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6. The Pattern and Scope of Violence
by Kenneth M. Quinn

The communist military victory in April 1975 brought with it the
hope that peace would return to Cambodia and that there would be an end
to the dying. There was instead an almost immediate escalation of the level
of violence, as Pol Pot moved to impose.on all Khmer the radical economic
and social system he had introduced in areas he controlled since June 1973,

A review of the pattern of violence in other totalitarian regimes would
suggest that this increase in the use of force and terror in Cambodia should
not have been unexpected and is indeed characteristic of both communist
and fascist revolutionary regimes. Prior to total victory, violence against the
population is usually held to a minimum to maintain popular support for
the revolution’s military effort. Once victory is achieved, however, totali-
tarian rulers in general resort to fear and terror to achieve unanimous ac-
quiescence in their political program and to destroy any potential challenges
to their rule. Communist China, the Soviet Union, and Nazi Germany ex-
perienced the greatest degree of terror after Mao, Stalin, and Hitler had
achieved power.

Hannah Arendt, in her classic study on the Nazi and Soviet regimes, The
Origins of Totalitarianism, noted that in the initial period after the seizure
of power the major force is directed at obvious enemies—the remnants of
the former government and armed forces that might continue to resist. Af-
ter the remaining elements have been destroyed, the new regime turns on
the masses using even greater amounts of terror,

- . the end of the first stage comes with the liquidation of open and secret resistance
in an organized form. It can be set at about 1935 in Germany and approximately
1930 in Soviet Russia. Only after the extermination of the real enemies does terror
become the actual content of totalitarian regines. (Arendt 1958:400; emphasis
added)

Pol Pot’s rule was to follow this pattern, although it took him only about
one year to effectively deal with residual internal threats to his rule.

Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski in their work on totalitarianism
touch upon another aspect of terror that has relevance to Pol Pot’s Kampu-
chea:

It is a curious and frightening fact that totalitarian terror increases in scope and
violence as the totalitarian system becomes stable and firm—terror embraces the
entire society reaching everywhere for actual or potential deviants . . . (Friedrich
and Brzezinski 1956:137)
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Totalitarian terror grows by leaps and bounds. It not only . .. [is] . . . aimed at
anticipating political resistance—it becomes the fundamental method of achieving
the revolution without which the regime would lose its total character and probably
also its power. Totalitarian terror is therefore the vital nerve of the totalitarian sys-
tem . . . Because of the belief of the ideological infallibility of its dogma, the regime
is propelled toward an increase in terror by a violent passion for unanimity. Since
history tells the totalitarian he is right, he expects others to agree with him. This
passion for unanimity makes the totalitarian insist on the complete agreement of
the entire population. (Friedrich and Brzezinski 1956:131-32)

On April 18, 1975, Pol Pot had every reason to believe he was indeed on
the historically correct path. Just five years earlier he and  handful of loval
cadres had appeared on the verge of oblivion. By following an assiduously
cultivated plan for revolution, the Communist Party of Kampuchea had:
gained control of the revolution by thwarting the influence of Prince Siha-
nouk; driven the Vietnamese from much of Cambodian territory; established
a nascent collectivized agricultural system; forced the American diplomatic
and military personnel to flee by helicopter; defeated the better-equipped
Khmer Republican Army; and finally captured Phnom Penh a full two
weeks before the North Vietnamese entered Saigon, thereby accomplishing
in five years what it took Hanoi thirty years to do.

Flushed with victory and imbued with a sense of righteousness, Pol Pot
then set out to implement his plan to radically restructure Cambodian so-
dety. In seeking ta establish this new social system, Pol Pot employed ter-
ror, violence, and purges in a systematic way to accomplish these specific
goals:

1. Breaking the System—using violence and terror to destroy the old
society and its social, political, economic, and cultural infrastructure

2. Socioeconomic Transformation—applying violence and terror to force
the entire saciety into new socioeconomic patterns (collectivization, work
battalions, abolishing private property and religion, and instituting a new
value system)

3. Political Prophylaxis—using purges and selected executions to counter
revisionism and coups d’etat from within

4. Defending against External Threat—seeking to eliminate threats posed
by Vietnam and perceived collaborators of the Vietnamese

In each case the target of the violence would be different.

Breaking the System

From April 1975 until April 1976, Pol Pot and his followers concentrated
on the steps necessary to “break’ the old system: that is, to destroy the
patterns of political authority, economic activity, and cultural tradition that
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had characterized it. To accomplish this goal they sought to: (1) empty all
cities and towns and resettle the population on agricultural communes; (2)
identify, arrest, or execute officials and military personnel from the Lon Nol
government; and (3) neutralize those elements in society perceived as po-
tentially threatening to their rule and desirous of a return to traditional

Khmer society. In all three efforts, the party utilized significant amounts of
violence and terror to accomplish its objectives.

