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8. External and Indigenous Sources of Khmer Rouge Ideology

Ben Kiernan

The Dutch scholar J. C. Van Leur once remarked that European historians tended to see Southeast Asia “from the deck of the ship, the ramparts of the fortress, the high gallery of the trading house.” Yet, Van Leur argued, the external impact on Southeast Asia had been superficial: “The sheen of the world religions and foreign cultural forms is a thin and flaking glaze; underneath it the whole of the old indigenous forms has continued to exist.”
   

Michael Vickery has applied this to Hindu-Buddhism in early Cambodia. He suggests that “the Indic façade of script and temple art” may only obscure the underlying indigenous Khmer culture of the pre-Angkor period.
  In the first millennium, Cambodia and Java adopted similar elements of Indian culture, but despite “heavy accretions of Indic cultural traits they are different in almost every detail.”  Parallel or contradictory developments may occur autonomously and separately in different societies, despite superficial similarities to a third, external cultural source. Vickery argues that the Cambodians merely embellished “indigenous traits with Indic garb”: “Of course the Cambodians learned and adapted Indic writing, Indian names for deities, and became acquainted with Indian religious literature and practices, but the degree of syncretism which is being increasingly revealed suggests that we would be closer to reality in calling the result “Khmerization” of Indic traits rather than “Indianization” of the Khmer.”

In archaeology and prehistory, this is a long-debated issue, akin to the “nature vs. nurture” standoff in psychology.  In 1942 the Australian archaeologist V. Gordon Childe anticipated globalisation when he stressed the borrowings made by European societies. “The richness of our own cultural tradition is due very largely to diffusion, to the adoption by our progressive societies of ideas created by many distinct groups … even more striking is the growth of intercourse and interchange … Cultures are tending to merge into culture.”
 Much of this diffusion -- what one might call the original globalisation -- came from the East. “European barbarism was being increasingly penetrated by radiations from Oriental civilization.”

Taking a different view, Colin Renfrew showed in 1973 how the “Radiocarbon Revolution” suggested much earlier dating of archaeological finds in Europe.  “[T]he east Mediterranean innovations, which were supposedly carried to Europe by diffusion, are now found earlier in Europe than in the East. The whole diffusionist framework collapses…”  Thus, developments “supposedly brought about by contacts with ‘higher’ cultures in the Orient, may be seen instead as the result of essentially local processes.”
  


Now, the pendulum has swung back. Some believe Renfrew went too far in ruling out the evidence for diffusion.
 Yale archaeologist Frank Hole says: “We take both local development (evolution) and diffusion into account as the context seems to warrant.  That is, a dogmatic approach to one or the other is out.” 
The contrasting conceptual models of diffusion and autonomous development provide a framework for examining the emergence of an idiosyncratic, genocidal state: Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea (DK). If the origins of Khmer Rouge ideology and practice were external, where did they come from? If they were indigenous, does that rule out any historical precedent for such a regime ?  How important is the social and political context that acted on outside influences ? 

Components of Khmer Rouge Ideology and Practice

The Khmer Rouge perpetrators of the 1975-79 Cambodian genocide at first hid their ruling Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK) behind the secretive term Angkar (“The Organisation”). But on Mao’s death in 1976, Pol Pot proclaimed DK’s allegiance to Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin and Mao. A year later the CPK declared itself to be a Communist Party. Stalinist-style collective labour projects, political and class purges, and mass population deportations marked its four years in power.  Hence, one could characterize DK as a product of ideological diffusion. 

Yet such Communist aspects of Khmer Rouge ideology and practice also combined disastrously with more indigenous features of the regime. These included territorial expansionism; racial and other social discrimination and violence; rhetorical idealization of the peasantry; repression of commerce and cities in favour of autarky; communalism; and assaults on the family. These features of DK resulted at least in part from longstanding Khmer cultural and historical forces which informed local decisions – autonomous development. Local characteristics of that regime illuminate indigenous factors that, in conjunction with global external influences, can give rise to genocide.

