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Introduction:  Final Solution(s) and territorial aggression


In The Path to Genocide, Christopher Browning presents an overview of the debate between intentionalist and functionalist interpretations of the Holocaust. Whereas intentionalists argue the Nazi genocide was deliberately orchestrated by Adolph Hitler and other political elites, functionalists claim the genocide was a byproduct of the regime’s structure, and evolved without any real direction from the top. Browning summarizes the intentionalist stance as follows:  “The ultimate decision to implement the Final Solution was tied to the invasion of Russia, for the conquest of Lebensraum and the total destruction of European Jewry were seen as so inextricably connected in Hitler’s ideology that he inevitably sought to realize the two simultaneously.”
 


The intentionalist perspective, when applied to Democratic Kampuchea’s genocide of ethnic Vietnamese, yields a similar interpretation to Germany’s Final Solution and territorial aggression. In the case of Democratic Kampuchea (1975-79), there is clear evidence that the regime intended to commit genocide against ethnic minorities, particularly the country’s ethnic Vietnamese population.
  In April 1977, the Communist Party of Kampuchea’s Central Committee, under the leadership of Pol Pot, issued a directive that instructed local officials to arrest all ethnic Vietnamese and all Khmers who spoke Vietnamese or had Vietnamese friends – they were then turned over to state security forces and the majority killed. Nayan Chanda has called this official decree the “final solution” to the Vietnamese threat.
 Coinciding with the 1977 “final solution,” the Khmer Rouge also undertook a policy of territorial aggression against Cambodia’s regional neighbors that was particularly targeted at Vietnam. Irredentism, or the reclamation of long-lost territory in all three of Cambodia’s neighboring countries, was at the heart of its foreign policy – Vietnam’s Mekong Delta, known as Kampuchea Krom (“lower Cambodia”) was at the heart of this campaign.

By jointly examining the DK’s mission to eliminate the Vietnamese people, language and culture from Cambodia as well as reclaim lost Khmer lands in Vietnam, I hope to better understand the DK’s rationale and some of the mechanisms it used to pursue genocide. Moreover, I wish to assess whether and to what extent there is a conceptual link between the two phenomena.  In the first section, I will examine DK’s treatment of ethnic Vietnamese, situated in the context of Cambodia’s historical animosity toward Vietnam. Next, I will detail the regime’s irredentist campaign, with a particular focus on Kampuchea Krom. Underlying discussion of these two phenomena are, I argue, enduring themes of historical animosity between Cambodia and Vietnam, as well as Khmer chauvinism. I believe DK perceptions of Cambodian history and nationalism, not Communist ideology, were the driving forces behind the regime’s genocidal and irredentist campaigns against Vietnam’s people and lands.

I. Khmer Rouge genocide against ethnic Vietnamese (1975-1979)

The choice to focus exclusively on Vietnam, despite Democratic Kampuchea’s targeting of all ethnic minorities within the country, is based on the fact that its policies regarding Vietnam’s people and lands were the most effective and most thoroughly-documented. Compared to other groups, the ethnic Vietnamese population was completely exterminated – it is estimated that 100% of the country’s remaining ethnic Vietnamese population, or 10,000-20,000 people, died between 1975 and 1979.
 In contrast, 40% of the ethnic Lao, Thai, and Cham populations died – obviously a significant loss, but not proportionately comparable.
 Additionally, while the DK also initiated irredentist campaigns against Thailand and Laos, its aggression against Vietnam was the most fervent.
 Numerous documents and decrees on Khmer-Vietnamese relations illustrate DK’s targeted and well-planned campaign. 

Several years before the Khmer Rouge implemented its 1977 Final Solution to the Vietnamese threat, it was already pursuing an unofficial campaign to eliminate ethnic Vietnamese living in its areas of control. Just before or at about the same time, its predecessor regime, the Khmer Republic (9 October 1970-1975), headed by Lon Nol, was pursuing similar anti-Vietnamese policies. Consequently, DK’s treatment of Cambodia’s ethnic Vietnamese must be analyzed in conjunction with that on the part of Lon Nol’s Khmer Republic, whose killings and deportations reduced the number of ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia from an estimated 450,000 in early 1970 to 160,000 by the time the Khmer Rouge took power in 1975.
 One must question, therefore, to what degree DK’s policies toward ethnic Vietnamese – in terms of cultural and linguistic prohibitions, deportations, imprisonment in concentration camps, and mass killings – tapped into an enduring theme of historical animosity and racism against the Vietnamese.