THE EXODUS FROM THE CITIES

Pol Pot's first move was to empty all of the cities and towns and force the
entire urban population to walk to new collective agricultural sites in order
to begin new lives as farm workers. Several reasons were put forward by
the Khmer Rouge for this radical development: the threat of American
bombing; the inability to supply sufficient food to the cities; and the fear of
counterrevolution. In an interview in 1978, Pol Pot told journalists that:

. . the cities were not evacuated through a pre-established plan but were
in conformity with the situation at the time, . . . the shortage of foodstuffs,
the necessity to solve this problem for the population and the U.S. imperi-
alists and their lackey’s plan aiming at destroying our revolution and taking
back power"” (£s1s 1v, March 1978:10).

These reasons were indeed ones that Khmer Rouge cadres used in order-
ing people to leave the cities. Other statements made by communist cadres,
the inclusion of sick and handicapped persons in the evacuation, and the
well-established checkpoints in operation along the routes suggest, how-
ever, that the evacuation was planned in advance and implemented to
achieve fundamental policy objectives rather than for spur-of-the-moment
security reasons. In 1977, Pol Pot himself admitted openly that the evacu-
ation of the cities was a carefully planned, premeditated action. “One of the
important factors is the evacuation of city residents to the countryside. This
was decided before victory was won, that is, in February 1975 . . " (rp1s 1,
October 3, 1977:A23; emphasis added).

Moreover, it appears clear in retrospect that the evacuation of the cities
was not a new concept but a repeat of the policy implemented in June, 1973,
when the Khmer Rouge systematically burned rural villages and hamlets
under their control in order to force peasants into the new communal agri-
cultural system. The goal of the new Cambodian rulers was fundamentally
and drastically to change the nature of Khmer society. Cities were viewed
as creations of Western influence, centers of decadence and conspicuous
consumption, and impediments to change. Like villages and hamlets, they
were a fundamental part of the old order. By literally tearing the great bulk
of the country’s population from its roots and familiar patterns of work and
life, the Khmer Rouge leadership intended irrevocably and irretrievably to
move toward a new egalitarian agricultural society.
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One communist cadre put it this way in explaining the emptying of the
capital: “From now on if the people want to eat, they should go out and
work in the rice paddies. They should learn that their lives depend on a
grain of rice. Plowing the soil, planting and harvesting rice will teach them
the real value of things. Cities are evil. There are money and trade in cities
and both have a corrupting influence. People are good, but cities are evil.
This is why we shall do away with cities”” (Barron and Paul 1977:16-17).
Another Khmer Rouge cadre echoed this notion: "“The city is bad for there
is money in the city. People can be reformed, but not citjes. By sweating to
clear land, sowing and harvesting crops, men will learn the real value of
things. Man has to know that he is born again from a'grain of rice’” (Pon-
chaud 1978:21),

Other evidence indicated that the Khmer Rouge also disdained the influ-
ences of city life—like long hair on students—and the class distinctions that
were maintained by such things as large houses, opulent furniture, auto-
mobiles, and fancy clothing.? Moreover, cities were centers of commerce
where large sums of money changed hands and “greedy” merchants made
““unseemly profits” by exploiting the rural poor. Pol Pot may also have been
influenced by the Chinese experience that cities are not conducive to com.-
munization and were in fact the locus of much political opposition to the
Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. Furthermore, the Khmer
Rouge viewed the cities as unproductive economic drains on the country-
side, and the revolutionary movement did not have enough cadres to control
all the cities. By destroying urban life, Pol Pot sought to wipe out all of
these negative features.

The forced march of approximately three million out of Phnom Penh and
hundreds of thousands of others out of Cambodia’s provincial towns caused
a significant number of deaths, particularly among the aged and infirm. This
process began when . . roughly twenty four hours after the advent of
peace, the Communists began routing out the people much more methodi-
cally and vigorously. In the name of Angkar, parties of four to six soldiers
systematically went from door to door, . . . and by mid-morning the streets
teemed with hundreds of thousands of peaple’” (Barron and Paul 1977:25-
26). One French journalist reported that refugees in Saigon recounted the
story of a “Khmer Rouge cadre entering a hospital crying, ‘The American
tmperialists will bomb the hospital—you must evacuate immediately’,
Everyone had to leave. Those who could walk helped the crippled, amputees
and others, some hobbling, others on their hands and knees” (Le Figaro
1976).