Expansionism. The CPK leadership compiled a long record of aggressive militarism. It launched a peacetime rebellion against the Sihanouk regime, and after the 1973 Paris Agreement, continued attacking Lon Nol’s regime until victory.
 DK then launched attacks in 1977-78 against all three of Cambodia’s neighbours: Vietnam, Thailand, and Laos. The leadership harboured irredentist ambitions to reunite Cambodia with ancient Khmer-speaking areas once part of the Angkor empire. It thus attempted by force to redraw Cambodia’s borders around contiguous heartlands (in northeast Thailand, and Vietnam’s Mekong delta, known as “Kampuchea Krom” or Lower Cambodia). Throughout 1977-78, numerous Khmer Rouge officials publicly announced their ambition to “retake Kampuchea Krom.” DK also unilaterally declared a new expanded maritime frontier. Such expansionism required both “tempering” (lot dam) the country’s population to become hardened purveyors of violence, and mobilising primordial racial rights to long-lost territory.
  

Racism. Traditional Khmer racism proved a key component of DK ideology, one that gave force to its territorial imperative, but existed alongside Communist ideology.
 Such racism had a long history.  In 1751, a French missionary wrote: “The Cambodians have massacred all the Cochinchinese [Vietnamese] that they could find in the country,” at the order of the Khmer king.  “[T]his order was executed very precisely and very cruelly; this massacre lasted a month and a half; only about twenty women and children were spared; no one knows the number of deaths, and it would be very difficult to find out, for the massacre was general from Cahon to Ha-tien, with the exception of a few who were able to escape through the forest or fled by sea to Ha-tien.” Of the “numerous” Vietnamese in Cambodia before 1751, the missionary reported finding no survivors, “pagan or Christian.”

Two centuries later, in 1977-78, DK officials hunted down and exterminated every last one of 10,000 or so surviving Vietnamese residents in the country.
 The CPK also perpetrated genocide against several other ethnic groups, systematically dispersed national minorities by force, and forbade the use of minority and foreign languages.
  While banning all religions, the Khmer Rouge especially persecuted religious minorities, the Vietnamese Christians and Cham Muslims.

Entrenching its grip on power, DK pursued pragmatic as well as ideological or race-based policies. This proved deadly to domestic dissenters, even those of the supposedly privileged race. Thus the CPK killed many of the majority Khmer ethnic group: defeated Lon Nol officials and soldiers, Khmer intellectuals and teachers, and CPK members accused of being pro-Vietnamese. In May 1978, Khmer Rouge radio exhorted its listeners to “purify” the “masses of the people” of Cambodia. The same broadcast also urged Khmers to kill thirty Vietnamese for every fallen Cambodian, thus sacrificing “only 2 million troops to crush the 50 million Vietnamese, and we would still have 6 million people left.”
 Xenophobic racism, expansionism, and massive domestic slaughter all went hand in hand.

The majority of DK’s victims, over a million people, were from Cambodia’s ethnic Khmer majority. But the CPK disproportionately targeted ethnic minorities.  The death rate among the Khmer majority was high, at 15-20% in four years, but the toll among the Cham Muslims was 36%, the Lao 40%, and the Chinese 50%, and of the Vietnamese remaining in Cambodia after 1976, virtually 100% perished.

Other Social Divisions. DK divided the population into geographic, racial and political categories. At first, the “base people” (neak moultanh) comprised ethnic Khmer peasants, and the “new people” (neak thmei) were from the towns contaminated by foreign and capitalist influence. This geographic discrimination placed the urban working class in the enemy camp. Onto this division, the Khmer Rouge grafted a three-fold racial and ideological hierarchy. The lowest category of “deportees” comprised urban evacuees and dispersed ethnic minorities like Chinese and Chams. The “candidates” were the rest of the “new people” conquered in 1975. And the “full rights people” were the “base people,” minus rural ethnic minorities like the Cham. The three new social castes were soon sub-divided on kinship, political and geographic criteria, with up to eleven sub-castes proliferating.

Rural Idealization. Distrusting urban workers, the Khmer Rouge idealized the ethnic Khmer peasantry as the true “national” class, the ethnic soil from which the new state grew. The CPK recognized “only the peasants” as allies.
 Former workers, along with other expendable Cambodians became an unpaid agricultural labour force, and the economy became a vast plantation. The countryside became a “checkerboard” of huge new ricefields fed by earthen irrigation canals. DK propaganda emphasized the slogan, “With water we have rice, with rice we have everything.” By 1977, the regime claimed, “the water is gushing forth. And when there is water the scenery is fresh, life is pleasant, humour is lively, culture is evergreen.”
 

In their violent repression, the Khmer Rouge regularly used agricultural metaphors such as “pull up the grass, dig up the roots,” and proclaimed that the bodies of city people and other victims would be used for “fertiliser.” But as they demolished the small raised dykes dividing traditional peasant plots, the CPK also demolished all three pillars of Cambodian peasant life: the peasant farm, the family unit, and the Buddhist religion. While the Khmer Rouge idealized the peasantry and liked to say they were leading a peasant revolution, they destroyed the Khmer peasant’s way of life.

