangkok), 7 December 1982, quoted in BBC, “Summary of World
Broadcasts”, FE/7204/A3/2, 9 December 1982.

316 Quotations respectively from Bangkok Post, 4 November 1982, and Nation Review, 7
December 1982.

317 Major General Somkid Changpayuha, Bangkok Post, 12 July 1982, p.2.
318 Bangkok Post, 4 November 1982.

319 Washington Post, 5 July 1980; quoted in Hans H. Indorf and Astri Suhrke,
“Indochina: the Nemesis of ASEAN?”, Southeast Asian Affairs 1981 (Singapore), p. 67.
For the 1980 incursion see above, Mak Mun, pp. 117.
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represented since June 1982 by the anti-communist ESZ{)C!] coalition, within which
the Pol Pot group is in theory meant to be dissolved.

Now the international legal ramifications are undoubtedly complex, and I do
not pretend to be qualified to argue them, but certain elements of the situation
deserve attention.

Following their victory in 1975 the Cambodian revolutionaries, already
enjoying Chinese support, came to be recognized as Cambodia’s legal
government, Democratic Kampuchea, by a number of nations, including
Thailand, but not the United States, where calls for their forcible overthrow were
heard even in usually responsible qualrters.321

The overthrow of the earlier internationally recognized Khmer Republic of
Lon Nol was thus acceptable to much of the world, and one difference from the
change in 1979 was that by 1975 the Cambodian revolutionaries were an
indigenous force, not requiring foreign manpower for support.

Some might wish to argue that DK derived its legitimacy from Sihanouk, but
the latter was removed in due legal form by his own government, and Lon Nol’s
Khmer Republic could claim to continue the legitimacy of Sihanouk’s Kingdom
of Cambodia, as was recognized by such diverse powers as the United States, the
Soviet Union, and Thailand. Even China hesitated, and showed signs of
willingness to recognize Lon Nol had he maintained Sihanouk’s neutrality
toward the conflict in Viet Nam.

Thus the presence of Sihanouk, and his former minister Son Sann, in the
Coalition cannot add legitimacy to the DK remnants, whose position when in
power was analogous to the Heng Samrin faction today, both groups having
overthrown their predecessors by armed force, and the second of which in 1979,
unlike the original DK of 1975, had already formed an important faction within
the regime which it replaced.

Within the limits of these considerations the PRK government has a claim to
legitimacy equal to that of DK in 1975, and as the victors in a civil war nearly
equal to that of the DK remnants today. The sole important difference in their
situations is that the PRK victory was gained with massive foreign armed
support, which has permitted the charge that DK was the victim of foreign
aggression and the PRK nothing more than a puppet regime.

Although the PRK nucleus was an indigenous faction within DK, and from
May 1978 was engaged in civil conflict, they admittedly needed the Vietnamese

320 A coalition in which the dominant party was the leadership of former Democratic
Kampuchea was called ‘anti-communist’. Or, perhaps Ambassador Kasemsri held views
similar to those which I put forth two years later in chapter 5 of Cambodia 1975-1982,
arguing that DK policies were not Marxist -Leninist.

321 Although ‘Democratic Kampuchea® did not become official until 1976, I am using it
here for the entire period 17 April 1975 to the end of the "Pol Pot Regime’ in January
1979.
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support to win. The Pol Pot-led communists before them, however, had also
needed and accepted Vietnamese and Chinese aid in their revolution against the
Khmer Republic, and the latter had been dependent on American, Thai, and
Republic of Viet Nam (Saigon) aid to maintain itself after overthrowing the
legally constituted government of Sihanouk.

The revolutionaries of 1970-71 might very well have been destroyed without
the Vietnamese support which they received in the early phases of their war, just
as those in revolt in 1978-79 could not have succeeded without the aid which
Viet Nam also provided to them.

The formal position of the PRK, then, is that of a rebel group which
succeeded with massive foreign aid, as the Lon Nol regime tried to do but failed,
and as the original Cambodian communist revolutionaries did, although in the
end with less aid from foreign powers.

In spite of the foreign element in the PRK victory, the latter have increasingly
taken on the appearance of a genuinely indigenous government which accepts
the need for foreign military assistance for its national defense, a position toward
which neither Thailand nor the United States, among its enemies, can
convincingly adopt a high moral tone.

The members of the anti-Phnom Penh Coalition, on the other hand, not only
required massive foreign aid to exist after 1979, but are still totally dependent on
it. The DK remnants arrived virtually destroyed and starving at the Thai border
and have been rehabilitated as part of the refugee operations, while the Son Sann
and Sihanouk groups could never have developed at all without foreign aid.
They are all even more dependent on foreign support than the PRK, and have
little prospect of gaining power without foreign armed intervention, whether
overt or disguised as an international supervisory force.

What the foreign supporters of the Coalition are trying to do, then, is to bring
into Cambodia factions which could not on their own have become strong
enough to enter the country and which probably have less popularity than the
PRK government. If only the Pol Pot group are notorious, the Son Sann and
Sihanouk groups also lack credibility.

I have discussed Sihanoukism in a recent publication; the reasons why
Sihanouk’s overthrow in 1970 was welcomed by all who are now active in Pol
Pot’s, Heng Samrin’s, and Son Sann’s forces are still operative. They were
epitomized in November 1982 when the courtiers who run Sihanouk’s operations
in Bangkok, in a caper like the scandals which rocked Cambodia in the 1960’s,
attempted to sell forest timber rights within Cambodia to a private Thai firm — a
move which finally had to be denounced both by Sihanouk and the Thai
authorities.**

322 Vickery, “Looking Back”. See Nation Review and Bangkok Post, 27 November 1982,
p.1; Asian Wall Street Journal, 29 November 1982, p.1; Bangkok Post, 11 December
1982, p.3.
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Half the present Cambodian population is too young to have a clear memory
of Sihanouk as their leader; and when he visited the largest Cambodian refugee
center in Thailand last July 7 [1982], I was able to observe that it required
several hours of exhortation by camp authorities to get out a respectable crowd
to greet him. >

Son Sann’s officials in the field quite openly despise the Sihanoukists, but the
KPNLF itself, although including honorable and professionally competent
figures, is ridden with factional strife and its more corrupt elements seem to have
too powerful backing to be removed with impunity.