Frangois Ponchaud, whase analysis of the social context of these events

! See Chapter 5 by Frangois Ponchaud for additional interpretation of the anti-urban bias of
the Khmer Rouge.—Fp.
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preceeds this chapter, provided an eyewitness account of this exodus of the
walking wounded, A few moments later a hallucinatory spectacle began.
Thousands of the sick and wounded were abandoning the city. The strong-
est dragged pitifully along, others were carried by friends, and some were
lying on beds pushed by their families with their plasma and 1.V, bumping
alongside” (Ponchaud 1977:6-7).

The largest numbers of deaths along the evacuation route resulted from
the heat, lack of food and water, and absence of medical assistance. As one
refugee noted:

From noon onwards, the masses in the streets multiplied as Communist troops up-
rooted more and more families . . . there was a huge crowd of every age and con-
dition, young, old and sick . . . virtually everybody saw . . . corpses rapidly bloating
and rotting in the sun. Then the water supply ceased throughout the city . . . No
stores of drinking water, no stocks of food, no shelter had been prepared for the
millions of outcasts. Consequently acute dysentery racked and sapped life from bod-
ies . . . already weakened by hunger and fatigue . . . we must have passed the body
of a child every 200 vards. (Levin 1977a).

The sheer rigor of the march and the lack of sanitation and health care
added to the death toll. Unburied bodies accumulated rapidly, aggravating
health problems; “an estimated 100,000 people died in a single cholera ep-
idemic that broke out southwest of Phnom-Penh 15 days after the exodus”’
(Time 1976:9).

By interviewing refugees that reached Saigon a month later, one reporter
concluded that “"hundreds, and possibly thousands, of city dwellers had died
on the roads . . . mostly old people and children’” {Dawson 1975:17). This
estimate concerned only one part of the evacuation. Others estimated that
as many as four hundred thousand people succumbed during the entire pro-
cess of emptying the cities (Barron and Paul 1977:203). Although it will
probably never be possible to achieve a precise accounting of the actual
number that perished, the evidence strongly points to a significant loss of
life during this evacuation.

The Khmer Rouge, in their application of these harsh measures, had ex-
tracted a high price from the population, but they had achieved several of
their objectives. Through the forced abandonment of the towns and cities:

they had totally cut off virtually the entire population from whatever
material connection it had with the old order

all homes, money, cars, bank accounts, and consumer goods were left
behind

potential adversaries and opponents were disorganized and separated from
places that might serve as centers of resistance, thus maximizing the
communist political control
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familiar social, religious, familial, and economic patterns were shattered,
and all evacuees were thrown into a basic struggle for physical survival

Thus, in the first few days of implementing their revolution, Pol Pot and
his followers eschewed all gradualism and instead abruptly terminated a
thousand years of Khmer socioeconomic history and began the establish-
ment of a radically new order.

SETTLING THE SCORE: IDENTIEYING AND ELIMINATING
THE FORMER ENEMY

Concomitant with their destruction of the patterns of urban life, the
Khmer Rouge began an effort to identify—and in many instances execute—
political leaders, military officers, and civil servants from the republican
government. Some were killed at their offices; others were identified at
check points along the march routes autside of Phnom Penh; still others
surrendered and were taken out in large groups to be killed. In some in-
stances the spouses and children of the officials were killed alongside their
husbands and fathers.?

The persons most sought after by the victorious communist forces were
the top leaders of the former government. Although some escaped before
the Khmer Rouge entered Phnom Penh, others remained behind and were
subsequently arrested and executed. In November 1975, Ieng Sary con-
firmed that Sirik Matak, former Prime Minister Long Boret, and Lon Non
(Lon Nol’s younger brother) were all executed. An aide to Prince Sihanouk
in Beijing at the time confirmed the deaths, saying that Lon Non had been
lynched by a mob and the other two shot by a firing squad (Washington
Post 1975).

Other officials were included in this roundup of former government func-
tionaries. For example, here is the story of one female refugee who managed
to flee to Vietnam: “Married to a police officer, she lived in Phnom Penh
with her four children. On April 18, the Khmer Rouge entered their house
and without so much as a word of explanation killed her husband with a
stick (right in front of the family). They did the same to the 10-year-old
son. The woman immediately fled with her other children. She walked for
a month across Cambodia. Her younger two children died along the way of
starvation and sickness’’ (Le Figaro 1976).