Repression of Commerce and Cities. The CPK regime saw cities as both the gateway for foreign influence and the cause of rural underdevelopment. It portrayed ethnic Vietnamese, Chinese, and others as exploitative city-dwellers, workers and shopkeepers consuming rural produce without benefiting the Khmer peasantry in return. The regime’s first act on April 17, 1975, was to empty the cities of their population, including the two million people then living in the capital. The CPK also quickly abolished money and markets. The next year a confidential Khmer Rouge document denounced, in a single breath, “markets,… cities, confusion. Slavery.”
 DK tightly controlled foreign trade, virtually restricting it to the export of raw materials to China, North Korea, and Yugoslavia in return for weaponry and agricultural aid.

Communalism and Repression of Family life. An early CPK wartime propaganda song likened family relations to class exploitation, as a connection to be broken.

You depend on your grandparents, but they are far away.

You depend on your mother, but your mother is at home.

You depend on your elder sister, but she has married a [Lon Nol] soldier.

You depend on the rich people, but the rich people oppress the poor people.
 

From the CPK victory in 1975, a barracks lifestyle largely replaced the family hearth. The regime instituted compulsory communal eating by 1977. Parents worked different shifts in the fields or at remote worksites. When at home they ate meals in mess-hall sittings, separately from their children. The Khmer Rouge criticized “family-ism” (kruosaaniyum) as an ideology to be discarded.
 A 1977 propaganda song entitled, “We Children Love Angkar Boundlessly,” compared pre-revolutionary children to orphans abandoned by “the enemy” – implicitly, their parents:

Before the revolution, children were poor and lived lives of misery, 

Living like animals, suffering as orphans. 

The enemy abandoned all thought of us…

Now the glorious revolution supports us all.

The CPK framed its destruction of family life as women’s emancipation, and claimed to have established full gender equality. But just as the CPK idealized peasants and destroyed their lifestyle, and just as it denounced parents as “enemies” who “orphaned” their own children, it viewed spouses as oppressors and celebrated unpaid work removed from the family as women’s liberation.
Diffusion or Autonomous Development ?

Could a regime like DK possibly emerge autonomously from indigenous origins ?  Or do such phenomena require diffusion of Stalinist, Maoist, or some other ideology ? 


In human history it is certainly difficult to find another society where people were organized to “dine communally, where they could be observed easily.” One whose rulers made a “concerted effort to depreciate family life.”
 Where agriculture was privileged as the economic base. A society without cities, where the circulation of money and domestic trade were prohibited, and external trade carefully controlled.
 An economy based on an unpaid subject labour force. A top political caste ruling two subjugated laboring populations.  A secretive, militaristic, expansionist state that practiced frequent expulsions of foreigners and a demonstrated capacity for mass murder.
  The historical case inspiring this particular description, however, was not DK. It was ancient Sparta. 

Sparta’s unique system, unlike DK, included individual competition and even a rather idiosyncratic ideal of freedom. Moreover, it evolved over centuries, changing very slowly, and was never self-consciously theorized. But some of Sparta’s other notable features provoke comparison with those of DK. Paul Cartledge, leading historian of Sparta, describes its founding lawgiver Lycurgus as “something like a mixture of George Washington and… Pol Pot.”

Expansionism. Sparta’s “uniquely military society” was, Cartledge says, “a conquest-state,” a “workshop of war.”
 Its expansion began in the eighth century B.C., with its “annihilation” of Aigys. Sparta then invaded neighbouring Messenia, whose conquest made Sparta Greece’s wealthiest state.
 It exploited Messenia for four centuries. The Messenians comprised most of Sparta’s Helots, its captive serf-like labour force. By 500, Sparta politically “subjugated most of the Peloponnese.” Its role in Greek victories over Persia in 480-479, and its defeat of Athens in the Peloponnesian War, brought Sparta to its peak of power, until a Theban-led invasion liberated Messenia in 370/69.

Race.  Ethnic differences enabled the Spartans to more easily massacre those around them.  A minority of Helots were domestic serfs, but most, from Messenia,
 “never lost their consciousness of being Messenians.”
 Sparta’s rulers regularly declared war on the Helots, with what Cartledge calls “calculated religiosity designed to absolve in advance from ritual pollution any Spartan who killed a Helot.”
 