I.a.  Conceptual and historical basis for anti-Vietnamese policies in Cambodia


Elizabeth Becker asserts that the prime minister of the US-backed Khmer Republic, which came to power after the overthrow of Prince Norodom Sihanouk on March 18, 1970, was “mining the same vein of crippled national pride that his ideological rival Saloth Sar [Pol Pot’s real name] had mined.”
 Specifically, Becker identifies three sources for the motivations shared by Lon Nol and Pol Pot:  (1) centuries of Vietnamese (and Thai) exploitation following the decline of the Khmer empire of Angkor (ca. 9th-15th cent. C.E.); (2) French colonialism which favored the “industrious” Vietnamese over the “lazy” Khmer; and (3) the persistent threat of Vietnamese territorial ambitions to “swallow” Cambodian territory.
 Supporting Becker’s argument, historian David Chandler identifies three pre-revolutionary trends that were shared by all the post-independence regimes. According to Chandler, the themes of Angkor's grandeur, the transformation of the Vietnamese into national enemies, and Cambodia’s position as a powerful and important state in world politics are themes that can be traced to the ideologies of the 1940s anti-French movement headed by Son Ngoc Thanh. He also argues that Pol Pot’s emphasis on these historical themes served the regime’s tactical interests in the same way as it had for his predecessors since 1954.
 

Primary evidence that elucidates the basis for Lon Nol’s anti-Vietnamese prejudice is 

available in his manifesto, New Khmerism, published in 1974 in Phnom Penh.
 This document has been called “a shallow reading of Khmer history written to glorify Cambodia and the Khmer race to the detriment of its neighbors,” covering the following themes:  identification of the North Vietnamese and Vietcong who were then occupying parts of Cambodia as the same “Annamites” who had conquered Kampuchea Krom centuries before; the belief that the past and present goal of the Vietnamese was to destroy Cambodian culture, religion and society; conceptualization of the current war against the North Vietnamese communists as a war to preserve the Khmer race; and an unshakable confidence in Cambodia’s invincibility and ability to defeat the Vietnamese. 

Under Pol Pot’s leadership, the Khmer Rouge adopted a similar reading of Cambodian-Vietnamese historical relations. Early on, in 1973, local Party documents in the Southwest Zone (commonly considered Pol Pot’s stronghold) referred to the Vietnamese as the “hereditary enemy.”
 In 1978, the Khmer Rouge published a Black Paper on Vietnamese acts of aggression against Cambodia, arguing that the Vietnamese “always had the ambition to annex and swallow Kampuchea, and to exterminate the nation of Kampuchea...”
 Like New Khmerism,  this Black Paper compares present-day Vietnamese to their historical ancestors:  “[W]hether in the feudalist era, in the French colonialists’ period, in the U.S. imperialists’ period or in the Ho Chi Minh’s period (that is the present period), the Vietnamese have not changed their true nature, that is the nature of the aggressor, annexationists and swallower of other countries’ territories.”

The DK Black Paper devotes considerable attention to Kampuchea Krom, which it 

identifies as an integral part of Khmer territory for the past 2,000 years, and which the Vietnamese had encroached upon since the 17th century. The second half of this paper will address the DK’s territorial ambitions, particularly towards southern Vietnam. But it is important to note here the overarching concern that imbues all accusations of Vietnamese territorial aggression:  Vietnam’s supposed ongoing attempts to annihilate the Khmer people. In the Black Paper, the authors compare Vietnam’s regime to Hitler’s.
 Elsewhere, top party cadres in the Eastern Zone of Cambodia proclaimed that Vietnam had a “dark scheme to conquer our land and destroy the Khmer race.”
 

Finally, like the Lon Nol regime, the DK’s almost foolish sense of confidence in its ability to respond to perceived Vietnamese aggression reflected the strong influence of Khmer chauvinism. Drawing confidence from their victory over U.S. imperialism and the liberation of Phnom Penh (for which they claimed sole and unique responsibility), they state that the Khmer people, in the face of “numerous difficulties and grave problems…have successfully defended Democratic Kampuchea, totally safeguarded her independence and territorial integrity” and that “in the future, they will defend [the country] still more successfully.”
 