Most of the killings took place after the officers had been rounded up,
often on the pretext that they were going to meet with Prince Sihanouk or
to participate in the “reconstruction of the country.” Here is a report of

? See Chapter 5 by Frangois Panchaud for an explanation of the tendency to kill whole fam-
ilies. See Chapter 7 by David Hawk for evidence that this same pattern was carried out against
communist cadres judged to be enemies of the state.—En.
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what a refugee from Battambang Province saw when he was forced to serve
on burial detail:

He [Soun Heap] and other men were taken to a place called Arak Bak Kor near
Sisophon. There the villagers found a killing ground scattered with the corpses of
soldiers who had been beaten to death. As they began to bury them, which they
were ordered to do, trucks began to arrive packed with more Lon Nol soldiers, each
man individually bound at the ankles and by a rope pinioning his arms at the biceps.
The first batch of soldiers were taken from the trucks by the Khmer Rouge Guards
and then tied together with a long rope to form an enormous human chain. The
Khmer Rouge then beat them to death with pieces of timber in full view of the other
victims awaiting the same fate in the trucks. “The men in the trucks began to scream
and wail and many fell down unconscious.” Soun Heap said . . . (Woollacott 1976)

Ith Thaim, another refugee who had been drafted to drive a Khmer Rouge
truck provided this eyewitness account of the execution of some civilian
officials and their families:

At Mongkol Borie, the local Khmer Rouge commander . . . ordered . . . a squad of
young Communist soldiers to punish . . . a group of civilian officials of the fallen
government . . . The 15 Khmer Rouge rounded up ten former civil servants and
their wives and children—about 60 people—tied their hands behind their backs . . _
and drove them . . . to a banana plantation . . . Scattered about the place were the
bodies of people killed one or two days earlier . . . The Khmer Rouge thrust each
official forward one at a time and forced him to knee] between two soldiers armed
with bayonet-tipped AK—47 assault rifles. The soldiers then stabbed the victim si-
multaneously through the chest and back . . . As each man lay dying, his anguished,
horror-struck wife and children were herded up to the body. The women, forced to
kneel, also received the simultaneous bayonet thrusts. The children, last to die, were
stabbed where they stood. Of the 60 or so executed, only about six were spared the
bayonet. These were very small children, too young to fully appreciate what was
happening. In a killing frenzy now, the two executioners each grabbed a limb—one
an arm, the other a leg—and tore the infants apart. (Time 1976)

Francois Ponchaud cites the slogans he frequently heard on Khmer Rouge
radio broadcasts as evidence that this drive to destroy all these links and kill
all the officers and their families was indeed premeditated:

- this total purge was, above all, the translation into action of a particular vision
of man: a person who has been spoiled by a corrupt regime cannot be reformed, he
must be physically eliminated from the brotherhood of the pure. “The regime must
be destroyed”; “‘the enemy must be utterly crushed”; “What is infected must be
cut out”; “What is rotten must be removed”’; ““What is too long must be shortened
and be made the right length;” “Ir isn’t enough to cut down a bad plant, it must be
uprooted;” those are among the slogans used both on the radio and at meetings, to
justify the purge. The authorities of the former regime were enemies and as such
had no place in the national community. Several accounts state that in many places
the officers” wives and children were killed too: the theme that the family line must
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be annihilated down to the last survivor is recurrent in such reports. (Ponchaud

1978:50-51)

Executions were usually carried out in locations far remaved from the
population—sometimes, if villagers were nearby, Khmer Rouge cadre took
measures to eliminate the noise associated with mass executions. A former
member of the army described the scene as he and his entire family were
being taken to be executed:

One evening the Khmer Rouge assembled us. We were to be interrogated. At 2030
hours we were ordered to leave the pagoda where we. were waiting. The Khmer
Rouge took us ta the edge of a forest. My wife held the youngest of our sons in her
arms. [ held the hands of the other two. Our elbows were then tied. I stretched them
as far as possible so that my bonds might be looser. We were blindfolded and [ knew
we were about to be executed. | was able to untie myself and lift my blindfold. I
witnessed a scene of horror. The Khmer Rouge were stuffing the mouths of those
they were leading with rags and grass to prevent them from screaming and were
cutting their throats like animals—the throats of men, women, old folk and children
alike. 1 managed to escape. (Porlier 1976)

Another report of a large-scale execution came from refugee Chea Sam-
bath, who stated that on April 24 he arrived at Thmar Kaul, where ““there
were hundreds of bodies lying by the roadside with their hands tied behind
their backs. I learned later that they were the non-commissioned officers
from Battambang who were supposedly going for retraining” (Ponchaud
1978:44).

Chan Dura, a court clerk in Pailin, recounted how all the municipal offi-
cials—eighty people in all—were executed together (Ponchaud 1978:44).