The international opposition to the PRK is not in order to make Cambodia
genuinely free, independent, neutral, and non-aligned, but to change its
alignment, to substitute one foreign hegemony for another. The buffer status
evoked by Ambassador Kasemsri would mean a hegemony in which Thailand
shared, as it did during the existence of an earlier Cambodian buffer state in the
19th century, and if the Cambodians themselves did not wish to constitute a
buffer, some degree of foreign interference would be required now as then.

The only reasonable argument which could be pressed for a change of regime
in Cambodia would be that a different hegemony would be better for the
Cambodians, which, given the PRK record so far, would be a very difficult case
to make.

[The present regime in Phnom Penh is by far the most benign the country has
had since at least 1970, possibly even since some time before that date, and the
Vietnamese troops there behave with exemplary correctness. The poverty of the
Pol Pot-Son Sann-Sihanouk case is emphasized by the extremely dishonest anti-
Vietnamese stories which they feel forced to propagate in order to justify their
struggle.

As a substitute for the very benign hegemony and Vietnamese military
protection which now prevails, the international conference resolutions are in
fact asking for the return of (1) the Pol Pot forces whose record requires no
comment, and (2) remnants of the Lon Nol army of scarcely better repute, and in
support of which it is likely that we should eventually see (3) Thai troops, whom
the most casual perusal of the Bangkok Post will show incapable of proper
behavior even within their own country, (4) American military advisers, about
whom the less is said the better, or (5) Chinese advisers, who, even if their
behavior is exemplary, are tainted by the fact of having advised Pol Pot during
his worst years.]325

323 See the well-balanced report by Alan Dawson and Supradit Kanwanich in Bangkok
Post, 8 July 1982, p.7.

324 FEER 5 November, p. 13.

325 These final paragraphs were added contemporaneously, but after the letter had been
sent.
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Elizabeth Becker and Nayan Chanda
Among the participants of the Princeton conference was former US Ambassador to
Cambodia Emory Swank, who later, early in 1983, published a very sympathetic
account of the Peoples Republic of Kampuchea based on a trip which he had made
there.326 Such sympathy was extremely unusual among mainstream writers, and
Swank’s effort was not appreciated within his own milieu.

Another participant at Princeton was journalist Elizabeth Becker, who early the
following year traveled to Cambodia and then in a series of articles in the Washington
Post (28 February and 1 March 1983) offered a picture diametrically opposed to that
of Swank. Indeed, it was difficult to imagine that they were both writing about the
same place at about the same time. | found her articles objectionable, and offered a
critique, which the Post, in the manner of NYRB in the Shawcross case, did not
acknowledge. Footnotes have been added later.

A Cycle of Journalistic Poverty (1983) 328

Even if Cambodia by the very nature of its problems is so complex that any
statement about it at all may be controversial, Elizabeth Becker’s “Cycle of
Poverty” and subsequent articles belong on an editorial page, and cannot be
accepted as straight news to be used as information to help the public form a
reasoned opinion.

The title “Cycle of Poverty” is itself tendentious, and is not supported by the
content, even if it is clear that Becker wishes to argue that Cambodia is caught in
such a cycle. The subtitle, emphasizing “warfare and ban on aid” as 2 of 3 main
causes for Cambodia’s current difficulties, is much more honest, and is
apparently to be credited to the Post, not to Becker, since it is in contrast with the
tone and content of her articles.

The latter contain virtually no factual information not already published in
material which is presumably in files consulted by Becker before her trip, and
even the rumors she reproduces could have been picked up outside Cambodia;
for example, in a background briefing from the chief of the Cambodia desk at the
State Department. In their factual and allegedly factual content, then, the
Cambodia articles could have been written without visiting Cambodia.

It is only in their slant that they present something new in comparison to most
of the reports by journalists, scholars and other competent observers (such as
former US Ambassador to Cambodia Emory Swank), over the past 2 years.
Indeed, for sheer acceptance of unsubstantiated rumor and tendentious

326 FEER 17 March 1983, pp. 34-35.

327 At Princeton, Becker appeared on Panel I, with a presentation entitled, “Current
Political History in Perspective”.

328 Michael Vickery, unpublished submission to the Washington Post, 31 March 1983.
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interpretation, they have hardly been matched in writing on Cambodia since
1979.

Before dealing directly with Becker’s material, it is essential, given its
editorial character, to recall certain background details of Cambodia’s history
since 1975, and the conventional view of those developments in the West.

Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea (DK) was castigated as the ‘worst regime
since Hitler’s’ for its atrocities, starting with the evacuation of urban areas and
the destruction of all that was considered ‘normal’, civilized, bourgeois life.

When the Salvation Front, forerunner of the present Peoples Republic of
Kampuchea (PRK) government, was formed in December 1978, it promised to
rectify those atrocities and reestablish towns with their normal infrastructure of
administration, schools, medical facilities, free choice of occupation, freedom of
movement, and, with respect to religion, “liberty of conscience”.

Thus the Salvation Front was promising to do what all western critics of DK
had said should be done. The only serious difference between the SF program
and western preference was the insistence that Cambodia should progress toward
socialism rather than return to the Sihanouk-Lon Nol era ‘capitalism’ which the
enemies of DK would have preferred.

Those promises have in very large measure been kept, pace Becker’s
assertions that recovery has ended, that the PRK has failed to “keep its word and
rebuild the country as well as give them the basic freedoms outlawed under Pol
Pot”, and that Cambodians are well behind other Southeast Asian villagers who
can “take for granted: clean water, a measure of sanitation ... and a dependable
supply of affordable food” [see further below].

Throughout 1979-81 nearly complete freedom of movement was tolerated
even if not officially authorized. This permitted both a rapid repopulation of
urban areas and a large-scale movement toward the Thai border in which over
half Cambodia’s surviving doctors and other thousands of teachers, technicians
and administrators whom the country badly needed were siphoned off into the
refugee camp system, with the effect of further destabilizing the already fragile
society.

Fear of starvation in 1979 was replaced by belief that the country might be
food self-sufficient in 1981, a projection belied by natural calamities. Since then
production has picked up, and although some food aid is still needed, the
situation is steadily improving.