A Helot revolt in the 460s spilled over into Sparta’s conflict with Athens. Disheartened at the failure of their combined assault on the rebels, Sparta, Thucydides tells us, seeing the Athenians “as of alien extraction,” sent them home. The Athenians “broke off the alliance… and allied themselves with Sparta’s enemy Argos.” The Messenians finally surrendered on Sparta’s condition that they leave their country forever, an early episode of ethnic cleansing.
 Thucydides also cites instances of Sparta’s mass killings of civilians, not all of which should be termed racial murder.
 As in DK, Spartan massacres combined racial xenophobia, war crimes, and domestic brutality.

Social Divisions. Sparta’s social divisions were threefold, like DK’s. At the bottom of the ladder were the Messenian and Lakonian Helots. Their servitude released every Spartan “from all productive labour.”
 Bound to a plot of land, 100,000 Helots performed this labour on pain of death.
  Spartans could “cut the throats of their Helots at will,” having declared them “enemies of the state.”
 The Helots were even “culled” by Spartan youth as part of their training. The Krypteia, or “Secret Service Brigade,” composed of select 18-19 year-olds, were assigned to forage the countryside, commissioned “to kill, after dark,” any Helots “whom they should accidentally-on-purpose come upon.”
 Cambodian survivors of DK recall the chhlop, teenage militia who spied on families in their huts at night and led people away for execution, and the santebal, the national secret police.

During the Peloponnesian War, Spartan forces massacred 2,000 Helots who had served in their army. Under a pretext, they were invited to request emancipation, “as it was thought that the first to claim their freedom would be the most high-spirited and the most apt to rebel.”
 Cartledge’s description of the “total secrecy” of this “calculatedly duplicitous slaughter” brings to mind the way the Khmer Rouge assembled, disarmed and massacred their victims.
 Thucydides’ description of Spartans and “the secretiveness of their government” also prefigured the CPK claim that “secrecy” was “the basis” of the revolution.

Above the Helots on the social ladder were the Perioikoi. “They were the inhabitants of the towns in Lakonia and Messenia apart from Sparta and Amyklai, free men but subjected to Spartan suzerainty and not endowed with citizen-rights at Sparta.” The Perioikoi numbered eighty or so communities, the Lakonian ones “indistinguishable ethnically, linguistically and culturally from the Spartans.” They were mostly craftsmen (particularly of weaponry), traders, and fishermen.

No more than one-sixth of the population, those who lived in one of Sparta’s five original villages, were full citizens, or Spartiates.  There adult men lived and trained, but were barred from farm labour, saving themselves only for warfare.
  Spartiate citizens paid common mess-dues from the produce of the Helots working their private plots.
 Though their land was unequally distributed, the Spartiates adopted “a simple and uniform attire,” just as the Khmer Rouge invariably dressed in peasant-style black pyjamas.
 Known as homoioi (‘Peers’), the Spartiates comprised a political caste, not unlike CPK comrades (samak met, ‘equal friends’).

Rural Idealization. Early Sparta “committed herself to an almost purely agricultural future,” a polity dominated by “land-oriented values.”
 This was possible in an inland society of ancient Greece, largely landlocked like Cambodia. In the eighth century the poet Hesiod had combined the concept of the rise and fall of “races” with that of the sturdy farmer, and the devious woman. Celebrating “the rich-pastured earth” in his Works and Days, Hesiod praised the “man who hastens to plough and plant.”
 “Neither does Famine attend straight-judging men, nor Blight, and they feast on the crops they tend… the womenfolk bear children that resemble their parents; they enjoy a continual sufficiency of good things.” The independent farmer’s reward is genetic perpetuation and a lyrical pastoral life.
 Thucydides says Sparta was not “brought together in a single town… but composed of villages after the old fashion of Greece.”

Opposition to Trade and Towns. Sparta’s “closed and archaic” system contrasted with the other Greek city-states.
 Favouring autarky, Spartans more closely represented Hesiod’s ideal of the self-sufficient farmer, not the commercial producer or merchant. He objected to the way trade forced farmers to travel, while “profit deludes men’s minds.”  Self-reliant “straight-judging men” do not “ply on ships, but the grain-giving ploughland bears them fruit.”
 

Sparta carefully controlled commerce.
 Spartiates were barred from trade, from “expenditures for consumption and display, and from using currency.”
 Lakonia was “autarchic in essential foodstuffs,” and in c. 550 B.C. it decided “not to import silver to coin.”
 Sparta and DK seem to have been two of history’s few states without currency.

