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Blood and guts of the evil Khmer Rouge

were almost all conducted in 1979
and 1980, soon after the regime's
destruction by the Viemamese Army.
Along with unprecedented access to

! will wait a long time for
a book that tells us why a
sleeping south-east Asian

kingdom became a laboratory of sys-
tematic evil; in the meantime, here is
the best account of how it was.

Ben Kiernan's massively author-
itative and dispassionate study
quickly establishes itself as the most
thorough and comprehensive work
on Cambodia’s four years of living
death. The Pol Pot Regime in all its
brisk ity gets us closer to the
heart of Cambodia’s darkness than
anything since Francois Ponchaud’s
best-selling Cambodia: Year Zero.

As someone obliged to relive Cam-
bodia’s agony as head of the Yale
University Cambodia Genocide Pro-
gram, Prof Kiqe:“l;nm hasfu;:pnr%d
superhuman ties of detach-
‘ment. The scholar in this field needs
amore than the professional, min-
imum- of that commodity, lest the
hysteria and horror of Di i

Kampuchea (the Khmer Rouge
name for their regime) infect the
‘history and render it unreliable.
Asto this historian's relation to his
subject matter, two things are
notable: the first is that most of
primary source material is founded
on interviews with hundreds of sur-
vivors from all “zones™ of DK. These
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on this material for over 16 years.

Meantime he wrote other books
(including How Pol Pot Came To
Power, 1985), and learned from oth-
ers’ mistakes, before ofering his
own magnum opus.

Also striking is a foomote, quite
late on, where he mentions that nine
members of his wife's family were
victims of the terror.

Detailed as it is, Kiernan's book
avoids the pitfalls of another school,
dedicated to the minutiae of Khmer
Rouge economic theory (such as it
was), and analysing the differences
between regional centres of power
etc. Kiernan takes issue with
Michael Vickery's usefully pedantic
Cambodia 1975-1979 (1984), which
was so narrowly focused on the
Khmer Rouge’s “peasantist roman-
ticism”, that it read like an apology
for a Rousseau-esque fantasy gone
horribly wrong.

Generous in its acknowledgment
of other scholar’s discoveries and
achievements, the Kiernan book

il

comes down hard on their sillier,
unsustainable assertions. His cen-
tral theme is that the extreme ethnic
nationalism of the Khmer Rouge
regime outweighed all their preten-
sions to Marxist, or even Maoist,
ideological correctness. In this sense
The Pol Pot Regime is very much a
product of its time, being the most
systematic study of Pol Pot's cam-
paigns of ethnic cleansing, against
the Chams (the “forgotten Muslims”
of Cambodia), the Chinese, the Viet-
namese minority, and even ethnic
Khmers returned from Vietham. As
far as Pol Pot and his centralised
power structure were concerned,
they all might as well be killed,
according to the mantra “to spare
them no profit, to remove them no
ioss.”

Kiernan wastes no space assess-
ing Pol Pot’s pretensions to ideo-
‘ogical rectitude. The man was (is) a
etty-bourgeois megalomaniac - a
speciality of this century it seems —
whose pleasure in killing was allied
10 2 limited self-control. It took four
vears before DK's blood-drunken-
ness defeated itself through point-
less attacks on their Vietamese al-
lies. Had they not brought destruc-
tion down on themselves, the death
191l of 1.5 million starved and mur-
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dered would of have risen much
higher. It hardly seems possible, but
Kiernan's Pol Pot emerges from the
shadows as a more repellent figure
than previously supposed. The scale
of his moral deadness, the intricacy
of his sadism and the bureaucracy of
torture and death in which he co-
cooned himself defy belief. Page af-
ter page of this book reads like rustic
(grand guignol, staking out the outer
frontiers of what humans are ca-
pable of. What were Pol Pot and his
clique hoping to achieve? The peas-
ant fundamentalist (back-to-the-
land) reading is qualified by the

ime’s incompetence at organis-
ing food production. The view of the
DK leadership as ulwra-patriots is
made nonsense of by the revelation
that they flogged off the counmy’s
natural resources at laughably low
prices. Pol Pot never issued a co-
herent philosophy for his terrorised
subjects to abide by, and his class
analysis was no more than “clan
politics developed into a baroque
hierarchy of caste”, with “kinship
always the crucial factor.” It was as if.
2 group of paranoid and i
stupid gangsters were in
of a country.

If it was Pol Pot's whim to have
thousands killed and tortured at a

“There were no laws,” as one
victim later told Kiernan, “if they

It is impossible to read h--ﬁ‘
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takes o lay such a
foundation