A conventional administration, centered in towns, has been built up; schools,
as Becker wrote, were rapidly established, as were medical facilities, to the
extent permitted by available personnel and supplies. To staff the new services,
competent survivors of whatever political background — Sihanoukist, Lon Nol
Republican, or reformed DK cadres — were invited to take up employment with
the new government. Those who cooperated loyally, even if they had never been
pro-revolutionary in the past, have often found themselves promoted to positions
far higher than what they could have expected under Sihanouk or Lon Nol.
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Tens of thousands of other people have been allowed to freely trade and
enrich themselves, if possible, in the towns, which even if contrary to the
professed socialism of the regime, is something which the capitalist West, along
with the surviving apolitical populace, should approve.

It is obvious that this freedom has had some deleterious effects, as Becker
noted, but that is not a problem on which the socialism, or the Vietnamese
backing, of the PRK may be attacked. I agree that it is unpleasant to see traders
“growing fat and wealthy” while officials are underpaid and children
undernourished, but would Becker support the obvious solution: confiscation or
high taxation of those traders, abolition of free trade, socialized markets? Becker
seems at some points to damn them whatever they do.

It is true that claims to ownership of land and buildings have not always been
recognized, but in Phnom Penh, at least, most former property owners are dead
or have fled abroad, and the records to substantiate property claims have
probably been destroyed.

If private real estate ownership were recognized, it would mean that those “fat
and wealthy” traders who have squatted in Phnom Penh’s villas and apartments
would be getting even fatter and wealthier on real estate speculation, something
of which I think even Becker would disapprove in Cambodia’s present
situation.>%’ It would be interesting to know precisely where Becker obtained her
information on this point.

I have met people who were able to return to their old homes after the
overthrow of DK. In September 1981, in Battambang, on a visit to the
provincial cadastral office and after listening to their new plans to re-survey a
certain area for uniform-sized single-family housing plots, I asked about the
status of a piece of land in the municipal area of Battambang owned by my wife
and the deed to which was in my possession. The answer was that such claims to
ownership could be given consideration, depending on the size of the plot, its
location, and the presence of the owner in Cambodia.

Certain areas had been appropriated for state use, and claims to previously
owned property could not exceed the size designated for housing units in the
government’s new scheme; but I was not told that “claims of previous ownership
have no validity”. In any case it must not be forgotten that the PRK promised
development toward socialism, not return to full private ownership.

One of Becker’s very dubious assertions about PRK failures is that “the
authorities have suppressed Buddhism”, something contrary to the observation of
any other visitor of whom I have heard. First of all, to keep the record straight,
the Salvation Front promised, not “to allow the Buddhists to form their own
organization” [Becker’s words], but “liberty of conscience”. Even the refugees

329 This was precisely what happened when urban property was privatized and given free
to occupants in 1988-89.
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who streamed to the Thai border in 1979-80, and who were ipso facto anti-
regime, were quite willing to report on the revival of religious life with reopened
temples, reordained monks, and freedom for the populace to worship.

The same was clear during my visit to Phnom Penh, Battambang, and
Siemreap in the autumn of 1981, when I saw many functioning temples and
others being cleaned up preparatory to opening. Those in operation were not
locked “except for the few most important religious holidays” [Becker’s words].
Suppression of religion now, since 1981, would represent a reversal of the policy
of 1979-81, and if true it deserves attention, but Becker’s treatment of the issue
is inadequate and propagandistic.

Becker may well have picked up complaints from people who are dissatisfied
that everything did not immediately revert to pre-1970 conditions, but that does
not justify her assertions of religious suppression, nor, in itself, criticism of the
PRK.

If the authorities are attempting to integrate the religious structure with the
political system they are only doing what the state authorities in every Theravada
Buddhist country of Asia have done for centuries. Using temple buildings for
meetings of general community interest, including political discussions, is
nothing new. Under Sihanouk monks were expected to tout his Sangkum, while
Lon Nol called for ‘Religious War’ and used temples as recruitment centers.>>"

The political use of religion has never bothered anyone so long as the politics
were right; and there is nothing shocking about monks “learning about the new
socialist system”. Sihanouk on occasion had them out building dikes in his
program of manual labor for national development.

Certain activities connected with religion have been curtailed. The number of
festival days has been limited as has the amount that should be spent on
ceremonies, including weddings. Officially no one under the age of 50 is
supposed to enter monkhood, but in 1981 it was easy to observe that the rule had
not been enforced.

There are obvious practical and acceptable reasons for such limits. In the
country’s dire economic straits as much as possible of its wealth and workforce
should be directed into productive channels; and the undesirability of
conspicuous consumption in, for example, weddings, by the fortunate few, say,
Becker’s “fat and wealthy” traders, seems self-evident in Cambodia’s
circumstances.

Incidentally, if old Cambodia hands wish to demonstrate their close contact
with sources of information by dropping names, they must get the names right.
There is no “Wat Niroat Reaingsei” (the temple where Becker picked up some of

330 In Lon Nol’s view of ‘war of religion’, about which he had a series of pamphlets
published, the Vietnamese were identified with the Thmil (Tamil), the enemies of the true
faith in old Sinhalese lore, and a term which has passed into Thai and Khmer in the sense
of religious foe.
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her information) in Phnom Penh, nor anywhere else, for that is an impossible
name. Becker no doubt means Wat Pipheat Reaingsei; and the error intri§uingly
suggests a foreigner unsuccessfully attempting to decipher Khmer script.3 !

Once the towns, with their offices, markets, temples, and schools, were
permitted to redevelop in 1979 the new authorities were faced with the problems
of maintaining them in the absence of normal supply and support infrastructures
which had not existed since 1975, nor functioned properly since 1970. The first
problem was how to feed the new urban population. Should the new officials,
teachers, monks, medical workers, students be expected to perform those tasks
and at the same time grow or forage for their own food?

The pragmatic laissez-faire which has been permitted under a socialist facade
has meant that no taxes or forced sales have been imposed on the peasants who
may dispose of their surpluses as they choose. This has contributed to peasant
efforts in redevelopment of agriculture, but the food grown is outside the towns
and in the hands of the growers, who may choose to sell it across the border in
Thailand, or exchange it in Cambodian markets for consumer goods imported
across the Thai border.

Should the government, in order to feed the towns, have used Pol Pot-type
discipline to forcibly squeeze food out of a severely disrupted countryside? Had
they done so they would have been attacked both at home and abroad.