Communalism. In a “social compromise between rich and poor,” the Spartiates submitted themselves to collective interests and underwent “an austere public upbringing (the agoge) followed by a common lifestyle, eating in the messes and training in the military.”
  The state owned the Helots working the private landholdings, and only the state could emancipate them. And it not only enforced communal eating and uniformity of attire, but according to Thucydides, “did most to assimilate the life of the rich to that of the common people” among the Spartiate citizens. The state even prohibited individual names on tombstones.

Repression of Family Life.  Lycurgus had Spartans eat their meals in common, “because he knew that when people are at home they behave in their most relaxed manner,” which might undercut state direction.
  A Spartiate man who married before age thirty could not live with his wife: “his infrequent home visits were supposed to be conducted under cover of darkness, in conspiratorial secrecy from his messmates and even from the rest of his own household.” Fathers who had married after age 30 mostly lived communally with male peers, while “the Spartan boy left the parental household for good at the age of seven” for a state upbringing.
 

Thus classical Sparta combined expansionist violence, racial hostility, egalitarian communalism, and an agrarian ideology that all recurred later in DK. However we explain the emergence of Sparta’s unique political culture, diffusion of Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought was not a factor. Thousands of years and miles apart, two societies maximized control over their citizens in similar ways. Much of that control and commonality we must attribute to autonomous development.  Yet, diffusion played a role also, as we see when we examine the precedent often perceived as DK’s ideological model: Mao’s China.

The Great Leap Forward

Over twenty million people died in the famine caused by Mao's “Great Leap Forward” in 1958-61.
 Unlike in DK, there was no ethnic, territorial, or military character to this tragedy. Despite its economic utopianism, political repression was not a central feature either. An anti-rightist purge in 1959 was largely limited to members of the intelligentsia. In itself, the Great Leap Forward did not require the identification and destruction of political enemies.

In 1976, DK followed suit with a similar campaign that it called the “Great Leap Forward.” But DK could not be happy with simply modeling itself on China’s progress, and declared its own  'Super Great Leap Forward' in 1977.
 Two major ideological features of China’s Great Leap era, crash collectivisation and the concept of a “Communist wind,” prefigure DK’s own Leap. Two others do not: China’s massive urbanization and crash industrialization. After the Great Leap, however, Mao did drop China’s industrialization and urbanization priorities, in order to “Take agriculture as the basis.”
  

The lessons that Cambodia’s Communists drew from Mao were selective. They pursued not only crash “agriculturalization,” but also crash collectivization, a policy Mao had launched before the Leap but abandoned afterwards; they attacked family life on a scale Mao eschewed. Let us turn to these issues for comparisons with DK, having noted first the relative absence from China’s Great Leap Forward of expansionism, racism, and social divisions resembling those of DK.

Industrialization. When the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Politburo doubled both the grain and steel production targets, it meant to bring industry to the countryside.
  By September 1958, twenty million people were producing iron and steel, with native-style furnaces accounting for half of the steel output in October. As Roderick MacFarquhar tells it in his comprehensive study, 'the 10.7 million ton target was achieved in mid-December.  But in the fields, bumper harvests of grain, cotton and other crops awaited collection.  A massive tragedy was in the making.'
     


The industrial workforce had increased from 9 to 25 million in a year, and ten billion work-days were lost to agriculture.  Industrial output increased 66 percent, but waste in the countryside was enormous. Peasants ate their reserves, local officials exaggerated production, and the state fell for its own propaganda targets.  It forged ahead with industry. The agricultural labour force fell by 40 million.
  Disastrous weather in 1959-60 brought crop failures and the world's greatest-ever famine.

Urbanisation. The Great Leap saw 'a colossal shift of labour... from countryside to town and city', a 'haemorrhage of peasants to the cities'.
 China’s urban population grew by 30 million from 1957 to 1961.
  The urban labour force tripled to nearly 29 million in 1959, as did the workforce in heavy industry.
 The cities needed 6 million tons more grain – requiring 20 to 30 percent more in state procurements, which peaked in the famine year of 1959-60.
 Backyard furnaces gave way to plans to modernise and upgrade urban industry. Though the CCP controlled trade, it conceded that the state should even 'satisfy the industrial and commercial circles with material benefits'.


The transfer of resources from countryside to town and from agriculture to industry led to an urban food supply crisis by early 1959,
 and contributed to massive underproduction of food in rural areas in 1959-60.  The famine in DK happened for opposite reasons to these. But there were other parallels.

