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Preface: The Era of Artillery Bombardment

It was a morning in July 2009 and I was sitting inside the U.S. Embassy to apply for a visa. I had by then been studying in the United States for four years, but I still needed a visa every time I returned. As the interviews took some time, people always had to wait, during which time we often befriended the others waiting. That day, a middle-aged man approached me and started a conversation. I learnt that he was applying for an immigrant visa to meet his fiancée, who was waiting in the States. He probably must have thought I was applying for the same visa as well, and that I had a fiancée waiting for me in the States too, which was curious considering the fact that I must have looked too young. He finally asked me this question and I answered that no, I was pursuing my academic career in the United States which would then be my fifth year of study after an extra year of study in France. Both he and his friends were awed by the history of my study, which, to me, was only a humble achievement.

He then uttered a line I have never forgotten: “[Sigh] The children of this new era are not like our era, we were Children of the Artillery Bombardment Era.” This line is simple, but it dug deep into my consciousness and my thoughts. In one short and simple line, this man had just described the life of the general Cambodian population during the 30 years of civil war. To my knowledge, no Western author has ever used a phrase similar to that line, or any phrase that can rival it, in summarizing the hardship endured by the Cambodian people during the 30 years of war. The line also implied a break between two eras, a break created by the “Win-Win Policy” of Prime Minister Hun Sen.

The description was not new, and elders always spoke to me about it, except that I never paid much attention simply because I thought it to be too banal. In 2009, however, I was seeking a phrase that would describe the history of Cambodia during that period and what the man said just shook me to my core. During the war, even small children could tell the different types of planes, whether the planes were reconnaissance, bombers, or fighter planes, by just listening to the sound of their approach, and they even knew the model of the plane. This was one of the skills acquired by children who grew up in the midst of intense war.

The Cambodian Civil War shaped the lives of all the people involved, but not just a few years of their lives. For many people during that generation, their entire life related to war. If one tries to make a metaphor, it is as though these people worked their whole lives in war and then gained peace (after 1998) as their pension in retirement. Essentially, the war consumed this entire generation. What caused this tragedy? This one simple question has produced a wealth of books and research and this current book seeks to offer a novel explanation.

WHAT WILL THIS BOOK BRING TO THE LITERATURE ON THE KHMER ROUGE?

The Khmer Rouge was in power for less than five years and more than half of those years were spent fighting against the Vietnamese. The first attack took the Vietnamese by surprise and the Khmer Rouge killed at least hundreds of Vietnamese villagers during their raid. Vietnam soon retaliated and for most of 1977, the two armies skirmished back and forth. Refugees as well as cadres on the execution list began to pour into Vietnam. Vietnam soon gained the upper hand in the East Zone, which led Pol Pot to believe that commanders of the East Zone conspired with the Vietnamese to bring him down. This led to a major purge, culminating in the collapse of the regime.

But the most infamous legacy of the Khmer Rouge is genocide. The Khmer Rouge had been carrying out their “cleansing policy” ever since the first day they marched into the capital city on April 17, 1975. Moreover, their administration of the country was simplistic by modern administration standards and their military operations were too ambitious. Their record of almost four years in power was probably the worst in Cambodian history. Such a notorious regime then became the subject of much research by scholars and former diplomats in Cambodia, as well as by French nationals who stayed behind during the last few days of the Khmer Republic. Despite the large volume of research, however, there are still gaps in the literature.

INDIVIDUALS VS. ORGANIZATION

First of all, the literature has focused mostly on individuals, especially Saloth Sar, alias Pol Pot, who appeared to singlehandedly carry out the atrocities and who then attacked Vietnam with a small number of his inner circle. To a great extent, this was true. But the conditions and the environment in which decisions were made were never examined in detail. How could Pol Pot receive the support of his subordinates when he implemented his dangerously narrow-minded policies? This requires a closer examination about the nature of the organization that he was leading.

The majority of the literature follows only the life of Pol Pot. This makes a great story, but if one wants to study the war termination experience, then the story is only half complete. In retrospect, to succeed, Pol Pot needed an organization. And as will be seen in this book, Pol Pot salvaged an old organization, built on it, eliminated the traces of the old organization and then implemented his agenda once that organization helped propel him to power. However, Pol Pot was successful only because most of his policy fitted the circumstances that surrounded him. In the last years of his life, circumstances changed dramatically, but Pol Pot still clung to his ideology that was extreme and exclusionary, and which had also become outdated. Then the organization rejected him and the war ended in 1998. Pol Pot and some of his extremist colleagues then tried to reverse the flow. This was not successful and it only delayed, not prevented, the end of the war.