The solution chosen was to feed the towns with foreign aid and leave the
peasants total freedom to consume or dispose of their production as they wished.
As a result the PRK was subjected to months of dishonest criticism by virtually
every journalist writing about Cambodia: food was being diverted from needy
villagers to feed bureaucrats and party members.

Villagers were needy, but they were out where food was grown or available
for forage. Urban dwellers were even more needy, and criticism about the
distribution pattern is quite out of place from those who had made destruction of
towns a symbol for the evils of Pol Pot and their rehabilitation a touchstone for
return to normality.

Most serious observers of Cambodia have now realized the dishonesty of that
particular criticism, and Becker does not repeat it. She does, however, speak of
“politicization of aid”, and only in the utilization of foreign aid by the

331 T shot from the hip on this, and was wrong, because this Wat, located outside the
Phnom Penh city limits, was not on a list of Phnom Penh Wats in my possession at the
time. On a later trip I visited it along with the same Foreign Ministry guide who had
accompanied Becker. See my correction and apology in Vickery, Kampuchea, Politics,
Economics and Society, note 13 to chapter 10, p. 197. It is interesting that Becker did not
correct me in her hostile review of my Cambodia 1975-1982, published in Problems of
Communism (May-June 1985), indicating she did not know whether she was correct or
mistaken (see below, pp. 211-216).
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Cambodian government, not in the “refusal of the international aid community,
led by the United States, to give more than emergency aid to Cambodia”.

The last perfectly true and important consideration is among a list of 6
reasons for Cambodia’s slide into a “dangerous new cycle of poverty”. Another
of the reasons, in an apparent show of evenhandedness, is “the failure of the
Soviet Union to provide the major relief it promised”, which is amplified farther
on in the article. The “Soviet record since (1979) has been dismal”, says Becker,
and “according to Cambodian sources, Moscow has failed to provide at least
two-thirds of the aid it promised”. “Little aid comes from Communist countries”.

Now without seeing the texts of the Soviet-Cambodia aid documents we do
not know what precisely Moscow promised, but the picture of Soviet aid as seen
from another angle is quite different.

In its 10 February 1983 issue the Far Eastern Economic Review reported on
‘politicization of aid’ to Cambodia. Western donors to the UN Cambodian relief
operations had just pledged a total of $14.2 million, but only $1.2 million, from
Sweden, was for work inside Cambodia, the rest being for support of the anti-
Phnom Penh operations on the Thai border.

The western delegates had then complained about Moscow’s aid to
Cambodia, which in 1982 alone had included the delivery of $82 million of
industrial and consumer goods. In addition there had been road and bridge
equipment, which had apparently been put to proper use in a task which Becker
recognizes as one of the more important: restoration of the transportation
network.

The Soviets also restored about 7500 hectares of rubber trees to help get that
rubber plant about which Becker complained into operation again. Further
important contributions were to the restoration of telephone exchanges, power
stations, technical education, both within Cambodia and for Cambodian students
in the Soviet Union, the fishing industry, and medical facilities.

There was, indeed, no mention of a water system for Phnom Penh, which
Becker faults them for neglecting, and it is impossible to know whether the aid
actually given really represents less than one-third of what was promised, but
their record on aid to Cambodia is so far superior to that of the US government
that it is in bad taste for an American journalist to quibble over such details.

Indeed the magnitude of Soviet aid to Cambodia has incensed the western UN
donors precisely because it is development, designed to keep Cambodia out of
the ‘cycle of poverty’ which the US and ASEAN have sought to maintain in
order to exert political pressure on the PRK and Vietnam.

In pointing out these other aspects of the question, however, I do not mean to
deny all ‘politicization of aid’ by Cambodian authorities. There is no doubt that
some “ministries want to squeeze ... money”, examples of which I was made
aware during my visit in 1981. Whether there is more such squeeze than could
reasonably be expected under the circumstances is impossible to determine, but
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it is no doubt in part related to the pattern of survivors within the new
government.

Becker noted, with apparent shock, that many officials “are survivors of the
(Pol Pot) government that unleashed the bloodbath”. This is true, although
Becker’s inferences, as I shall discuss below, are unfair.

Another aspect of the bureaucracy, and one which has been described in
several articles over the past two years, is that the overwhelming majority of
officials below the topmost level are non-revolutionary survivors of the
Sihanouk and Lon Nol regimes where ministerial squeeze was a fine art and one
of the reasons, as Becker notes, for the demoralized Cambodian society of 1970-
75 and the government’s defeat by the communists.

It could well be that this numerical preponderance of pre-revolutionary
survivors makes a large contribution to the return of “deeply ingrained customs
... leisurely (work) pace ... long rest at midday ... countless holidays,” which
once upon a time were held to reflect the easygoing charm of those happy
Khmers, but now, apparently, are to be evoked as signs of demoralization under
socialist oppression.

The predominance of non-communist, even anti-communist, survivors in the
bureaucracy, and the reemergence of quaint old Royalist and Republican
customs no doubt account for the importance given to political indoctrination.
People who grew up and were educated at a time when corruption in government
was the norm must be convinced of the necessity to work for exiguous salaries
while a profiteering private market sector is tolerated. The government should
not be condemned for trying to inculcate loyalty to the common good in place of
anarchic individualism.

And what is wrong with Indochinese solidarity? Why is it somehow more
heinous than the anti-Vietnamese racist propaganda of the three preceding
regimes? There have no doubt been silly mistakes in the organization of political
courses, but given Cambodia’s experiences over the past 20 years political
indoctrination in itself cannot be condemned, nor can it, on the basis of Becker’s
anecdotes, be blamed for the country’s current poverty.

Within the “unsettling jigsaw puzzle of many layers of recent Cambodia
history” (why ‘unsettling’? Every old and interesting city is a jigsaw puzzle),
Becker noticed a “similarity ... to the Lon Nol era, particularly the later years”.
She describes, now as then, officers in white Mercedes and soldiers treating
friends to banquets.

