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INTRODUCTION

Among the nearly two million people who perished during the Cambodian genocide, were members of Cambodia’s ethnic minorities.  In other instances of genocide, it is clear that those in power performed horrific acts of racial discrimination against minority groups.  During the Holocaust, for example, Nazi antisemitism resulted in the German government’s implementation of discriminatory policies, which targeted millions of Jews for execution.  In comparison to the Holocaust, it is more difficult to determine whether the Democratic Kampuchea government practiced racially discriminatory policies towards ethnic minorities during the Cambodian Genocide of 1975-79, because of the complexity of delineating what constitutes racial discrimination.  Some scholars have disputed the existence of discriminatory policies towards ethnic minorities and have even argued that the ruling Khmer Rouge regime was innocent of genocide. This paper will examine whether the Khmer Rouge implemented racially discriminatory policies towards Cambodia’s minority groups. Although Cambodia is composed of many ethnic groups, over 80% of its people are Khmer; only the larger minority groups with the most extensive documentation will be discussed in this paper: the Vietnamese, Chams, and Chinese.

It will be argued that in the experience of all three minority groups, the Khmer Rouge’s policies betrayed traces of racial discrimination; however, the severity and type of racial discrimination varied.

DEFINING RACIAL DISCRIMINATION

The term “racial discrimination” is often liberally used without a clear understanding of its meaning. In order to determine whether the Khmer Rouge’s policies towards ethnic minorities were racially discriminatory, it is important to present a clear definition of the term. For the purposes of this paper, the definition of racial discrimination will be taken from Article 1 of the International Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, which defines this phenomenon as:

any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life.


When discussing racial discrimination it is also important to recognize the different forms in which it may occur.  Often, people may associate racial discrimination with assumed biological superiority, meaning they believe that those who discriminate based on race do so because they feel they are inherently better than those they discriminate against.   However, existence of a notion of superiority is not always necessary for racial discrimination to take place.  As will be seen in the case of the Cambodia genocide, the Khmer Rouge’s racially discriminatory policies did not necessarily arise out of a sense of biological supremacy.  Instead, racial discrimination can arise from other motivating factors, such as politics, culture, and economics.  When stereotypes surrounding these factors are applied to other groups, the threat of engaging in racial discrimination arises.  For example, wealth was a factor that influenced how an individual would be treated by the Khmer Rouge.  During their revolution, the Khmer Rouge initially divided the Cambodian population into two categories: “base people” (mostly peasants) and “new people” (mostly those who had lived in the cities).
  The new people were typically treated the worse because they were forced to work harder and under worse conditions.
 It will be shown how the Khmer Rouge’s belief in the stereotype that all ethnic Chinese were economically affluent and were urban “new people,” resulted in racially discriminatory policies directed towards them. Since the Khmer Rouge considered most Chinese a part of the wealthy class, the regime racially discriminated against the Chinese by treating them harsher than the Khmer.


It is also important to discuss whether motivation is a vital aspect of determining the existence of racial discrimination.  For example, if the motive of the Khmer Rouge was to promote their own security, and to do so they felt they needed to persecute a particular race, does it follow that their actions were racially discriminatory?  Motive is irrelevant to whether racial discrimination (or genocide) exists because even if the motive of a policy is not racialist, the predictable effects of a policy can be racial.  Whether or not the goal of achieving security coincided with a determination to persecute a particular race, the policy itself still could result in targeting a specific group based on its race, making the policy a racially discriminatory one.  


However, it is crucial to note the complexity in determining whether racial discrimination existed during the Cambodian genocide because it is hard to isolate how much of the discrimination towards these minority groups was based on race, rather than on other confounding variables. As in the previous discussion of the Chinese, it is difficult to determine which perceived characteristic, race or wealth, played a stronger role in influencing the treatment of a minority. All of these points need to be kept in mind when evaluating whether ethnic or racial discrimination was present in the Khmer Rouge’s policies.

KHMER ROUGE RACIAL POLICIES


Upon their victory in April 1975, the Khmer Rouge wanted to transform Cambodian society, seeking ways to attain national autonomy and fulfill notions of economic equality.
  In order to achieve these goals, they imposed various policies, including forced evacuation of the urban population to collectivized rural labor communes.  Over time, different types of policies would now be forced upon parts of the population, some of them with a stronger impact on minorities than on the ethnic Khmer majority.  Khmer Rouge policies that were either specifically directed towards minorities or had significant effects on them can be divided into four categories: 

i) imposition of uniformity, 

ii)
expulsion, 
iii) extermination, and 
iv) other forms of discrimination.  
The Khmer Rouge sought to impose uniformity on the population by using “forced Khmerization,” requiring minorities to abandon aspects of their distinct culture and to become “Khmer.”
  To facilitate this imposition of uniformity, the Khmer Rouge implemented policies that banned portions of cultures, such as minority languages and all religions, and they dispersed sectors of the population.  According to journalist Elizabeth Becker, the Khmer Rouge sought to “revive the glory and honor of Cambodia and to ensure the perenniality of the reinvented Kampuchean race.” This explanation details the reasons why they forced minorities to assimilate into Khmer culture.
  Furthermore, Becker claims that “the decree banishing minorities was a license to harass and murder thousands of innocent victims.”
 As will be discussed later, the policy of imposed uniformity was particularly directed at the Chams and Chinese.

In addition to imposing uniformity, the Khmer Rouge adopted a policy of expulsion, in which they forced people out of the country. This policy was directed initially at the ethnic Vietnamese. The decision to expel the Vietnamese minority was a result of the poor political relationship between Cambodia and Vietnam, as well as the social stigma that had been projected onto the group.  This will also be addressed later in the paper.  