The evidence also reveals that it was the Win-Win Policy (WWP) devised by Prime Minister Hun Sen that actually ended the war. One of the keys to the success of the WWP was, in my own opinion, its focus on the “political-military organization” of the Khmer Rouge, and not just on any individuals. No matter who Pol Pot was, if he had no organization and no army, how could he claim to have his voice heard, or to achieve anything of any scale?

The innovative Win-Win Policy motivated me to choose a different approach that has not yet been explored by other authors. But what do I mean when I say I want to study the “evolution” and the “dynamics” of the “organization” of the Khmer Rouge? How do I weigh the relative importance of “agents” or “individuals” and “structure” or “organization” in determining the outcome?

When one studies the subject of organization, one has to ask the question about what is more important, individuals or organization? This question is known in academic circles as the “agent-structure” debate, which is beyond the scope of my research here. In this book, I assume that individuals and organizations interact with each other to produce the final outcome. Neither can be considered being more important than the other. Of course, individuals create organizations. But as Karl Marx famously put it “men make their own history, but they do not make it in the circumstances of their own choosing.” Individual decisions need to take into account the complex environment and the decisions of other individuals, both of which jointly determine the outcomes. People make plans, but plans may not all be realized, depending on the circumstances. My main contribution to the literature is the examination of the “organizational aspect” of the Khmer Rouge to complement the existing and already vast, but individual-oriented, narrative of the Khmer Rouge.

Before proceeding to the explanation of what I mean by “organization,” I wish to make one clarification. The term “organization” is translated to Khmer as angkar. Coincidentally, the Khmer Rouge also used the code words angkar or angkar leu (superior or higher organization) as a disguise for their political machine, the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK). In this book, my goal is to study the Khmer Rouge as an “organization” and the reader will see that I consider organization as the key explanatory variable. However, this argument is not necessarily meant to imply that the Khmer Rouge called itself angkar or “organization” because the members knew the advantages of a sophisticated organization. Therefore, to avoid confusion, throughout this book, I will use angkar or angkar leu, without translation, to describe how the Khmer Rouge named themselves, and the term “organization” will be used as a general term.

WHAT IS AN “ORGANIZATION”?

Ever since human beings came together and lived as groups, organizations needed to be built in order to increase efficiency in using limited resources to fulfill their goals. An organized structure was also necessary to maximize results by way of high productivity, and also as a way of ensuring the survival of the group in the event of attrition of its members. An organization is an interconnected system linking smaller parts together to work for the “mission” of the whole. All organizations are built to fulfill a certain mission or purpose. Without a mission or purpose, the organization will become less useful for society or the group that has created it, and will no longer be cost effective. An organization without a mission would also lose support among its members, and members would call for its abolition. When the mission ends or the purpose erodes, an organization will then scramble to find a new mission or purpose, so that it can continue to justify its existence.

A school board, a political party, a government, a religion, and the military are only a few examples of organizations. The military is probably one of the most sophisticated forms of organization humans have ever created. Its mission is to fight and win wars and to protect the nation that created it. As an organization that is prone to a high rate of attrition, the military necessarily has a long and systematic chain of command to try to circumvent this problem. It also has a strict internal set of rules to keep members in line. Amidst chaos on the battlefield, one simply cannot afford to allow democratic decision making or options regarding whether to join action; the commander has absolute power. Often, that power is curbed within the established just war principles, but the authority cannot be discussed in the middle of the fight.

An organization that is built for a certain mission will therefore find it difficult to perform the function of another. For example, when the military controls the civilian government in the event of a coup, the outcome tends to be disastrous, mainly because the military organization is not designed to run a civilian government or to manage the economy. The management of the economy requires consultation and feedback and the decisions are mainly made by a board with representation from different stakeholders. Most of the time, compromise is the norm, something that the military cannot accept or understand.