I.b.  Manipulation of historical animosities between the Khmer and Vietnamese races

In his analysis of the genocide in Bosnia, which primarily killed Muslims and Croatians, Norman Cigar rejects the oft-cited thesis that the Serbian leadership could not control the killings. He claims they were neither a spontaneous expression of communal hatreds, nor a primordial popular emotion. Instead, he blames Serbian elites (both governmental and non-governmental) for inciting a nationalist movement and exacerbating intercommunal relations to the extent that genocide was a viable option. He writes, “If…a political establishment exploits and magnifies existing inchoate sentiments to an extreme degree, or even generates them ex nihilo, to mobilize support for its own policies or position of power, competition or conflict is more likely to degenerate into genocide.”
 

Similarly, the Khmer Rouge labeled the Vietnamese as their “hereditary enemy,” in order to exploit historical animosities and induce people to support their anti-Vietnamese policies. As the actions outlined below demonstrate, the DK regime’s deliberate manipulation of racist and historical animosities leave no question that it deliberately intended to wage a campaign of genocide against ethnic Vietnamese.

In 1971, one year after Lon Nol agreed to South Vietnam’s requests for the repatriation of 190,000 of its citizens from Cambodia, according to Elizabeth Becker, the Khmer Rouge began their own “purification” campaign. Like Lon Nol, they justified their attacks against Vietnamese nationals living in their areas of control, with the claim that they were suspected agents of a Vietnamese plot to take over Cambodia. They disarmed all Vietnamese civilians, and arrested or killed suspected traitors.
 

The Khmer Rouge killings of Hanoi-trained Khmer between 1971-75 foreshadowed the political purges of the Eastern zone troops in 1977-78 and the commonly-used DK expression, “Vietnamese minds in Khmer bodies.” This expression, which epitomized Khmer Rouge anti-Vietnamese racism, was applied to any traitorous characteristic, regardless of its actual connection to Vietnam. In this way, the regime rationalized “aberrant” elements within the Khmer race as the result of Vietnamese political, ideological or cultural influence. However, exceeding Lon Nol’s racism against Vietnamese nationals, the Khmer Rouge portrayed all anti-revolutionaries, ethnic Khmer included, in racist terms.

In the case of the Hanoi Khmer, these Cambodian communists were distrusted because they had been trained in Hanoi and had spent nearly 15 years in exile in Vietnam. In 1970, a thousand or more returned from North Vietnam to fight against the Lon Nol regime. According to one Hanoi-trained cadre, the regional party leaders of the Southwest zone accused the Vietnamese-Khmer military returnees of selling territory to Vietnam. “We had an easy time in Vietnam, [Khmer Rouge leaders] said, and had returned home only ‘after liberation.’”
 By the end of 1973, the Khmer Rouge killed all the Hanoi Khmer in the Southwest zone; by 1975, they had eliminated nearly all the remaining Hanoi-trained cadres in the country. In 1977-78, the party’s Center purged its own ethnic Khmer cadre in the Eastern zone, an act justified, in large part, on the cadres’ geographic proximity (and therefore supposed cultural and political affinity) to Vietnam.

Closely connected, yet distinct from these political purges framed in racial terms, is the DK’s campaign for Khmer racial purity. It is estimated that, after the repatriation of approximately 310,000 during the Lon Nol period, 160,000 ethnic Vietnamese were living in Cambodia when the Khmer Rouge came to power in April 1975. In the following months, the Khmer Rouge forcibly expelled 150,000 from Cambodia into southern Vietnam, leaving roughly 10,000 or more ethnic Vietnamese.
  Once in power in 1975, the Khmer Rouge instituted a policy that outlawed all ethnic minorities. According to one party member from the Eastern Zone, all minority nationalities were mixed together. “There was only one race – the Khmer…from liberation in 1975.”
 Punishment was meted out to those who violated rules against speaking any languages other than Khmer; distinctive clothing or other markers of ethnicity were also strictly forbidden. This policy of forced assimilation continued into the next year, as exemplified by statements made by top party officials in mid-1976. At a meeting composed of ethnic groups in the Eastern Zone, officials proclaimed:  “Now we are in 1976, we have to go by a different plan…There are to be no Chams or Chinese or Vietnamese. Everyone is to join the same, single Khmer nationality.”
 