Furthermore, amongst all three minority groups, there is some evidence of a policy of extermination. There were frequent incidents that involved the Khmer Rouge killing many members of these minorities. Whether these killings were based on a conception of race has to be determined.  Finally, the fourth type of policy encompasses all other types of discrimination.  Examples include cases in which the Khmer Rouge prohibited members of all three minorities from holding political or military power. 

In order to explore whether elements of racial discrimination existed in the Khmer Rouge’s policies, the fate of each minority group will be examined in the context of the policies directed towards them.  The case of the ethnic Vietnamese will be the first to be observed. 

THE VIETNAMESE

Background


Historically, tense relations between Cambodians and Vietnamese existed on both a social and political level.  According to historian William E. Willmott, out of all the minority groups in Cambodia, the Vietnamese suffered from the most prejudice.  On a social level, this prejudice against Vietnamese communities may be one result of the multiple historical Vietnamese invasions into Cambodia.
  Furthermore, this acrimony may be a consequence of Vietnam’s perceived past attempts to force its culture and institutions onto Cambodians.
  One Cambodian, Chlat, explicitly expressed his anti-Vietnamese sentiments: 

I hate them [the Vietnamese].  I don’t have words to tell you how much I hate them… History and their actions clearly show that the Yuon [term for Vietnamese] have repeatedly done bad things in Cambodia.  They learn the tricks of thieves.  They steal from [our] economy.  They start many fights.  They have come to live in Cambodia, but they don’t respect the rights of the Khmer.  And their biggest professions are stealing and prostitution.
 

In addition to social animosity, Cambodia’s relationship with Vietnam was fairly tense on a political level.  Prior to their victory, the Khmer Rouge had quite a cooperative relationship with the North Vietnamese, who played a crucial role in their success during Cambodia’s 1970 to 1975 civil war.  Working side by side, the Vietnamese had provided military training and personnel to aid the fight against General Lon Nol’s Republican regime.
  However, within weeks after their victory, the relationship between the Khmer Rouge and Vietnamese would deteriorate as animosities arose between them.  Even though they had cooperated during the civil war, according to political scientist King C. Chen, the Khmer Rouge had always regarded the Vietnamese as “the enemy.”
  The regime’s policy decisions demonstrate its anti-Vietnamese attitude, and the decisions would only heighten tensions.  These decisions include Cambodia’s invasion of Vietnamese territory, such as areas in the Mekong Delta and Phu Quoc Island, and the executions of Vietnamese-trained soldiers.
   Finally, the Vietnamese saw the Khmer Rouge as ungrateful for the help the Vietnamese gave them during the civil war that brought them to power.
  The Vietnamese had sought a “special relationship” with Cambodia because of their mutual cooperation prior to 1975.  However, based on past Vietnamese attempts to dominate Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge feared that the Vietnamese desired to establish an “Indochina Federation,” in which Cambodians would be subservient to Vietnamese power.
  These political tensions eventually resulted in the Khmer Rouge’s decision to isolate Cambodia from Vietnam.  Cambodia formally cut all ties with its neighbor in 1977
 and attacked across the border.  


The social and political tensions between Cambodia and Vietnam had a detrimental effect on the Khmer Rouge’s treatment of the ethnic Vietnamese civilian population in Cambodia.  Of the four types of policies, in the case of the Vietnamese, the Khmer Rouge used expulsion and extermination.

Expulsion

Immediately after their victory, the Khmer Rouge sought to expel the Vietnamese from Cambodian territory.  Chea Sim, then a Khmer Rouge district party secretary, claimed that “Pol Pot spoke a lot about the question of Vietnam.  He stressed the importance of the issue of evacuating all of the Vietnamese people out of Cambodian territory.”
  In May 1975, Pol Pot and Nuon Chea proclaimed their official plans to expel the Vietnamese, who they believed “had secretly infiltrated into Kampuchea and who lived hidden, mixed with the population.”
  In a matter of months, approximately 150,000 Vietnamese were driven from Cambodia.

Extermination


In mid-1976, the Khmer Rouge’s policy towards the Vietnamese changed.  Now, the regime allowed no more to leave the country.
  Although the Khmer Rouge had expelled most Vietnamese from the country, not all had left. Some remained in the country for various reasons, such as the desire to stay with their Khmer spouses.
 The regime massacred these ethnic Vietnamese who remained in Cambodia.  The persecution of the Vietnamese coincided with the rising political conflict between Cambodia and Vietnam.
  Specific orders were issued by the Khmer Rouge in April 1977 to arrest ethnic Vietnamese and anyone remotely associated with them, even those who simply knew their language.
   As previously mentioned, even ethnic Khmer who were trained by Vietnamese military were executed.  The extent of the massacres was significant.  In May 1977 alone, approximately 420 Vietnamese in Kompong Chhnang province were executed.
  Not only were Khmer Rouge officials active participants in the killings, but officials also forced Khmer spouses to kill their Vietnamese wives.
 