Throughout history, charismatic leaders always seemed to singlehandedly lead their troops to great victory without the help of anyone else. The main problem with this story is that the charisma and the cult of personality itself mask the organizational machine behind it. It is evident throughout history that the groups who came to power were usually not the ones who started something, but the ones who were well organized. In Tsarist Russia, it was not Lenin who started the revolutionary fervor, it was the Bolsheviks, who were simply better organized than Kerensky, who actually enjoyed the spoils of the revolution. In World War II, Gen. Patton could move fast mainly because the logistics arrangement was right, not because of his fiery personality alone. The same thing can also be said of Alexander the Great and the army that conquered Persia and parts of India.

Good organization is also the reason why colonial troops could easily subdue local forces, in spite of the fact that local forces had numerical superiority. The colonial troops were fewer in number, but they were much more professional and better organized than the numerically superior, but unorganized locals. It is no surprise, therefore, that once the local forces learned how to organize and consolidate their power through unity of command, especially after World War II, they easily defeated the colonial powers.

Moreover, organizations will be rewarded with resources in order to fulfill their missions. Organizations that can perform their function well, or the ones whose mission is crucial to society, will receive many resources, while the ones that do not perform their function, or whose function is no longer important, will see their resources stripped away.

To function properly, efficiently, and effectively, organizations take advantage of routines and establish the so-called “standard operating procedures” (SOP)1 that are essentially a repertoire of actions to be taken when a certain situation occurs.2 This way, the members of that organization can easily cope with all situations by using the corresponding SOP. Their response to a complex environment then becomes a reflex, making it easier to get the job done. Members do not have to spend much time thinking and deciding, because the SOPs are readily available. To achieve this, the organization will need to build up large repertoires of SOPs for all the common situations that might occur. These might be developed from experiences over the life span of the organization, from trial-and-error, or from deductive theories. It is an important investment for an organization to build enough repertoires to be able to function smoothly.

For example, as a case study taken from a military organization, a truck carrying a platoon that was moving along a narrow road was suddenly ambushed. The soldiers, the officers and the drivers saw no enemy and they knew only that they were being shot at from the bushes alongside the road. If the organization is a poor one, and there is no good SOP, then the soldiers will be a sitting duck and most people will simply panic in such a stressful situation. Sooner or later, that unit will be annihilated. A good organization, on the other hand, will train the soldiers in advance on what to do if they are ambushed. Some units would just drive through the site assuming the enemy has already chosen better terrain, so flight would be better than fight. In other units, soldiers would be ordered to dismount immediately and move into cover near the bushes in case there is ambush. In both cases, SOPs become a reflex. Once ambushed, the soldiers need not think about the options, they just need to follow what their organization considers the best course of action. People who have been in combat know that quick reflexes can save lives, and SOPs are designed to do just that.

But at the same time, organizations need to adapt to ever-changing situations and complexities in their environment.3 Organizations that cannot learn and adapt to new circumstances (which may require a new mission and SOPs) are considered to be “stagnated,” whereas the ones that do learn and adapt are called “innovative” organizations. Nonetheless, because of the investment in building repertoires and the cost associated with change, organizations tend to be rigid. The fact that some military organizations still retained cavalry units well into the 20th century is an example of rigid organizations that refuse to recognize changes in modern weaponry.4 Such organizations tend to stick to their rigid norms and original missions, often with the belief that there is an existing repertoire and SOP somewhere that can actually solve the new problems. People who are well trained in one field will have a tendency to find it hard to comprehend the necessities of another field. So goes the classic dictum: “Those who are trained to use hammers will see that all problems look like nails.” There is also the saying, “where you stand depends on where you sit.” Unsurprisingly, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, Ambassador Thompson and McNamara (civilian leader of defense) advocated negotiation while the military categorically called for either an invasion of Cuba or surgical airstrikes.5

In another example, the military organization of the United States was built to win war with regular, large units. Therefore, the United States optimized this ideology by focusing solely on increasing firepower without restraint. During the Vietnam War, the U.S. military organization that was designed for conventional warfare was frustrated when the National Liberation Front and the Vietnamese People’s Army (NLF/VPA)6 used guerilla tactics, something that the American military organization was not built to counter.7 The organization blocked any attempts to change its mission from conventional warfare to guerilla warfare, simply because this would have necessitated a reorganization of the U.S. military in Vietnam, a reorganization that the U.S. commanders were not prepared to accept.