There is a degree of truth in that. In 1974 Phnom Penh was run down, salaries
were inadequate, and malnutrition was rampant among the underprivileged, as
may well be the case today. But in 1974 it was wartime deterioration in spite of
massive aid from the world’s richest country, while today Cambodia has been
emerging from a chaos which was in part the legacy of that war, and in spite of
the attempt by that same rich country to block all development.
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Becker no doubt saw hungry people in Phnom Penh this year, and she may
have seen a few pretentious officers or corrupt soldiers, but she has not, in
contrast to 1974, seen a country bombed to pieces by its ally, nor daily shootouts
in the streets, nor generals growing wealthy on phantom battalions paid for by
the rich ally, nor an entire elite of officers, officials, merchants and landlords
scandalously overprivileged and fattening themselves on war profits.

Today most of those in direct state employ are constrained to penury and
subject to strict discipline, and there is no fat in military aid provided by the
Vietnamese. In 1974 the white Mercedes and other luxuries were imported with
money diverted from essential supplies or soldiers’ salaries, whereas the few
such cars that exist today have been pulled out of the scrap heaps to which
superfluous vehicles were consigned by Pol Pot.332

If the “ruling government has (again) the air of a caretaker government” (and
Becker doesn’t tell us what that is supposed to mean), its record is incomparably
better than that of 1974, and to say that “the country is far poorer” now is
disinformative. On this last point one need go no farther than comparative food
production statistics; but perhaps Becker thinks that national wealth is to be
measured by the incomes and lifestyles of overprivileged elites. Did her sensitive
nose detect a “scent of corruption in the air”? Quite possibly, but when in
Cambodia’s history was there not? Well, in Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea.

I noted above Becker’s shock at DK survivors in the PRK leadership. Instead
of ‘de-Stalinization’ or ‘de-Nazification’ with a mass trial of “tens of thousands”
of former DK personnel which Becker wants, the same Communist Party, she
complains, is still in power, led by men who had no objection to Pol Pot until
they found themselves in danger. That party’s complicity in DK crimes is
studiously concealed, and the archives of the former Tuol Sleng prison have
been closed because the confessions there would be embarrassing for the present
government.

Surely de-Stalinization and de-Nazification are unfortunate examples to
evoke, given the very limited extent of the former and the recent embarrassing
revelations about who blocked certain de-Nazification proceedings in the past
and contributed to the escape and concealment of a certain notorious Nazi, in a
manner resembling contributions to the rehabilitation and maintenance of the Pol
Pot nucleus since 1979.>

332 Alas, since the 1993 UN intervention and western-imposed ‘democracy’ with capital-
ism, all those unpleasant features of 1974 have reemerged with a vengeance.

333 The Nazi in question was Klaus Barbie, saved after 1945 and employed by the US
government in Bolivia until 1983. See Allan A. Ryan, Jr., Klaus Barbie and the United
States Government: A Report to the Attorney General of the United States (Washington,
D.C., U.S. Dept. of Justice, Criminal Division: 1983; and Erna Paris, Unhealed Wounds
(New York, Grove Press: 1985). For more on this subject see Edward S. Herman,
“Holocaust Doers and Deniers”, Z Magazine, November 1993, pp. 7-10.
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In any case the PRK, contrary to Becker’s allegations, has gone much further
than either. There was a trial of the former regime, in August 1979, and it
produced several hundred pages of documents, translated into French, and
available to researchers for the past three years. It was not conducted as a
vendetta and blood purge leading to the execution or imprisonment of ten
thousand more Cambodians, as Becker would like, but was in order to publicize
and document what had happened during 1975-79.

In contrast to de-Stalinization, the DK political and economic systems have
been completely destroyed, their policies reversed, and the ‘examination’ of
them which Becker calls for may now seem superfluous since all Cambodians
are well aware of what happened. And unlike the results of de-Nazification,
those PRK leaders who were prominent in DK have not tried to conceal their
past. Their positions are well known and have been proclaimed to the public in
official publications; and they do not appear to fear acts of revenge from the
population.

If they have no fear of revealing their past it is because all Cambodians know,
and have described for foreign researchers, who over the 2-3 years have
published material which must have come to Becker’s attention, that in the very
compartmentalized administrative structure of DK there were very great
differences in living conditions and treatment of the population both among
zones, regions, or even contiguous villages, and from one year to the next.

Because of such administrative compartmentalization those in one zone,
including important officials, often did not know what was going on in other
areas, and in particular were not involved in purges which occurred outside their
own administrative units.

In general the best zone of all was the East, where living conditions were
tolerable and killings few until it was purged by the DK central authorities,
partly in 1977, and then totally and massively in 1978. Most of the DK survivors
among the PRK leadership are former East Zone officials.

Their crime in the eyes of Pol Pot was to have been too closely associated
with the old Indochina Communist Party, or the first Cambodia party founded in
1951, and therefore resistant to Pol Pot’s extremism, or potentially conciliatory
toward Vietnam (which, we may recall, was advising and following a quite
different, and much more benign, revolutionary path). The real Pol Pot killers are
not in Phnom Penh, but in the anti-PRK Coalition supported and maintained on
the Thai border by the US, China, and ASEAN.**

Thus it is not just the same party which has been reconstituted as a continuity
from DK, the present leaders cannot be qualified as the same “who ran the
government for Pol Pot”, and there need be no embarrassment about the role of

334 Or, in refugee communities in western cities, such as Toronto, as seen in Bill Schiller
and Dave Walker, “Khmer Rouge Killers Find Refuge in Canada”, The Sunday Star
(Toronto), 28 February 1988.



Chapter 3 / First experiences with post-KR Cambodia 175

the present party under DK nor its complicity in the crimes perpetrated under
that regime. Although Pol Pot led the party from 1962, no one was aware of nor
predicted the line he would follow after 1975.

The present party dates its founding from the party of 1951, in which some of
the present leadership participated at a time when Pol Pot was still a schoolboy.
For him, that party was anathema, and he dated his party from 1960 in order to
signal a break with all that the old party represented, in particular its close links
to Viet Nam.

The only point in all of this on which Becker is correct is that there were
factions within the party and its leadership, and among them were many who
opposed Pol Pot’s policies both before and after 1975, especially afterward.
There were even attempted coups against Pol Pot — thus the purges which tore
DK apart.

Those purges of high party cadres were often clandestine and unknown
outside the security apparatus and this, together with administrative compart-
mentalization, served to keep the opposition split, unable to present a united
front against the Pol Pot faction. The central leadership did go mad after 1975,
but the entire party were not accomplices, and there is no way to maintain that
Viet Nam contributed to the massacres.