Racism


It is apparent that the extermination and expulsion policies enacted towards the Vietnamese were forms of racial discrimination because these policies targeted a group based on race and at the very least, “impaired” their “exercise” of “fundamental freedoms.”  The Khmer Rouge did not force any other sector of the Cambodian population to leave the country.  Perhaps if the regime had forced other groups to leave, then the presence of racial discrimination would have been less convincing, since everyone would have been subject to equal treatment.  Instead, the Khmer Rouge allowed other minorities to stay within the borders and in some cases did not harm them if they had undergone “Khmerization.”  In contrast, the regime did not give the Vietnamese the option to remain. The extermination of the Vietnamese who remained in Cambodia was also racially discriminatory. The regime did not give ethnic Vietnamese the option to relinquish their ethnic identity as a mechanism for survival. One Khmer Rouge cadre stated, “If a person was ethnic Vietnamese, it was certain that they wouldn’t survive.  Once they were discovered, that was it. ”


The Khmer Rouge’s specific orders to exterminate the Vietnamese provide compelling evidence that the ethnic Vietnamese were singled out for persecution.  Furthermore, the massacres that occurred revealed no signs of provocation aside from race.  Since the Khmer had preexisting prejudices against the Vietnamese, transforming these prejudices into discriminatory acts might have taken place relatively easily.  Additionally, race was a significant factor in determining who to eradicate because even those remotely associated with the Vietnamese, including Khmer, were also killed.  In this case, even being somewhat “tainted” by the Vietnamese, for instance knowing their language or being trained by their military, justified slayings of non-ethnic Vietnamese.  The willingness to kill fellow Khmer reveals the determination of Khmer Rouge to eliminate any remote traces of the Vietnamese in their country.  

To their misfortune, the Vietnamese were seen by the Khmer Rouge as enemies, and died because of their ethnicity.  I would argue that compared to other minorities like the Chams and Chinese, ethnic Vietnamese who remained in Cambodia suffered more of an immediate threat to their livelihood because the policies enacted towards them did not tolerate even their mere physical existence.  Unfortunately, the ethnic Vietnamese were not the only group who suffered from racial discrimination.  Groups such as the Chams also experienced racial discrimination that threatened their lives and welfare.

THE CHAMS

Background


The Chams are a minority group culturally distinct from the Khmer because of their language and Muslim faith, and the group was mainly composed of farmers and fishermen.  In 1975, approximately 250,000 Chams lived in Cambodia.
  Of this number, roughly 36%, or ninety thousand, would lose their lives by 1979 under the Khmer Rouge regime.
  


The attitude of ethnic Khmer towards the Chams prior to the rise of Democratic Kampuchea varied. As in the case of the Vietnamese, the ethnic Khmer may have held negative attitudes towards the Chams.  According to historian Michael Vickery:

Many Chams claimed before the war that they were held in contempt by the Khmer and were objects of discrimination… Many Khmer regarded Chams with a mixture of awe and fear.  They were believed to be accomplished in the black arts; and Phnom Penh ladies used to cross over…to get predictions about the future, love potions for husbands and lovers, and noxious prescriptions for rivals.

In addition to this awe and fear, other stereotypes about the Chams existed. According to Becker, some Khmer had the perception that the Cham women were promiscuous because they possessed exotic features and others believed that the Chams were “commercial thieves” because they “dr[ove] hard bargains” when selling cloth.

Contrary to these claims, it is quite possible that many other Cambodians were receptive to the Chams.  The existence of intermarriage of Chams with the Khmer, as well as by some of the Chams’ willingness to assimilate into Khmer society by giving up their language demonstrates this receptivity.
  However, it is clear that any cordial relations with individual Khmers were not enough to spare them from the atrocities of the Khmer Rouge.


The regime had distorted impressions about the Cham population.  For example, in a 1973 document entitled Class Analysis and Class Struggle, the Khmer Rouge claimed that “All nationalities have laborers, like our Kampuchean nationality, except for the Islamic Khmers [Chams], whose lives are not so difficult.”
  However, the statement did not accurately represent the Cham population.  Historian Ben Kiernan argues that although many Chams were peasants, the Khmer Rouge viewed them all as independent petty bourgeoisie or fishermen.
  Falsely believing that the Chams lived easy lives may have only given the Khmer Rouge more reason to target them.  For instance, according to Mat Sman’s experience as a Cham living under the Pol Pot regime, the Chams in his village were all treated as new people regardless of whether they were “old people” (base people).
  Consequently, being identified as new people meant that the Chams in Mat Sman’s village would be subjected to harsher living conditions.


However, the relationship between the Khmer Rouge and the Chams was fairly cooperative during the early stages of the revolution. Some members of the Cham community supported the insurgent Khmer Rouge prior to the regime’s victory.  Becker claims that the Chams hoped that if the Khmer Rouge came into power, the new regime could mitigate the benign discriminatory policies of pre-revolutionary officials towards their community.
  Some Chams even joined the Khmer Rouge’s fight and took positions in the military.  The Cham support of the Khmer Rouge would soon dwindle.  Significant problems would arise when Khmer Rouge policies directly conflicted with the Cham religion.  The Khmer Rouge’s policies against the Chams generally fell within the categories of enforced uniformity, extermination, and discrimination. 

Uniformity


In 1976, the Khmer Rouge began to enforce a policy of sameness by “Khmerizing” the population.  Some Khmer Rouge officials claimed that “there are to be no Chams or Chinese or Vietnamese.  Everyone is to join the same, single, Khmer nationality.”
  To eliminate all ethnic diversity, the regime banned cultural practices and forced minorities to assimilate into Khmer culture.  The regime took strict measures to achieve this uniformity.  In the case of the Chams, the Khmer Rouge enforced physical uniformity by prohibiting females from using their traditional headdress and by requiring them to cut their hair.
  They also required Chams to change their identity by forcing them to adopt Khmer names. However, perhaps what affected the Chams the most was the Khmer Rouge’s decision to ban all religion—which included Islam, an intimate part of the Cham identity.  To eradicate Cham religious practices, the Khmer Rouge forced them to violate their religion by consuming pork.
  Ya Mat, a Cham witness, claims that:

In 1975 there was a phrase that they used to instruct us: There was a document saying that now, if we did not eat [pork], they would not let us ‘live in the revolution.’ They would abolish us… We had come to live in Kampuchea, but there were [to be] no Chams, no Chinese, no nothing.  People who obey…survive.
 