Yon Kim Lanh, a young electrical technician who stayed in Phnom Penh
to help run the city’s power plant, witnessed the continual disappearance of
military officers and had a chance to ask a senior Khmer communist official
about it. He was working at a communist headquarters at the Monorom
Hotel where he observed:

1 saw more than two hundred Lon Nol officers brought in. They were taken away
the same night, for an unknown destination. Everyday the Khmer Rouge brought
in another hundred or more people, mostly officers . . . [but also including the edi-
tor-in-chief of the newspaper Depeche du Cambodge.] One after another they all
disappeared, and always at night. | knew a few of the Khmer Rouge—and asked
them what had happened to the people who disappeared from the hotel. The answer
was: “We kill them all because they're traitors and deserve to be shot.” (Ponchaud
1978:28)

Regardless of the source of information, the pattern seems to have been
relatively uniform throughout the country during the opening days of lib-
eration: army officers and bureaucratic functionaries (often with their fam-
ilies) were systematically sought out and executed as ““traitors.” This pro-
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gram, of course, directly contradicted the promises of the revolution before
it came to power, when it sought to reassure the population that only the
most important traitors would be executed.? It, however, represented an-
other clear indication that the success of the Khmer Rouge revolution was
premiised on the early elimination of all political impediments. The mass of
the population was cut off from their cultural and economic roots, and for-
mer enemies and (as will be seen) political dissidents within the revolution-
ary movement were physically eliminated.

SUPPRESSION OF TEACHERS AND STUDENTS

The Khmer communists apparently saw the intellectual community as
one of the major threats to their continued rule and to the smooth transition
to the new society they were imposing. Thus, while military officers and
former civilian officials were the primary target for elimination, the new
Cambodian authorities also initiated a campaign to identify teachers,
professional people, students, and intellectuals—anyone with an education.
In some instances this process led to immediate execution. In others it was
the beginning of a process that would culminate with the violent effort a
year later to do away with virtually every educated or technically trained
person in Cambadia.

During the forced march out of Phnom Penh, Khmer Rouge cadres put
up signs requiring all professional people to register along with military
personnel. One former army captain, Mam Sarun, told of such a sign at the
Kieng Svay Pagoda which read: Al officers the rank of second lieutenant
up must register here, in order to return to Phnom Penh. Professors, stu-
dents and school teachers must also give their names, but will leave later'”
(Ponchaud 1978:27; emphasis added).

Another refugee recounted that in September of 1975 the Khmer Rouge
were still rounding up educated persons for review, and then for re-educa-
tion or elimination. He had been forcibly moved to Sisophon by train and
recalled that as he disembarked, a loudspeaker asked “all specialists to step
forward: doctors, architects, school teachers, students, technicians and
skilled workers of all kinds” (Ponchaud 1978:69).

This refugee went on to describe how he was held in forced detention for
months while Khmer Rouge cadres evaluated whether he and the other
397 specialists”’ who voluntarily identified themselves would be “trouble
makers.” He described a Khmer Rouge “trick,” which they often repeated
in other parts of the country. In an effort to make people relax and not feel
threatened, they would provide plenty of food and even have a banquet of
sorts. After that, people were asked about their ideas on how to make the
new society better. Those teachers and students criticizing Angkar (the

* For confirmation of this point, see Chapter 2, p. 50, by Karl Jackson.—Ep.
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At first, the largest numbers of deaths in the new communes were attrib-
uted to the lack of nutrition and vitamins, the long hours and the absence
of the most elemental medical care. Yean Sek, a refugee who lived on a new
collective farm, wrote: “Everyday 3 or 4 people died at the village in a pop-
ulation of 440 families. There were families that were totally exterminated.
For example, the family of Mr. Ben Huot who Jived next to me and used to
be the judge of Phnom Penh: a family of 18 members from November 29,
1975, till July 3, 1977, were deceased and only six people remained. All of
these deaths were caused by dysentery plaudisime, wounds which are un-
treated, or lack of vitamins. These people died miserably without medicine.
The sanitary personnel is very young and have no medical training. Almost
every family lost at least 2 or 3 members.”” Yean Sok added that one “sec-
tion” of his commune disappeared entirely and that he later learned from
one of the local communist cadres that in the year and a half after Pol Pot
took over ““more than 4,000 people died” in their village (Yean Sok 1978).