For the history of the DK period the archives in the former Tuol Sleng prison
are indeed as important as Becker says. They are the major surviving
documentary source for the DK period, and they have already contributed greatly
to our knowledge of Cambodia under Pol Pot. They have not, however, been
“completely closed to Cambodians” — I have met many who examined them.

If few foreigners have been allowed to see them, perhaps really the half dozen
Becker alleges, it is because there are hardly more than that number of foreigners
both qualified to use them — they are written in Khmer — and involved in the
study of modern Cambodian history.

The present administration has in fact been extremely generous in giving
foreigners access to those files. Every qualified researcher who has visited
Phnom Penh has been given virtual carte blanche to browse, photograph, take
notes, and carry entire dossiers off to some foreign aid agency office for
photocopying. The access granted Becker herself is proof of this generosity,
since she is not among those capable of using the documents.

Of course, one cannot just walk in off the street and demand to see them. A
certain application procedure is involved, as is customary for such collections
anywhere in the world.

Becker goes on to tell us what the archives ‘reveal’ about the nature of the
Cambodian revolution, though how she knows what they reveal, since she
cannot read them, is unclear. If, as she at one point writes, the documents tell of
“purges based less on ideological differences than on Pol Pot’s obsession with
loyalty, power and searches for scapegoats,” which, I would say, is a reasonable
inference from much of the Tuol Sleng material, then they support the present
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government’s contention that Pol Pot and his narrow coterie were to blame for
the disaster of DK.

But Becker will not have this, and resorts to a claim that “certain factions won
or lost in various power plays, but the entire party was involved.” Now that is
one thing which the Tuol Sleng documents do not reveal. In the power plays on
record there, no other faction than that of Pol Pot ever won, their leaders were
one after another wiped out because they were unenthusiastic about the Pol Pot
line, and the Tuol Sleng records show that Pol Pot had developed an obsessive
hatred towards the 1951 party and all who had associated with it.

Becker wishes to make a major point out of the circumstance that “one could
argue” it was only the purges which “forced some party members to turn against
the Pol Pot regime”. One could argue, as I would, that it was only the purges that
made the DK regime atrocious. Given the state in which the country was left by
Lon Nol and the US it was not an atrocity to put everyone to productive work,
eliminate old-regime privileges, and for a time insist on a rigidly egalitarian
lifestyle.

It was an atrocity to assume that mediocre or poor results were due to traitors
or malingerers and resort to mass executions as a corrective. It was also an
atrocity to take available food away from hungry people to stockpile for attacks
against Viet Nam, that is, for a goal like that encouraged by the present-day
foreign backers of Pol Pot and his Coalition.

Cambodia may, unfortunately, be slowing down after the hopeful develop-
pments of the PRK’s first three years; and it is discouraging that industry is at an
even lower level than under DK, with PRK officials disingenuously blaming the
situation entirely on Pol Pot’s destruction. Pol Pot did, however, as Becker
admits, kill off large numbers of the country’s industrial personnel, including
skilled workers, but he was able to keep factories going with captive laborers.

The PRK now suffers from a serious lack of skilled people, and having given
the population freedom of movement and choice of work cannot dragoon them
into factories at wages which may not be interesting. Those who might in other
circumstances work in factories may now prefer to remain farmers or engage in
petty trade. In any case it is in bad taste for an American journalist to assess
major blame on political indoctrination or lack of Soviet aid.

Not only have the United States and its allies tried, as a matter of deliberate
policy, to block redevelopment of Cambodia by limiting aid to emergency
supplies, but they have rehabilitated Pol Pot and other anti-PRK groups on the
Thai border under cover of a refugee system which has also drained off much of
Cambodia’s surviving talent.

Because of the escape valve on the border, Cambodians dissatisfied with even
those irksome details of life which might occur anywhere may run to the border
and, alleging Vietnamese or communist oppression, receive succor and
sympathy. This is one important reason why the PRK cannot limit the runaway
and wasteful free market, cannot tax in order to use local resources in
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reconstruction, nor even organize the population in self-help work teams to
repair roads or clean up Phnom Penh, measures which in the circumstances
would be reasonable and could not honestly be attributed to ‘oppression’.

The insufficiencies of Becker’s treatment result from several circumstances.
There is the lack of historical perspective, or even historical accuracy, to which I
have given attention above.

Then there is the anti-Vietnamese, anti-socialist slant which permits
denigration of anything done by Viet Nam, or in the name of socialism, no
matter how objectively necessary or positive the measure might otherwise
appear. Where perfect freedom is hindered, as in the private reappropriation of
Phnom Penh real estate, that is bad, but where freedom is permitted, as in market
trading, that is bad too.

If bureaucrats, or officers, envious of the “fat and wealthy” traders, seek to
moonlight, or to apply ministerial squeeze, the regime is condemned, but efforts
to keep them in line through education and persuasion, rather than with the threat
of death as under Pol Pot, are castigated as political indoctrination.

There is also some question about the reporting of ‘fact’. I have no doubt that
some “Cambodian sources” blame all defects on political indoctrination or that
one may hear of misused aid and dishonest officials; but among Cambodian
refugees over the past three years, or in casual contacts within the country, one
has heard all manner of things which were just not true.

The preconceived anti-Viet Nam bias and a vacuum cleaner approach to ‘fact’
are combined in the contrast Becker asserted, in her 27 February article on Viet
Nam, between liberalization in Viet Nam and Viet Nam’s “rigid colonial policies
in Cambodia”.

This is grossly dishonest; in fact, it is disinformative propaganda on two
counts. There is nothing in Viet Nam’s position in Cambodia which can be
called ‘colonial’, by any accepted definition of that term, and liberalization of the
type Becker describes in Viet Nam has in fact gone much further in Cambodia.

I realize that the determination of truth and falsity is not an easy matter. It
requires comparison of many sources, and journalists may not have the time, or
in the case of Cambodia, the linguistic competence. They could, however, even
while protecting their sources, indicate whether the reports they have heard are
from people who claim eye-witness experience or who themselves have only
heard what they are reporting, whether the story is from an old and trusted friend
or a random street acquaintance (the ubiquitous taxi driver, or in Phnom Penh the
pedicab man), or whether it is generalized rumor.