Death was often the consequence for those who refused to obey the Khmer Rouge’s orders.  For instance, Cham survivor Lee Seyla witnessed the Khmer Rouge beating an estimated 10 Chams to death for merely refusing to eat pork.
  Therefore, for Chams to increase their chances of survival, it was necessary for them to obey the regime and its policies.  Not only did the Khmer Rouge take measures to eradicate all cultural identity in the population, but they also attempted to prevent the transmission of culture to future generations—essentially attempting to extinguish the Cham culture.

To help achieve this, the Khmer Rouge banned the use of all languages except for Khmer, and physically dispersed Cham families.  Preventing the use of an ethnic language can be a mechanism to separate children from their culture.  Saleh, a Cham who was a young child during the Pol Pot regime, was not allowed by the Khmer Rouge to live with other Cham children, to prevent him from speaking Cham.
  Because the regime prohibited the Cham language, many children could not speak their native tongue by the time the genocide was over.
 Therefore, to some extent, the Khmer Rouge successfully extinguished part of the Cham culture.  Physically dispersing the Chams into ethnic Khmer communities also helped to enforce uniformity and eradicate the race.  A February 1974 document regarding the Decisions Concerning the Line on Cooperatives of the Party in Region 31 demonstrates the existence of a formalized policy of dispersal of the Chams.  The document stated that “…it is necessary to break up this group [Islamic Khmers] to some extent; do not allow too many of them to concentrate in one area.”
  Another Cham survivor, Abraham, asserts that the Chams were being dispersed into Khmer villages.  He estimates that Chams composed only 5% of the population in his village.
  Physically dispersing the Chams made it more difficult for them to perform religious practices.  For example, Chams are required to pray five times a day to perform the vachip, their religious duties.  In some cases, Chams sent to live among ethnic Khmer could not perform the Chum At and Chum Ah prayers because they could not gather the required 40 Chams to carry out their prayers.
  The dispersal of the Chams made it more difficult to practice their religion and consequently, more difficult to pass their culture onto their children, thereby helping to slowly extinguish the culture.

Extermination


As in the case of the Vietnamese, the Khmer Rouge also targeted Chams for execution.  However, different factors contributed to their deaths.  Unlike the ethnic Vietnamese, many Chams rebelled against the regime’s policies.  These rebellions frequently resulted in the massacre of many Chams.  For example, one account describes a village that resisted the Khmer Rouge’s request to close a mosque.  Fighting occurred because of this resistance and five Khmer Rouge soldiers were killed.  As a result, according to one account, the Khmer Rouge sent “thousands and thousands of troops” to the village, annihilated the village, and took away Cham families.
  The incidents where the Chams attempted to protect their culture and resist Khmer Rouge policy would only generate a negative official perception of their entire community.  Some of the regime’s cadres would even warn other Khmers to be careful of the Chams.  One Cham claimed that Khmer Rouge officials had told other ethnic Khmer to not “trust the Chams… It is normal that enemies who have been defeated will not lie still…In their [Chams’] hearts they are still traitors to us.”
 Distrusting the Chams because of their perceived rebellious nature may have been a way for the Khmer Rouge to justify their killing.


Secondly, Kiernan writes that “in the eyes of the Pol Pot group [the Chams were] omens of a dark Kampuchean future, one that the CPK deliberately set out to erase from the historical agenda.  Kampuchea would never disappear the way Champa allegedly did.”
  The Chams were viewed as a dying race and were a reminder of the ominous danger of Cambodians following this similar fate.  Erasing the Chams from their memories would be a way for the Khmer Rouge to get rid of the reminder of this omen.  Extermination may have been a mechanism for this erasure.


Finally, according to anthropologist Alexander Hinton, some officials preferred to kill Chams rather than Khmer “new people.”  To give reason as to why only two Cambodian families were killed compared to 50 Cham families in Ta Khong village, one Khmer Rouge official states, “It’s really difficult because they gave me orders to kill Khmer.  But I can’t cut off my heart and do so.  So we take Chams instead, though there aren’t many of them.”
  This account suggests that when given a choice, some Khmer Rouge cadres racially discriminated and targeted the Chams for persecution; rather than killing those from their own ethnicity.  

Discrimination


As in the cases of the other minority groups, the Khmer Rouge banned Chams from engaging in political or military life.  After the 1975 rebellion, Cham soldiers were demobilized.
  In 1976, Chams holding power, such as village chiefs and committee members, were forced to leave office in the Kor Subdistrict.
 

Other Chams were accused of being associated with the Vietnamese whom the Khmer Rouge saw as their enemy.  Mat asserts that they “accused us of wearing our hair long like Vietnamese, and being under Vietnamese influence.”
  Since many Khmer possessed anti-Vietnamese sentiments, linking the Chams to the Vietnamese was likely not a positive association.  These negative anti-Vietnamese sentiments could have influenced the severity with which the Khmer Rouge treated the Chams.  