Deaths from the physical hardships of the new order were supplemented
by efforts to do away with politically undesirable individuals. Toward the
end of 1975, a campaign was initiated in the communes that aimed at iden-
tifying and eliminating individuals with any attachment to the former re-
gime, including government employees, anyone who had served in the Lon
Nol military down to the rank of private, and all students and teachers and
all their families. “In October 1975, monitors abroad listened as the Com-
munist commander in Sisophon received radio orders to prepare for the ex-
termination after the harvest of all former government soldiers and civil
servants, regardless of rank, and their families. The killing began during
- - - 1976. Before the organized slaughter had been largely conlfined to of-
ficers and senior civil servants. Now the lowliest private, the most humble
civil servant, the most innocent teacher, even foresters and public health
officials, became prey’’ (Levin 1977).

This type of "‘Purification Campaign” would be repeated again in 1977
and in 1978, each time seeking out people at the lower levels of society with
any connection to the old regime. These purges and harsh treatment of the
population on the collective farms was intended to force acceptance of the
new economic, social, and cultural regimen, as well as to establish new pat-
terns of work. Moreover, since most of the city dwellers from the “old so-
ciety” were viewed as tainted by their association with the corrupt former
social order, those that might expire would not be considered a loss. In ad-
dition, a weakened, dispirited population would be less able to resist the
other changes that Pol Pot envisaged for the new Cambodia—the elimina-
tion of the most basic features of the Khmer culture and society.

In order to create the “'new socialist man* to inhabit his new society, Pol
Pot sought to strip away the cultural, religious, and social infrastructures
upon which traditional Khmer society was based and to replace them with a
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new socialist order based on tota] acquiescence to the “organization”’ (Ang-
kar) and subjugation of the individual self to the collective good. The new
collective farms served as the main instrument for achieving this goal. They
represented a tabula rasa upon which the new Khmer culture was to be
imprinted. To create a new system, a plan was implemented to eradicate old
practices, beliefs, and social patterns. Similar to the Chinese Cultural Rev-
olution’s campaign to destroy the ““Four Olds” (old thoughts, old culture,
old customs, and old habits—Baum 1964:101), this process had several dis-
tinct elements, all aimed at destroying the institutions and organizations of
the ancien régime.

First came the attack on organized religion. Buddhist pagodas were
closed, statues and icons destroyed and monks forced to take up secular
work or join the army. The new collective farms had no religious edifices of
any type, no monks were allowed, and the practice of religion was pro-
scribed. A Yugoslav journalist quoted Yun Yat, the minister of education
and propaganda and the spouse of party leader Son Sen, as she outlined the
underlying philosophy for this action “Under the old regime peasants be-
lieved in Buddhism, which the ruling class utilized as a propaganda instru-
ment. With the development of revolutionary consciousness, the people
stopped believing and bonzes (priests) left the temples. The problem grad-
ually becomes extinguished. Hence there is no problem’ (Des Moines Reg-
ister 1978).

Dragoslav Rancic, the journalist to whom Yun Yat made these state-
ments, wrote that based on his two-week tour of Cambodia, ‘‘priests were
considered social parasites . . . [and] their fate was not known Rancic
added that ““we saw pagodas turned into storage houses for rice or into barns
for storing farm equipment”” (Des Moines Register 1978). He stressed,
however, that while religious shrines had been attacked, the Khmer Rouge
were careful to guard and preserve the Angkor Wat complex as a national
shrine, apparently seeing it as a relic of an earlier primitive Cambdodia that
they respected.

The second institution that came under attack as part of Pol Pot’s revo-
lution was the family. Many young teenagers were separated from their
families and sent away for rigorous ideological training. Upon returning to
their homes these young people were described by refugees as fierce in their
condemnation of the “old ways,” contemptuous of traditional customs, and
ardently opposed to religious and parental authority (Quinn 1976).

In other instances, families in the new communes were segregated by sex
and compelled to live in dormitories with large numbers of other persons.
The end result was a severe lessening of parental control, which along with
monastic authority had formed two of the strongest pillars in the cultural
toundation of the Cambodian village.

The burning of old, long-established villages and the emptying of cities
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and towns was yet another part of this destructive process, as was the abo-
lition of a money economy and the prohibition of most individual posses-
sions. By these steps, individuals were totally cut off from their previous
ways of life and any wealth they had accumulated. In one stroke, every
member of Khmer society was to be ineluctably reduced to the same eco-
nomic and social level. The “contradictions” between rich and poor, edu-
cated and illiterate—and rural and urban—built up over the years, were to
be wiped out.

Next, and perhaps the most basic change of all, the pattern of land hold-
ings and agricultural cultivation was completely transformed. Individual
plots of land and reliance on kinship ties for assistance in planting and har-
vesting gave way to production brigades and large communal farms. The
peasant farmer’s direct personal relationship with the land, which had de-
veloped and endured for generations as a hallmark of Cambodian society,
ceased to exist in a matter of a few days.