In the case of the British military organization, which was primarily a colonial army, its main mission was precisely to counter small-scale insurrections in the periphery of its empire.8 Thus, the track record of the British tends to be better than their American counterpart in guerilla warfare. On the other hand, the British would not stand a chance against Germany in World War I and World War II in a conventional battle, mainly because their organization was not built for such a mission. Britain always needed to bring France on board if it needed to intervene in Europe, and vice versa.9

These factors are very important in understanding the dynamics of organizations and how they evolve. Most of the time, whether an organization fails or succeeds depends on how well it copes with the changing environment, and whether it can build an appropriate set of SOPs to function properly and to fulfill its mission.

“KHMER ROUGE” OR HOW I SEE COLORS IN THIS BOOK

The name “Khmer Rouge” is itself controversial. Any reader of the literature on the Khmer Rouge will immediately notice that many books on the subject always avoid using the title “Khmer Rouge,” while this book and many other books by Cambodian authors never shy away from using the term “Khmer Rouge.” So what is the issue here?

It might be premature to talk about the Khmer Rouge at this point, but due to the different names that will be used later, I believe that readers should at least have some notions about what to expect. As noted, the use of this name is shrouded in controversy, and historians disagree on how this group should be called. But first we need to survey the evolutionary process of the group. My argument here is that the term “Khmer Rouge” could capture the whole life span of the organization, even though the Khmer Rouge themselves never like that name.

The first leftist movement in Cambodia was the Kampuchean People’s Revolutionary Party (KPRP) in which a man named Saloth Sar, alias Pol Pot, was just a minor member. In the 1960s, Prince Sihanouk began using the term “Khmer Rouge” (French meaning “Red Khmer,” Khmer being a term for ethnic Cambodian) to describe the Cambodian leftist movements in Cambodia. This term was used in tandem with the term “Khmer Bleu” (Blue Khmer) to denote the right-wing politicians. This second term would later be eclipsed by the name Khmer Rouge.

In the same period, after the KPRP cadres were in tatters due to the treachery of Siv Heng (the second man in the KPRP), Pol Pot emerged within the party and secretly renamed the KPRP to become “Pak Communist Kampuchea” or, translated into English, “the Communist Party of Kampuchea” (CPK). Some historians suggest this new party was born out of a transitional party, the Workers’ Party of Kampuchea (WPK), which existed for only a few years. The existence of the CPK was not known to the world until Pol Pot declared it in a public speech in 1977, two years after he was in power.

In 1970, a coup deposed Prince Sihanouk, and the leftists immediately joined with the prince’s government-in-exile, Gouvernement Royal d’Unité National Khmer (GRUNK) or Royal Government of National Union of Kampuchea with the Forces d’Unité National Khmer (FUNK) as the armed wing of this organization. The CPK or Khmer Rouge hijacked this name and worked under the names GRUNK and FUNK in order to use Prince Sihanouk’s popularity to draw recruits.

When the Khmer Rouge took power in 1975, the GRUNK came to an end soon after. In fact, the GRUNK remained nominal from the beginning. After 1975, the Khmer Rouge called itself Democratic Kampuchea (DK). When it was defeated by the Kampuchea Solidarity Front for National Salvation (KSFNS)10 and the Vietnamese army in 1979, the Khmer Rouge agreed to a marriage of expediency with other resistance movements under Prince Sihanouk, who by then had his own army. DK then became part of the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK). The name Democratic Kampuchea was necessary at that time, despite its history of brutality, because its “Sponsors” were able to preserve its seat at the United Nations.

After the Paris Peace Agreement was signed in 1991, the CGDK was abolished and all parties to the Cambodian civil war came together to compete in the election organized by the United Nations. After a few incidents, the Khmer Rouge boycotted the election and went back to guerilla campaigning. Most Western historians concluded that the Khmer Rouge continued to use the term “DK” until its demise in 1998. However, field surveys show that most, if not all, Khmer Rouge soldiers discontinued the use of this term after the Or-Ral area broke away from Pol Pot. This was perhaps due to the fact that many of them wanted to disassociate themselves from the organization. They either addressed themselves by the name of their units (divisions, regiments, etc.) or they did not use the term at all. When the second man in Pol Pot’s inner circle, Ieng Sary, broke away from the Khmer Rouge in 1995, he tried to create a new organization and named it the Democratic National Union Movement (DNUM) in 1996. After that, the DK no longer existed in any meaningful way and the organization did not have any chance of coming to power. Ta
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