Racism


The question of whether the Khmer Rouge’s policy towards the Chams was racially discriminatory in nature is highly contested.  However, I would argue that the policies aimed at the Chams were racially discriminatory.  In regards to the policies of uniformity, according to Kiernan: 

Had all Kampuchea’s villages been deliberately dispersed, and had all Kampucheans of whatever race been forced to behave in ways that they were all equally unaccustomed to, such as to eat bread and speak only English, only then might one conclude that there was no racial discrimination in DK [Democratic Kampuchea] policies towards the Chams.

One may interpret Kiernan’s argument as claiming that the Chams experienced racial discrimination because the Khmer Rouge’s policies were relatively harsher for the Chams than for the ethnic Khmer.  For example, policies that prohibited all languages except Khmer made life harder for minority groups, such as the Chams.  Because of the difficulties that forced assimilation can create, advocating uniformity seems inherently racial if only one group is forced to adopt aspects of a different culture.  By not allowing diversity, the Khmer Rouge may have inadvertently racially discriminated against the Chams when they decided to make everyone adopt the Khmer culture.  


In an attempt to argue that some policies of enforced uniformity were not racially discriminatory, Michael Vickery contends that forcing the Chams to consume pork was not racially discriminatory.   He writes: 

[O]ne must think carefully about stories that they were forced to eat pork, since the general complaint of all refugees is that there was too little meat of any kind.  It may have been true that Chams found themselves in places where pork was the only meat ever distributed at all, since it had always been the most commonly used meat in Cambodia, but that does not necessarily signify discrimination by the new authorities.
  

It is conceivable that pork was given to the Chams because it was the only meat available and not solely because it was used as a humiliating tool to eradicate their traditional culture.  However, the evidence that the Khmer Rouge forced Chams to eat the meat against their will counters Vickery’s claim that the use of pork was not racially discriminatory.  Although other ethnic groups were given pork to eat, none of them were punished for not consuming it.  As in Ya Mat’s account, if he and other Chams did not eat pork the Khmer Rouge would not allow them to “live in the revolution.”  Forcing only the Chams to eat pork and not other groups is itself racial discrimination.  Arguably, members of other ethnic groups may not have refused eating pork, so the Khmer Rouge may not have needed to force them to eat it.  However, even if this statement is true, it fails to address the concept of relative harshness, and fails to take into account how eating pork directly conflicted with the Cham religion and not with Khmer beliefs.   The Khmer Rouge recognized how consuming pork violated the Cham religion, and in the end, they distinctively made sure that the Chams ate their pork.  Forcing the Chams to eat pork when it was served impaired their exercise of fundamental cultural freedoms and was therefore racially discriminatory.

Similarly, the dispersal of the Chams into other communities is an act of racial discrimination. One counterargument to this claim may be that the Khmer Rouge dispersed all Cambodians into different zones in the country, so the policy of dispersal was not unique to the Chams. Therefore, the dispersal of the Chams was non-discriminatory since everyone was treated with the same policy.  However, even if the act of dispersing the Chams was not motivated by racially discrimination, the repercussions of the act were discriminatory.  The Chams were fewer than the ethnic Khmers.  This means that in comparison to the Khmer, the Chams would become more thinly spread out throughout Cambodia when the Khmer Rouge dispersed them.  As previously mentioned, when too few Chams existed in one area, it was more difficult for them to practice their culture, such as fulfilling their prayers.  However, regardless of the Khmer Rouge’s motivation, the outcome of the dispersal policy was racially discriminatory.  In relation to the International Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, restricting the Chams to certain geographical regions “nullifies” their ability to “enjoy or exercise” their “fundamental freedoms” in culture, thereby making the policies of dispersal racially discriminatory.

Philip Short, a French-based British writer, attempts to debunk the claim that the Khmer Rouge’s dispersal of Chams was racially discriminatory.  According to Short:

It may be argued, of course, that ‘dispersal’ was itself a form of racism; but in that case the same label must be accepted for such measures as school bussing in the United States to achieve desegregation.  That, too, involved the dispersal of pupils of one race among those of another.
   

This analogy fails to make the case.  First, a policy of dispersing “one race among those of another” in schools is not necessarily racially discriminatory. Proving that requires demonstrating a “distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference” based on race.  Thus, it must be shown that the individuals selected to be bussed were chosen because of their race, and not because of other confounding variables (such as their socioeconomic background).  Furthermore, it must be demonstrated that the outcome of the policy was racially discriminatory. Although it is possible for school bussing policies to be considered racially discriminatory, it is highly unlikely.  Neither of these two requirements can be demonstrated in today’s bussing policies, particularly since diverse groups of students are regularly bussed, and bussing policies improve educational conditions instead of infringing on students’ abilities to “enjoy” or “exercise” their “human rights and fundamental freedoms” in public life.  The Chams in Cambodia retained no such benefits. Therefore, Short’s analogy does not directly refute the contention that the permanent forced dispersal of the Cham communities was a form of racism. 


As in the case of the Vietnamese extermination, the Cham extermination can be seen as racially discriminatory.  Cambodian researcher and genocide survivor Ysa Osman writes:

…in late 1978, the Khmer Rouge gathered all those accused of ‘crimes,’ both Cham and Khmer, into a house in Trea village, Krauch Chhmar district, Kampong Cham province.  All the prisoners were asked one question: “Cham or Khmer?”  Those answering Cham were sent to one side and the Khmer to the other.  All of the Khmer prisoners were released.  All but six of the approximately 100 Cham prisoners disappeared.  The six… survived because they lied and said they were Khmer.