The final institution that the Khmer communists sought to eliminate was
the monarchy. Prince Sihanouk had his critics and detractors in Phnom
Penh, but royalty still retained esteem in the countryside. It is one of the
ironies of this entire period that without Sihanouk on their side, the Khmer
Rouge might never have attracted peasants to their cause. But, just as the
Chinese and the Vietnamese communists were able to espouse popular na-
tionalist themes to attract individuals to join their cause, so too were Pol
Pot and his followers able to use the restoration of the prince as a rallying
cry during the first years of the united front against Lon Nol (Asia Week
1977). When it was clear that Pol Pot was finally in charge, however, Siha-
nouk was eliminated from any role in the governmenrt or society (Quinn
1976). In 1976, with the adoption of the new constitution and the death of
Zhou Enlai—Sihanouk’s chief supporter in China—the monarchy was abo)-
ished.

Thus, in a relatively short time following their April 1975 victory, the
Khmer communists dramatically changed the nature of many of Cambo-
dia’s oldest and most enduring institutions: religion, the family, cities, nat-
ural villages, private property, land tenure, money, and the monarchy. It
was upon these structures that Cambodian society had been built. Yet
through the application of terror and the establishment of the new com-
munes, all these institutions were extensively changed in a short time.

New York Times journalist Sydney Schanberg described Pol Pot’s new
Cambodia this way:

The Draconian rules of life turned Cambodia into a nationwide gulag, as the Khmer
Rouge imposed a revolution more radical and brutal than any other in modern his-
tory . . . attachment to home village and love of Buddha, Cambodian verities, were
replaced by psychological reorientation, mass relocation and rigid collectivization.
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Families were separated, with husbands, wives and children all working on separate

agricultural and construction projects. They were often many miles apart.and did
not see each other for seasons at a time. Sometimes children were separated com-
pletely from their parents, never to meet again.

The practice of religion had been forbidden by the Khmer Rouge; all statues of Bud-
dha had been destroyed; monks had been either killed or made to work in the fields
as common laborers. (Schanberg 1980)

But the Khmer communists were not concerned only with the organiza-
tional structure of Cambodian society. Their second point of attack was the
minds of the Khmer people themselves. Pol Pot's policies aimed at creating
a new socialist man whose actions would no longer be based on individual
profit, but rather on selfless dedication to the collective well-being. To do
this the Khmer Rouge sought to remove all incentives for individual accom-
plishment: thus the elimination of money, individual plots of land, and any
differentiation in housing, clothing, and personal property. But beyond
that, they strove to teach each person that any deviation from the general
party line—any selfish act—would result in the most severe punishment
and probable death. It appears that on the new collective farms they sought
a society of automatons carrying out repetitive functions in a mechanistic
fashion. Cambodian society was to become a glant agricultural factory with
each person filling a distinct, specific function like a small part of a machine.
To accomplish this, Pol Pot created within the new communes an atmo-
sphere of terror in which people were in some cases afraid to even talk with
each other and in which families feared to speak even in their own homes
or in front of their children for fear of being taken away and never being
heard of again. “Fear and suspicion became the essence of existence. To
trust anyone was to risk one’s life. People stopped having meaningful con-
versations, even inside their own family” (Schanberg 1980).

What Pol Pot sought to achieve was the obliteration of individualism, for
Just like Mao, he believed that for communism to succeed it must eliminate
individualism (see Pol Pot 1977:H30 and Schurmann 1966:92). Pol Pot saw
that to achieve the full socialist transformation he had to strip the concept
of individualism from the collective Cambodian psyche. It appears he be-
lieved that only by destroying every root, every vestige of individualist
thought could a new society emerge consisting of persons totally dedicated
to, and knowing only, a collectivist regimen.

After learning about the multitude of executions in Cambodia, many ob-
servers concluded that these could only have resulted from irrational, pur-
poseless madness. In fact, the killing had a clear, distinct purpose—the sys-
tematic eradication of those persons who embodied or perpetuated the
notion of individualism. To Pol Pot it was necessary to kill the professional
or well-educated persons, the wives of military officers and government of-
ficials, and their children. All of them possessed the ethical and philosophi-
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cal heritage by which the individualist system operated; Pol Pot evidently
feared that, if allowed to live, they would always seek to return to it.