Collectivization. The CCP Politburo conference decided in August 1958 to establish People's Communes throughout China, and the term 'Great Leap Forward' now came to apply to them.
 As later in DK, a Chinese official urged “unified rising, eating, sleeping, setting out to work, and returning from work.”
 The People's Daily claimed commune members were “guaranteed meals, clothes, housing, schooling, medical attention, burial, haircuts, theatrical entertainment, money for heating in winter and money for weddings.” But according to MacFarquhar, “over the whole country, the average amount distributed as free supply accounted for only 20-30 per cent of the total income of commune members.”
 In DK, it would be 100%.


Repression of Family Life. Mao saw collectivization as an attempt to satisfy the 'demand for labour for the immense tasks of the leap', by 'liberating women for production', as an inevitable historical development.   In March 1958, Mao enunciated a clear goal:

The family, which emerged in the last period of primitive communism, will in future be abolished.  It had a beginning and will come to an end....The family may in future become something which is unfavourable to the development of production…

Mao meant this to be a distant goal, hundreds of years in the future.
 But communal eating halls, the People's Daily recognised, involved 'the change of the habits, in existence for thousands of years, of all the peasants'.  So did boarding nurseries and primary schools. Grandparents became redundant in 'happiness homes for the aged'.   The result in one area was that without children, grandparents, or family mealtimes, home life was completely redefined.  McFarquhar notes, “Each family was to have a one- or two-room flat, but without a kitchen.”
  In the late 1970's, rural Cambodia was dotted with rows of one-room wooden houses, and each cooperative had its communal mess hall, while many had barracks for children and the aged.  Long after the Chinese had abandoned such ideas, Pol Pot took up Mao's gauntlet.


In China, too, workers were paid. The CCP theoretical journal, Red Flag, launched with the Great Leap in 1958, had initially called for “voluntary labour, without set quotas, done without expectation of remuneration.” But unlike in DK, this never became generalized, and the Chinese retained the wage system and the basic market economy.
 DK, by contrast, abolished money and wages.


Mao revolutionised but retained China’s education system.  The dominant educational theme of the Leap was that “schools run farms and communes run schools”; there were proposals for a merger of education and industry.
  There was no suggestion that farms become the new schools, or of permanently closing schools.  As Mao put it in March 1958: “Of course some things can be learnt at school; I don't propose to close all the schools.” From early 1959 the emphasis was indeed on educational quality, on upwards rather than downwards “levelling.” This “gave a boost to the enrollment of the children of workers and peasants in universities.”
 In contrast, DK simply closed universities and schools.


The ‘Communist wind.’  Mao began the Leap to create “an era of plenty.”  As MacFarquhar points out, the initial goals included good food, finer clothing, improved housing where “all live in high buildings,. . .[with] electric light, telephone, piped water, receiving sets and TV, better transportation and better education.”  This was obviously not  the Great Leap Forward that Pol Pot used as a model.  In China, ideology had intervened.  The “grafting of the communes on to what started as a supercharged production drive,” brought a new “ideological fervour and asceticism” to the earlier more materialist prior goal of “plenty”.
 By early 1959 the collectivization drive became known in China as a “Communist wind,” for having blown too far in this “leftist” direction.  Mao had put it this way in March 1958:

If something can't be done, then don't force it.  Just now there's a puff of wind, a ten degrees typhoon.  Don't obstruct it publicly.  Get a clear picture of it in internal discussions.  Compress the air a bit.  Eliminate false reports and exaggerations...It is not good if some targets are too high and can't be implemented.

Of course, Mao rarely gave such moderate advice to top officials at the height of the Leap, and anyway at ground level a “ten degrees typhoon” seemed magnified a hundredfold.   As a peasant told army chief Peng Dehuai, “Apart from when the centre sends down a high-ranking cadre, who can stand up against this wind ?”
   But opposition grew, and heels dug in. Mao now eschewed the elusive material prosperity he had predicted, and advocated “Hard, bitter struggle, … not individual material interest.  The goal to lead people toward is not ‘one spouse, one country house, one auto-mobile, one piano, one television.’ This is the road of serving the self, not the society.”
  Gone was the goal of material plenty.  Yet the Leap itself would soon meet its end when Mao “discovered that we could not have a ‘gust of Communist wind’...”