Rumors, like hard facts, may be interesting items of news, but a certain
unfortunate journalistic technique gives all such news items equal value as ‘fact’,
regardless of source or context. The opinions on political indoctrination held by
various groups and strata of the Cambodian population are interesting and
valuable news items, but one cannot accept as fact that political indoctrination is
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responsible for stagnation just because it is a fact that some Cambodians make
such statements.

It is a fact that some features of Phnom Penh today resemble 1974, but the
totality of the situation renders such comparison almost meaningless, if not
consciously deceptive. Allegations that Soviet aid is less than promised, or less
than required, are also facts, but set within the total foreign aid picture the slant
given by Becker is disingenuous.

Although Becker no doubt heard such an assertion, as I have, it is not true that
all good housing in Phnom Penh has been taken over by Vietnamese and
Soviets; and it requires no more than a casual walk around the city and visits to
Cambodian government installations to ascertain the inaccuracy of such
statements.

I also recall a refugee, an engineer who had worked for the new government
in 1979 and early 1980, when there were far more Vietnamese experts and
advisers in Phnom Penh than now, telling me that the Vietnamese with whom he
had worked lived, apparently as a matter of policy, at a less comfortable material
level than their Cambodian counterparts.

It may also be a fact that the PRK does not encourage the return of people
who fled the country since 1979, but those doctors, etc., who would be refused
permission “to come back and help rebuild the country” ran away just at the
moment when they had been freed from oppression and the threat of death, and
when the new authorities were begging for their services. Neither have they
shown notable inclination to return and offer their services.

There is certainly room for honest value judgement about what is desirable in
economic recovery or political reconstruction, but honest assessment must take
into account what is feasible under the given circumstances, and that in turn may
involve consideration of comparable development in other circumstances.

Thus, it is true that Cambodia’s health, economy and politics are precarious,
and there may be reason for particular concern over developments during the
past year, but is the situation simply depressing, or is it worse that could
reasonably be expected under the existing circumstances? Becker seems to think
it is worse, and wishes to place blame on political education, malevolence of the
regime (broken promises), and niggardly Soviet aid.

More important, [ should say, are the constraints placed on development by
lack of trained personnel and equipment (which result primarily from DK
massacres, the foreign backed border operations, and the refugee system), as
well as limits placed on aid from the affluent West, matters outside PRK control
and thus among the existing circumstances. Given such impediments to
reconstruction, it is dishonest to focus on the low material standard of living
rather than the progress made in the past three years, in particular the improved
quality of life.
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It is also informative to make some comparison with neighboring countries,
as Becker attempted in her assertion that Cambodians were well behind other
Southeast Asian villagers.

In Thailand, for example, where there has been no war, foreign invasion,
carpet bombing, nor revolution, where foreign investment is massive and the
sympathy of the most advanced Western powers is enjoyed, health authorities, as
in Cambodia, are concerned about serious malnutrition among half or more of
the country’s children, and only 30% of the population has a safe water supply
(Bangkok Post, 18 Oct. 1981, p. 8).

Moreover, the food supply situation there, in nutritional terms, may be
deteriorating (Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholar, 14/4 [1982], p. 21). Since
1980, as I discovered while working in the refugee camps, there has been some
concern that the ‘high’ standard of living of Cambodian refugees may evoke
invidious comparison and ultimate political disaffection by the poor Thai
peasants who observe them.

It is amusing now to set the tone and newsworthyness of Becker’s presentation
against the boasting of Washington Post Editor Ben Bradlee, “I have no politics. I'm a
newspaperman, who tried to put out the best big-city daily in America”. “ | ... let the
editorial pages take over the opinionated stuff”.

I not only sent the critique of Becker’s articles to the Washington Post, but realizing
of course that there was no chance of publication there, | also sent it to a number of
persons interested in Cambodia and to the Far Eastern Economic Review. The then
Deputy Editor, Philip Bowring, replied in an interesting manner. He said that they could
not use my material directly, because “[a]s these [Becker’s articles] did not appear in
the Review - though they were offered to us - | really do not think we can devote
space to demolishing them [FEER, apparently, did not think much more of Becker
than | did]. However, if you would like to write us a 5th Column criticizing press
coverage in general of developments in Cambodia since 1975, which could include
references to Becker’s recent pieces, we would be most interested”.336

| accepted Bowring’s suggestion, and on 5 May 1983 sent an article, “Cambodia
and the Media”, which is printed below. By that time FEER had published a letter from
the KPNLF, who, relying on Becker’s articles as evidence, attacked Emory Swank’s
positive assessment of the situation in the PRK. Whether or not Becker had based her

335 Martin Walker, “Hot mettle man, Ben Bradlee — life’s been awfully good”, The
Guardian, reproduced in New Sunday Times (Kuala Lumpur), Sunday Style, 28 January
1996, pp. 2-3.

336 Letter from Philip Bowring, 25 April 1983.
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articles on information she was fed at the border, she had certainly written what they
337
wanted.

The reply to me from FEER came in the form of a rocket from Editor Derek Davies,
saying, in essence, that Bowring had not meant what he had said. What the Review
wanted was an expansion of “those portions of your critique of Elizabeth Becker which
dealt with the difficulties faced by reporters in circumstances such as they faced in
covering Cambodia [there were no such portions] ... a somewhat sympathetic analysis
of these difficulties”.

In particular he objected to my attributing anti-Vietnamese feelings to Shawcross,
and political bias to journalists. At the end, however, he wrote, “l would like you to try
again along the lines | describe ... 7, which | think can fairly be described as an offer of
money to write something which he knew | did not believe (the Review was then
paying $250 per 1,000 words published).338

Cambodia and the Media (2003) **
A recent series of articles in the Washington Post (27 February-1 March, 1983)
by Elizabeth Becker has attracted attention for their striking contrast to what has
been written about Cambodia over the past two years by most journalists,
scholars and other competent observers, such as former US ambassador Emory
Swank (FEER 17 March 1983), and because that slant is congruent with the line
of one particular Cambodian faction who now cite Becker, against Swank, as
proof of their legitimacy (FEER 14 April 1983, 6-7).