This rationale would also seem to explain the Khmer Rouge emphasis on
allowing “poor peasants’” to hold positions of responsibility even when
technical expertise was required. Among all persons in society, they alone
were believed to least embody the most exaggerated aspects of individual-
ism—ambition, achievement, wealth, and avarice. All others in society
were deemed untrustworthy. The evidence strongly suggests that from
1975 to 1978 Pol Pot followed a course of progressively executing many
people from all but the “bottom level” of the old society. First, right after
the fall of Phnom Penh, the senior officials and military officers of the Lon
Nol government (as well as in many cases their families) were executed in
large numbers. They were followed a few months later by teachers, highly
educated persons, and professionals such as doctors and engineers. At about
the same time, the lower military personnel were singled out for elimina-
tion, and then later (1977), persons who had served in the republican mili-
tary, even if it was only as a private in the village militia. Finally, the cam-
paign was initiated to identify and eliminate the “new people”’—that is,
those who had lived in the noncommunist zones at the end of the war.

Apparently, all of the above classes were tainted in the eyes of the Khmer
Rouge leadership. To them, the new collectivist, socialist society could only
be achieved when a new generation emerged—imbued only with the phi-
losophy that a human being’s sole function in society is as an interchange-
able part of a large collective entity. Once that occurred, the new socialist
man and woman would pass this new value system on their children and
the new society would be institutionalized. To insure that this plan would
not fail, the Khmer Rouge appeared to have planned to eliminate system-
atically all those judged as incapable of fitting into the new, or possessing
an attachment to the old.

Political Prophylaxis

In addition to being aimed at achieving radical social transformation, Pol
Pot’s violent policies served to stamp out any remaining remnants of op-
position from the old society, while simultaneously insulating him from
challenges from inside his own party. Nonetheless, Pol Pot’s draconian pol-
icies inspired attempts to overthrow his rule. These in turn led the Khmer
Rouge leaders to initiate violent, far-reaching purges of the party.

The available evidence indicates that there were two attempted coups
against Pol Pot: the first in 1976, from within the center of the Communist
Party of Kampuchea itself, and the second in 1978, which was encouraged
by Vietnam and led to the defection of Heng Samrin and Pen Sovan and the
ultimately successful move to topple Pol Pot through the use of Vietnamese
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military power. The first coup attempt occurred in September of 1976, and
was organized and carried out by military leaders and senior party officials
who were dismayed by the continuing level of violence in the country and
the stark nature of the new society. These feelings had apparently been
building for some time. Hou Yuon, the minister of the interior and coop-
eratives and one of the most prominent Khmer Rouge leaders during the
war, had reportedly resigned in late 1975 in protest over the brutal nature
of the forced and rapid communization of the entire country. Evidence of
Hou Yuon’s departure first came in April 1976, when a new government
was announced and his name was conspicuously absent. It later became ap-
parent that he had been executed (Quinn 1977).

Dissatisfaction appears to have spread to a number of other senior leaders
who then conspired among themselves to kill Pol Pot and impose a new
leadership on the party. According to Khmer Rouge defector Chek Win,
planning for the attempted coup began on February 24, 1976, when Mit
Soth, the regional commander in Damban (region} 106 (Oddar Meanchey,
Siem Reap, and Kampong Thom provinces), called a clandestine meeting in
Siem Reap City. Chek Win claims that at this time plans were drawn for an
uprising because “‘all the soldiers wanted to create a rebellion that would
allow people to go back and work as they did before the capture of Phnom
Penh” (Asia Week 1977). April 17, 1977, was set as the date for the libera-
tion, according to Chek Win, who added that he was told about a week be-
fore it was to take place that the plot had been uncovered and foiled. Other
evidence provides a different chronology, indicating that the attempt to
overthrow Pol Pot took place in mid-1976, although word of it did not get
out until the spring of 1977.

Little is known with certainty about the actual attempt to kill Pol Pot.
According to ane account provided by a former Khmer Rouge member who
later fled to Thailand, the commander of troops in Phnom Penh, Mit Cha
Krey, joined by the military commanders of the Northern and Northeastern
regions and of the Battambang and Oddar Meanchey special zones, at-
tempted to poison Pol Pot during one of his regular meals. The poison was
added to his food by his cook who was a relative of one of the conspirators.
The plot was foiled when one of the guards at Pol Pot’s headquarters inad-
vertently sampled the food in the kitchen and died immediately. Cha Krey
and the others were motivated, according to this report, by the “"hardships”*
the people were being made to endure.*

In September 1978, Democratic Kampuchea openly confirmed in its own
Black Paper that Cha Krey had been asked to assassinate the Khmer Rouge
leadership in mid-1976—but that “’nothing came of it'"" (Democratic Kam-

# This account was provided to U.S. Government officials in Thailand in 1977.

