Osman’s example provides compelling evidence that race was a determining factor in extermination.  Since the Khmer Rouge accused both the Khmer and Chams in the group of “crimes,” then both groups qualified for extermination.  However, in this instance, the regime racially discriminated and chose to execute the Chams based on their race.  Contrary to this evidence, it is possible to argue that the policy of extermination against the Chams was not racially discriminatory because many ethnic Khmer were also targeted for execution.  Therefore, the Khmer Rouge did not “discriminate” because they killed all races.  It is true that the regime did kill many ethnic Khmer.  However, this does not prove that extermination was a racially non-discriminatory policy.  The regime did not kill Khmer because they were Khmer; rather the ethnic Khmer chosen for execution were discriminated against not because of their race, but because of other alleged characteristics they possessed.  Again, as previously mentioned, many ethnic Khmer were killed because they were associated with the Vietnamese, while other sectors of the Khmer population, such as educated individuals and professionals, were killed because they were viewed as exploiters of the peasant class.
  Unlike ethnic Khmer, Chams could be executed because of their race.  This is why in the case of many such Chams, their extermination can be considered racially discriminatory. Furthermore, the Khmer Rouge’s decision to remove Chams from involvement in political and military life was racially discriminatory, since it was because of their race that they were prevented from participating in these activities. 


It is possible to argue that the motivation behind the policies against the Chams as a whole was not racially discriminatory: that the Khmer Rouge enacted their policies towards the Chams to protect their revolution because Chams had resisted and rebelled against the regime’s policies. So the choice to discriminate against the Chams was not racial in motive; rather, political.  Under this rationale, it would logically follow that had other groups rebelled, those groups would likely have experienced similar types of policies that the regime directed towards the Chams.  However, this argument is faulty for several reasons.  First, as stated earlier, the motive of the Khmer Rouge’s policies is irrelevant, so long as the discrimination is deliberate. That the regime targeted the Chams solely for security purposes does not make the policy non-discriminatory, because the policies it implemented in the end correlated with race, targeted a minority, and produced racially discriminatory results.  For example, the Khmer Rouge’s decision to massacre groups of Chams may have been made out of a motivation to protect the regime’s security; however, the very fact that this policy singled out a group based on race still makes it a form of racial discrimination.  Furthermore, the policies the Khmer Rouge used to “protect their revolution” would align with the definition of racial discrimination because the policies still “distinguished” based on race and “nullified” and “impaired” the ability of the Chams to exercise their fundamental freedoms on an equal footing with other ethnic groups.  Secondly, if the Chams were really targeted only because they were a threat to the revolution, then those Chams who were not a threat should not have been punished. Yet the evidence shows that Chams not resistant to the regime’s polices were also punished.  For example, Mat describes on incident in Kravar Subdistrict where the regime loaded twenty Cham families into trucks who were never seen again.  Mat claims that they had “eaten pork and so on, and still they were killed.”
  This example demonstrates how Khmer Rouge policies were directed towards all Chams, and unfairly generalized the population and punished all of them—regardless of whether they resisted or agreed to assimilate to the regime’s polices.  This is also considered racial discrimination because the Khmer Rouge created a policy based on a stereotype that would specifically target everyone in the race regardless of their threat or compliance.


As in the case of the Chams, the Chinese also faced discrimination; however, in their case, whether the discrimination was based on race is more difficult to determine because of other potential confounding variables that affected the Khmer Rouge’s policies towards them. 

THE CHINESE

Background

The initial immigration of the Chinese to Cambodia was a result of trade expansion.  By the 1960s most ethnic Chinese in Cambodia worked in commerce.
 According to Willmott, relative to the other minority groups the Chinese had cordial relations with the Cambodians.
  Willmott attributes this to the fact that ethnic Vietnamese already consumed much of the Khmers’ hostility and compared to Vietnamese, many more ethnic Chinese assimilated to Khmer culture.
   However, Becker asserts the Chinese were “held in awe by the Cambodians, despised and envied for their industry and their seeming lack of scruples” and that they included “people who had held the country’s peasantry in ransom, who had hoarded rice until the price shot up to intolerable levels, and who had charged interest rates that bankrupted families in the city as well as in the countryside.”
  Even prior to the rise of the Khmer Rouge regime, Becker claims that President Lon Nol also went after the ethnic Chinese in Cambodia by bringing attention to their alleged greed and lack of loyalty to Cambodia.  To him, they were a “foreign devil in his configuration of hell.”


From 1975 to 1978 nearly half of the ethnic Chinese population in Cambodia died.
  Although the significant number of deaths may suggest racism was present, it is still important not to overlook other potential underlying factors that caused the deaths of the ethnic Chinese, and to evaluate whether these deaths were indeed a result of racially discriminatory policies.  The types of Khmer Rouge policies imposed on the Chinese include enforced uniformity, and extermination.

Uniformity


Like the Chams, the Chinese were subjected to the Khmer Rouge’s desire to create national homogeneity.  The Chinese were prohibited from communicating in their language and from practicing their religions. Additionally, the regime desired to create class uniformity by destroying the capitalist class, which was mainly composed of Chinese.
  The Khmer Rouge’s desire to create class uniformity resulted in harsher work conditions for the Chinese whom the Khmer Rouge considered as “new people,” not “base people.”
 