But the genie would not return to the bottle. Other nations adopted the 'model' of China's Great Leap Forward.  Mass mobilisation, crash development programs, self-reliance, 'up by the bootstraps', became their slogans.  In 1976, North Korean visitors praised DK's development strategy.  Pyongyang's own self-reliant philosophy of Juche, they said, had raised their country like a 'winged horse'.  But Democratic Kampuchea was speeding 'faster than the wind'.

Cambodia’s Lesson. After the Great Leap and the famine, the result was an extraordinary Chinese over-correction that DK later partly echoed. “We must disperse the residents of the big cities to the rural areas,” said Mao in 1960.
  CCP economic planner Chen Yun concurred: “If we don't send urban people to the countryside, we will again draw on peasants' rations.”
 100,000 urban enterprises were closed down, and by 1961 ten million people had been moved from urban to rural areas, and another ten million by 1965.
 Upon hearing this, Mao is said to have exclaimed: “We have twenty million people at our beck and call. What political party other than the ruling Chinese Communist Party could have done it?”
  It was at this point that Pol Pot arrived in China.  Ten years later he would show  Mao who else could do it.


The crash collectivization and the “Communist wind” features of the Great Leap Forward therefore prefigured DK, though the Chinese had already rejected them before Pol Pot could have heard much positive about them. If Pol Pot refused to learn from those disastrous experiences, he also declined to repeat the Leap's crash industrialization and urbanisation. Mao recognized these as failures, and, by the time Pol Pot visited China, Mao was already over-correcting them by steering policy towards agriculture, which Pol Pot would embrace with a vengeance. Yet he selectively ignored Mao’s other lessons; unlike China in the 1960’s, DK pursued crash collectivization and communization in the 1970’s. 


Thus, DK selectively acknowledged China’s failures, even as it absorbed early Maoist influence from the Great Leap.  DK rejected its urbanization, reversing much further in the other direction than China, while it pursued the crash collectivization that China had abandoned. It is easy to see a deliberate attempt, in DK’s 'Super Great Leap Forward', to imitate but also correct and surpass China's Great Leap, partly by wildly reversing its disastrous massive industrialization and urbanisation.  Pol Pot took the Great Leap as a partial model but also as a challenge to meet.  On his return to Cambodia in 1966, Pol Pot established the Khmer-language journal Tung Krahom (‘Red Flag’), which he named after China’s Great Leap political magazine.
 

The Cultural Revolution

Pol Pot also borrowed from China’s 1965-1969 “Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution,” which pursued class struggle deep into the countryside with considerably greater brutality than the Great Leap Forward.  Moreover, the Cultural Revolution placed the family unit under extraordinary pressure, as millions of people were now deported across the country regardless of the needs of their dependents.  Family and monetary interests both became targets of the prevailing ideology. It was also in the Cultural Revolution, not the Great Leap Forward, that an ethnic element was most prominent in Maoism, particularly in the cultural repression in Tibet and other minority regions like Kwangsi. Even so, such minority victims were often targeted less for their ethnicity than for alleged backwardness and lack of political consciousness.
 


And the Cultural Revolution saw no second attempt at re-instituting communal eating. One of its leaders, Zhang Chunqiao, warned right as the CPK seized power (April 1975), that the Communist wind “shall never be allowed to rise again.”
  While Zhang envisaged communism as “a system of plenty,” the CPK never embraced the concept of abundance. Rather, it warned against being “taken to pieces” by “material things” and “a little prosperity.”


During the Cultural Revolution, rural China gained technicians, technology, capital, and purchasing power from the cities to sponsor decentralized industrialization and boost rural living standards. Many Chinese peasants became “industrial workers.”
  DK, by contrast, neglected technology and destroyed purchasing power, merely transforming Cambodian peasants into an unpaid plantation workforce. But the general rural bias of DK and the Cultural Revolution distinguishes both from the Great Leap Forward.  


Simon Leys sees in DK “a cruder and simpler application of the same principles” as the “tabula rasa that the ‘Cultural Revolution’ established in all areas of culture, intelligence, and learning [which] was meant as a radical measure to protect the power of an incompetent and half-literate ruling class.”
  There is also a contradictory Cultural Revolution precedent for the following statements in Revolutionary Flags, the CPK's monthly internal magazine, warning readers against separation from the masses:

Many have sent their wives, children and families to stay with friends in different offices, pretending to solicit the help of these 'masters' and 'mistresses' in teaching their dependents about revolutionary stands. This is tantamount to the old society's practice of sending the children to live in the monasteries. 