To be sure, Cambodia, by the very nature of its problems is a trap for the
unwary, and the complexity of its situation is such that any statement at all may

337 The KPNLF letter was published in FEER, 14 April 1983, pp. 6-7. Among the
tripartite coalition parties the KPNLF in particular was well supplied with personable,
multilingual young officials who were very effective with impressionable foreign
visitors.

338 Letter from Derek Davies, 11 May 1983. As Bowring noted in his obituary of Davies,
“He could give out criticism but was less than ready to absorb it”. The Review was
bought by Dow Jones in 1987. Davies was kicked upstairs to a less active post where he
amused himself for several years by pasting together silly pictures and bad ethnic jokes in
a column called ‘Traveler’s Tales’ (see above, p. 91), and Bowring became editor.

The final move in the Review’s decline was Bowring’s replacement as editor in 1992
by an American right-wing ideologue, L. Gordon Crovitz (see his article entitled, “Rule
of Law”, “Hayek’s Road From Serfdom for Legal U-Turn”, about the work of the
recently deceased Friedrich Hayek, in Asian Wall Street Journal, 10-11 April 1992).

The Review itself, as Bowring wrote, “a magazine once notorious for its feisty
independence was submerged in Dow Jones, its editorial line a carbon copy of the Wall
Street Journal’s right-wing editorial pages” (see Bowring, in The Correspondent, the on-
line publication of the Foreign Correspondents’ Club, Hong Kong, October-November
2002, “Cover Story - Derek Davies - 1931-2002”).

339 Michael Vickery, unpublished article prepared for FEER and submitted 5 May 1983.
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be controversial. Even given that circumstance, however, English-language
journalism since 1975 has been exceptionally noteworthy for controversy not
only over interpretation, but also fact, and for abrupt shifts in viewpoint which
indicate ideological bias and selective use of evidence.

Thus, in 1975-76 several articles in FEER, whose record in Indochina
reportage has generally been good, characterized the Cambodian revolutionary
leadership, in particular Saloth Sar / Pol Pot and Ieng Sary, as pro-Vietnamese, a
view which seems ludicrous in the light of subsequent revelations about
Democratic Kampuchea (DK). It illustrates how a simple preconception — that
Cambodian leftists must somehow be working for Viet Nam — could totally
distort the true situation.>*’

The search for a Vietnamese devil, often eagerly supported by Cambodian
informants, has linked several phases of western media attention to Cambodia;
including the recent articles by Becker, who asserted Vietnamese responsibility
in the Pol Pot massacres.

During most of the DK period, however, arrangement of Cambodian news to
fit an anti-Viet Nam bias was held in abeyance, for the allegedly atrocious nature
of DK could hardly be related to the methods being used in Viet Nam,
particularly from 1977 when full-scale enmity between the two countries became
clear to all.

Most of the Western media sought to portray Cambodia, following the
evacuation of Phnom Penh and the massacres of Republican officers in
Battambang, as an unmitigated chamber of horrors where intellectuals were
killed on sight and most people lived on starvation rations.

John Barron’s and Anthony Paul’s Murder of a Gentle Land and Frangois
Ponchaud’s Cambodia Year Zero are the best known examples; and the Bangkok
press corps has offered “a thick file of news clippings dating back to May 1975
to prove their assiduity in writing about “the massacres and misery in Cambodia”
(FEER 5 February 1982, p. 3).

In contrast to that approach there were others, including myself, who saw that
not all refugees had horror stories, that much of the general hardship was an
effect of the war, and that the available evidence did not permit conclusions like
those drawn by Barron and Paul or by Time in its article of 26 April 1976. This
more nuanced material, when it was published at all, was given little notice until
collected and published by Noam Chomsky and Edward S. Herman in the
Political Economy of Human Rights, the Cambodia chapter of which requires
little modification in the light of new evidence.

The same more balanced approach was also adopted by some of those
reporting in FEER. William Shawcross wrote in the 2 January 1976 issue that

340 FEER, 28 March 1975, pp. 11-12; 1 August 1975, p. 22; 5 September 1975, p. 22; 24
October 1975, pp. 8-10; 7 May 1976, pp. 22-23; 25 June 1976, p. 26; above, p. 82 ff.
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refugee accounts “suggest [emphasis added] that the Khmer Rouge is finding it
hard to govern the country except by coercion” and “even suggest that terror is
being employed as a system of government”. The refugees themselves, however,
in spite of complaints about “young and old ... dying of starvation”, “did not
appear to be in a sorry condition”.

Shawcross concluded that life in Cambodia was “appalling”, but he
recognized that “it is impossible ... talking to some refugees and reading the
radio monitoring, to say how a country is being run”; and he emphasized that if
an atrocity was being perpetrated, it “did not begin in April [1975] — it simply
entered its sixth year”.

Donald Wise, in FEER 23 September 1977, intended to follow the horror
version of DK, emphasizing “the liquidation of intellectuals and professionals”,
but he merely repeated the more extreme allegations then current, referred to
Barron and Paul as a source, and cited one new informant who badly damaged
his case by reporting that “the normal ration per person is two condensed milk
cans [500 grams] of dry rice a day”, an adequate, almost normal, ration, and a
luxury in most of DK.

The Review’s Indochina specialist Nayan Chanda, in particular, was properly
circumspect given the evidence available at the time. On 16 October 1976 he
wrote “most observers agree that the worst excesses are over”, adding that “part
of the killing was the action of the have-nots against the haves”, inspired by a
desire for revenge and the effects of a savage war. He also considered that most
refugees, then coming from isolated work sites near the Thai border, “rarely have
any information of value”.

A year later (21 October 1977), writing “occasional executions continue, the
refugees say”, following “the first rush of executions of top military and civilian
officials in the summer of 1975”, Chanda still showed concern for a fair analysis
of the then available information.

After the simmering Cambodia-Viet Nam conflict erupted into open warfare
in 1977 and relations were broken off at the end of the year, the Vietnamese
began accusing Phnom Penh of atrocities after the manner of the Western press,
and the latter took this as confirmation of their efforts to expose DK and as proof
that those who had more skeptically assessed the evidence had been mistaken.

A careful reading of statements from Viet Nam, however, revealed that apart
from reports of Cambodian attacks across the border, which did show a
propensity for cruelty, most of the Vietnamese statements about DK atrocities
had been culled from the uncritical Western press and could in no way be taken
as independent confir