The Khmer Rouge also achieved uniformity by dispersing the Chinese.   Although some of the ethnic Chinese were initially physically segregated from other races, they were eventually dispersed to live amongst ethnic Khmer.  For example, Be Kheng Hun, an ethnic Chinese woman, was initially placed into a “Chinese village” after the Khmer Rouge evacuated her from the city, but the village was then dispersed and she lived with over 40 Khmer families in 1975.
  As in the case of the Chams, mixing the Chinese with other races was arguably a way to eliminate their ethnicity because it facilitated the Chinese’s forcible assimilation into Khmer culture by limiting the opportunities in which they could interact with each other to practice their culture.  

Another method the Khmer Rouge used to extinguish the Chinese culture was to physically segregate Chinese children from their parents. According to researcher Sambath Chan, segregating children from their parents served to “system[ati]cally undermin[e] the social structures linked to the perpetuation of culture and community.”
  In one account, Muk Chot saw his children, all under the age of 10, only once every two months.


The emphasis on uniformity led to the elimination of all aspects of the Chinese ethnicity.  In general, the Chinese who survived the genocide were those who had erased their ethnic attributes.

 Extermination


There is substantial evidence of Chinese being targeted for execution; however, the reasons for the executions are not always clearly linked to race. According to El Yusof, “Chinese and Chams were preferentially selected [for execution]… though for the most part only those Chinese who were ‘new people.’”
  In El Yusof’s account, it was difficult to determine whether the Chinese were executed because of their race or because they were “new people.”  A contrasting example occurred in Chup Village in 1977.  When the Khmer Rouge caught two women speaking Chinese, the women were executed, and along with them, twenty-nine ethnic Chinese families were consequently buried alive.
  Although the two women killed had violated the Khmer Rouge policy, the other families were seemingly innocent and were executed because of their race.  As with other ethnic groups, the regime killed ethnic Chinese who did not abide by their polices; however, their decision to kill those who disobeyed their policies was inconsistently implemented.  In regards to language, for instance, the two women were executed in Chup Village, but some Khmer Rouge officials in other villages allowed ethnic Chinese to communicate in their native language, and did not severely punish them.

Racism


Determining whether Khmer Rouge policies were racially discriminatory is extremely difficult in the case of the Chinese because of its greater degree of variation and the presence of confounding variables in their treatment.  It is important to recognize that the Chinese were treated differently depending on where they were geographically located.  According to Kiernan, Chinese in the Southwest and Eastern zones “fared better” than those in other regions, meaning they had relatively better living conditions.
  Chan also claims the Khmer Rouge specifically targeted the Chinese for persecution in the West, where rations of food and executions did not fall in their favor.
  Individual witness accounts from the Chinese themselves also vary in regards to their experience.  Ngoy Taing Heng, a Chinese witness, claimed the Khmer Rouge spared his life because he was Chinese.  In 1978, approximately 1.5 million individuals from the Eastern Zone in Cambodia were moved to the Northwest Zone, among them was Heng who describes his arrival:

Some of us were killed, some spared, selectively.  I was spared because I was of Chinese origin.  They did not kill Chinese, they killed the base people from Prey Veng… The Khmer Rouge…said they had to kill the Eastern Zone base people.

If in fact Heng was indeed spared for being Chinese, this may demonstrate that at that time and place the Khmer Rouge did not necessarily have a policy that targeted the Chinese.  To further support this contention, ethnic Chinese living in Phum Sambou-Pun claimed they could speak Chinese and to avoid death they had to work hard.
  Again, the existence of lenient treatment towards the Chinese might suggest that there was no central Khmer Rouge policy directed towards them; rather, there may be other factors influencing their treatment.

The next two accounts demonstrate how wealth may have been a confounding variable that influenced the Khmer Rouge’s perception of who they should target.  Han Tao, a Chinese businessman, describes his experience during the genocide:

We got the wateriest gruel…We were the last to receive clothes.  The cadre would say: ‘You are Chinese capitalists, you do not need clothes.’ Then we were cursed and called white-face.

Tao’s description reveals how the Chinese were treated worse compared to others.  Similarly in another account a Chinese witness states:

They [the Khmer Rouge] immediately killed any 17 April people (“new people”) whom they suspected of being enemies… They spared only dark-skinned people…[one cadre] hated the ethnic Chinese…. In 1976…they began looking for “capitalists,” rich people, meaning people who had cars, brick houses or owned factories—who were mostly Chinese where I was…The old people [base people] got rice, we got gruel…

Since Tao was a businessman, it is unclear whether or not the regime treated him worse because he was Chinese or because he was rich.  Similarly, the second account describes how the Khmer Rouge specifically looked for “capitalists” whom they associated with the Chinese. The persecution aimed at capitalists could also have involved a discriminatory prejudice against all Chinese as capitalists.


Another confounding variable may have influenced the way in which the Khmer Rouge’s policy towards the Chinese is perceived.  The fact that most of the Chinese were from urban regions may have affected the degree to which they suffered because they were not accustomed to life in the fields.
  One ethnic Chinese claimed that out of the 4600 people in his village, 1000 died from disease and starvation while at least 10 were executed.
  In this instance, the relatively low number of executions strongly suggests that if there were many Chinese present in his village, most of their deaths would have been attributed to disease and starvation.  Therefore, it is necessary to recognize that the large number of ethnic Chinese deaths may have been caused in part by factors outside of racial targeting, such as Khmer Rouge prejudice against wealth, and the Chinese’s unaccustomed experience with field labor.     