Cadres were enjoined to “go and fight to temper yourselves in the concrete movement” in rural cooperatives, state-owned factories, and state work-sites. “The good virtues of the masses of workers, poor peasants and lower-middle peasants are gathered there.”

Revolutionary Flags again recalled the Cultural Revolution with this statement:

There are the revolutionary ranks.  These revolutionary ranks are a strata, too.  It is a power-holding layer. We must not forget it; it will be hidden. Then it will expand and strengthen as a separate strata, considering itself as worker-peasant; in fact, it holds power over the worker-peasants... We do not want them to expand and strengthen themselves to hold power outside of the worker-peasants.  Someday they will oppose the worker-peasants.


If the Cultural Revolution did inspire the CPK leadership to struggle against party bureaucracy or revisionism, the Cambodian methods of struggle were far less open and participatory.  Ideological questions were not publicly contested in DK. The losers were quietly murdered, in contrast to the open mobilisation of mass factional support and criticism in the early Cultural Revolution.


Keo Meas, a veteran Cambodian Communist, had accompanied Pol Pot to China in 1964.
 After being purged and incarcerated in Tuol Sleng prison in 1976, Meas wrote to Pol Pot quoting Mao that “the struggle against capitalism... resides in the Party and in the State Power.”  Adding that he was “just lying here waiting to die,” Meas said he wanted to go to his death with the slogan, “Long Live Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought!” The DK cadre responsible for his case wrote on the document: “This contemptible Mao who got the horrible death he deserved was worthless. You shouldn't think, you antique bastard, that the Kampuchean Party has been influenced by Mao. Kampuchea is Kampuchea.”


The CPK rarely erred on the side of leniency, of seeing a dissident as a less serious threat. Rather, “If we have an antagonistic [slap ruos, “life-or-death”] contradiction, we cannot think it is an internal contradiction.”
 The CPK exhibited no concern about the converse, which Mao had chosen to warn against: “Those with a ‘Left’ way of thinking magnify contradictions between ourselves and the enemy to such an extent that they take certain contradictions among the people for contradictions with the enemy, and regard as counter-revolutionaries persons who are not really counter-revolutionaries.”
  The Khmer Rouge slogan, “Spare them no profit, Remove them no loss,” was very different from that.

Global Vocabulary vs. Local Meaning

The CPK’s Maoism was selectively added to a mixed ideology, neither purely indigenous nor fully imported.  It created an amalgam of various intellectual influences, including Khmer elite chauvinism, Third World nationalism, the French Revolution, Stalinism, and selected aspects of Maoism. The motor of the Pol Pot genocide was probably indigenous Khmer racist chauvinism, but it was fuelled by strategies and tactics adopted from often unacknowledged revolutionary models in other countries.
  Such syncretism suggests that in an important sense the Khmer Rouge revolution, like ancient Sparta, was sui generis even as it borrowed extensively from foreign texts and models. It indicates that Communist doctrines must be probed for their cultural meaning in Cambodia, and foreign models examined for their selective local implementation. DK’s Super Great Leap Forward, far from being a copy of China’s “Great Leap,” was closer to the Cultural Revolution even though DK avoided that term. Just as ironically, the CPK in turn publicly disavowed Marxism-Leninism, and issued private and then public assertions of adherence to it, while secretly dismissing Communist texts: “We must not stand by the Scriptures.”
 

In early Cambodian historiography, pioneered by French Indologists, “a literal reading of Sanskrit grammar and Indian texts” fostered a very partial understanding of Cambodia’s early borrowings from them.
 Modern Khmer Rouge selections from Communist texts also convey variant borrowed and local meanings.
 The combination cannot be studied one-sidedly by suggesting, like Eric Weitz, that “Everything about Democratic Kampuchea… followed in the tracks of Communist practices.”
 Archaeologist Frank Hole has put it this way: “Naming something -- Communist, capitalist, evil, etc -- invites stereotypical expectations. We should put less effort into discovering whether something really is communism and pay more attention to what is actually going on. There are too many flavors and too few names. I’m interested in the varying circumstances under which external elements were incorporated. This is quite different from standing on the outside and naming things that you think you recognize because you have seen them elsewhere.”
 

The two-way combination of indigenous and external influences makes it perilous to identify global vocabulary but ignore local meaning. The parallels between Sparta and DK, and between Maoism and DK, are all as striking as their differences. None can be dismissed. To avoid describing Cambodia “from the deck of the ship,” we must recognize both the ideological diffusion and the autonomous evolution of its tragedy.
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