An additional factor to note is that unlike the Vietnamese and the Chams, the Khmer Rouge spared the lives of Chinese who were able to prove or to pretend they were base people.
  For instance, in order to avoid execution, another witness, Hong Var, lied about her occupation claiming that she sold fried bananas when in reality she was a teacher in Phnom Penh.
  Her survival suggests that at least some Khmer Rouge allowed those not associated with the capitalist class to live.


Given that the Khmer Rouge’s treatment of the ethnic Chinese varied greatly and that other factors may have contributed to their persecution, can the policies towards the Chinese be considered racially discriminatory?  According to Kiernan there was no “racialist vendetta” against the ethnic Chinese, particularly when compared to the experiences of the Vietnamese and Chams whom the Khmer Rouge killed even though many were clearly by no means part of the capitalist class.
  The testimonies described earlier from the ethnic Chinese do indicate that the Chinese may have had a better chance for survival under the Khmer Rouge regime if they were not associated with the capitalist class and were able to endure the rigorous labor.  However, this is not to deny any elements of racial discrimination towards the Chinese.  The Khmer Rouge’s policies of enforced uniformity and of extermination directed towards the ethnic Chinese can still be seen as racially discriminatory.  


In regards to uniformity, the act of eliminating an ethnic identity is itself inherently racially discriminatory.  Like the Chams, the Chinese experienced the policy of coerced “sameness.”  However, it is likely that compared to the Chams, the Chinese did not have as difficult a time assimilating because their background in the Buddhist religion may not have conflicted with Khmer Rouge policies as directly as did the Islam of the Chams.  For instance, the Chinese did not have to face problems such as avoiding pork or assembling enough individuals to complete their prayers. Yet if the degree to which the policies affected the Chinese may not have been as harsh, most Chinese still faced racial discrimination because they were forced to become “Khmer.”  


Although there were cases in which the Khmer Rouge did not impose their policies of uniformity upon the ethnic Chinese, such as in Phum Sambou-Pun village, these cases do not mitigate the fact that the Khmer Rouge’s national policy was racially discriminatory in nature.  Regardless of whether the policy was effectively imposed upon the entire ethnic Chinese population, it still was effectively imposed on parts of it.  Official racial discrimination, therefore, did exist in the case of the ethnic Chinese, although the extent to which the ethnic Chinese were affected by the policy may have been less frequent as compared to the cases of the Vietnamese and Chams. 


As for the Chinese executions, it is again very difficult to determine whether the Khmer Rouge attributed these killings deaths to their race or their wealth.  Even though the executions may not be racially discriminatory, the fact that the Khmer Rouge automatically assumed that the Chinese were capitalists was a prejudice that resulted in other racially discriminatory actions against them. In terms of the definition of racial discrimination, the Khmer Rouge relied on a stereotype that assumed all Chinese were economically wealthy.  Based on this stereotype, their policies distinctively targeted the ethnic Chinese and impaired their fundamental freedoms and right to life (i.e., they were killed). Clearly, prejudices against race and wealth were not mutually exclusive, rather mutually reinforcing.  The fact that the Khmer Rouge targeted the Chinese because they associated them with perceived negative stereotypes, demonstrates the presence of racial discrimination in the Khmer Rouge’s policies.


It is also possible that the Khmer Rouge’s “leniency” of treatment towards the Chinese relative to other minority groups resulted from Cambodia’s relationship with China.  Like the other minorities, the Chinese suffered their share of prejudice prior to the rise of DK.  Even during the genocide, the Chinese were subjected to racial slander, such as Tao’s allegation that the Khmer Rouge called him “white-face” and other epithets equivalent to the term “chink.”
  This presence of racial prejudice strongly suggests that racism could have affected the policy towards the Chinese.  Becker goes even further by claiming that only the relationship between Beijing and Cambodia “saved the Chinese from as complete a purge as the Buddhist monks or the Muslim Chams.”
  Perhaps if Cambodia did not strongly depend on China for political and military support, its policy towards the ethnic Chinese would have been much harsher.


In the case of the Chinese, even if the Khmer Rouge had no racial vendetta towards them, the policies directed towards them were racially discriminatory because the policies of enforced uniformity were inherently racialist and because the Khmer Rouge relied on stereotypes to distinguish the ethnic Chinese from other groups thereby forcing them to work in harsher conditions.  However, keeping in mind that the policies towards the ethic Chinese were inconsistent, I would argue that compared to the 
Vietnamese and Chams, the Chinese faced fewer or less severe effects of racially discriminatory official policies.   

CONCLUSION


Race is a difficult subject to discuss because of its layers of complexity.  This is particularly true in the case of the Cambodian genocide because of the multitude of factors that came into play when the Khmer Rouge generated their policies.  Based on the definition of the phenomenon given by the International Convention of the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, evidence suggests that there was racial discrimination in the Khmer Rouge’s policies towards the ethnic Vietnamese, Chams, and Chinese.  This racial discrimination is revealed in the different types of policies the Khmer Rouge directed at minorities, including the enforced imposition of uniformity, expulsion, extermination and discrimination.  Although all three ethnic minorities experienced elements of racial discrimination, the degree to which they experienced it varied, with the ethnic Chinese experiencing the least effects of racially discriminatory policies.  Regardless of whether or not the Khmer Rouge designed their policies to be racially discriminatory is irrelevant, because racial discrimination can be opportunistic or even inadvertent.  Even though the Khmer Rouge’s desire to harm ethnic minorities can be debated, the harmful effects of their discriminatory policies are incontestable.  To the nation’s misfortune, by enacting their political dreams, the regime quickly turned life into a tragic nightmare for many Cambodians who till this day continue to suffer from repercussions of this catastrophe.
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