As such, a general emphasis was placed on categorizing people according to their backgrounds, of which ethnicity was one suspect category among many. In its campaign of forced deportation to rural communes, the Khmer Rouge categorized people within two broad categories:  base and new. Base people, who generally were rural poor and had lived under Khmer Rouge rule prior to 1975, received better treatment (in terms of food rations, living conditions, etc.). Ethnic and religious minorities, along with people of other suspect backgrounds (Lon Nol officials, urbanites, etc.), were always classified as “new” people.
 Accordingly, one can detect early signs of racial discrimination. 

In 1976, new massacres of ethnic Vietnamese began, but these were often blamed on the excessive use of violence by local party officials when carrying out anti-Vietnamese directives. According to one high-ranking regional official, “It was not Pol Pot and Nuon Chea [the top two CPK leaders]…It was at the level of implementation.”
 But, as Kiernan aptly notes, the regime’s leaders nonetheless were implicated in both their inaction (which expressed tacit approval) as well as occasional acts of violence that set a powerful example for their subordinates. He cites an incident when the Center arrested twenty-five alleged Vietnamese spies and other ethnic Vietnamese, who were all subsequently killed. 

One could interpret Khmer Rouge “accommodation” of ethnic minorities during the early years of the regime as an attempt to consolidate power and implement a revolutionary agenda. Hence, once the political leaders considered the regime to be successfully established (due primarily to the purges of party cadres during mid-1976), a radicalization of policies ensued. A party document released at the end of 1976, just four months before the “Final Solution,” supports this hypothesis. While the report does not name Vietnam or the ethnic Vietnamese as explicit threats, it does express a simultaneous (if not somewhat contradictory) sense of confidence in the Party’s success as well as paranoia that the Party was vulnerable to treacherous elements.
 Similar to the concerns faced by Hitler in his dual campaign of territorial expansion and genocide, the DK regime faced an increased threat to its ideological and racial purity at the same time as it “successfully” implemented the revolution. 

In both the German and Cambodian cases, this characterization of threat in terms of an invincibility-vulnerability dichotomy proved to be an effective strategy in mobilizing people to support extremist policies, particularly genocide. The following December 1976 Party document illustrates this dichotomy perfectly:  “What emerges [from our scrutiny] are the good results of the entire Party. These spring from being united, boldly and steadily struggling with enemies who have intruded into the Party.”
 But, the Party insisted, enemies, both internal and external, have not been completely eliminated. 

Consequently, just four months later, in April 1977, the Khmer Rouge acted upon its pledge to root out internal enemies, by issuing the decree to eliminate all Vietnamese. From this date on, anti-Vietnamese rhetoric escalated along with the incitement toward genocide. On May 10, 1978, a call to exterminate the Vietnamese race was broadcast over the regime’s national radio network. 
In terms of numbers, one of us must kill 30 Vietnamese…that is to say, we lose one against 30. We don’t have to engage 8 million people [Cambodia’s presumed population]. We need only 2 million troops to crush the 50 million Vietnamese, and we would still have 6 million left…We must purify our armed forces, our party, and the masses of people in order to continue fighting the enemies in defense of Cambodian territory and the Cambodian race.

Obviously, since 100% of the ethnic Vietnamese were killed, survivor accounts are unavailable, unlike other victim groups such as the ethnic Khmer, Buddhist monks, and Chams. Kiernan cites a large massacre, which occurred in Kompong Chhnang province in May 1977, wherein 420 Vietnamese adults and children were executed. Insofar as killings against other groups are known, it can be presumed that adults were usually shot and children bludgeoned to death, such as by being smashed against tree trunks. In Kratie, officials hunting down people of Vietnamese origin would call the Vietnamese the “historic enemy,” exploiting historical and racist prejudices earlier employed in 1973 when Southwest Zone troops called the Vietnamese “hereditary enemies.”

II.  Irredentism under Democratic Kampuchea and the historical threat of territorial diminution/ethnic annihilation 

In addition to the internal threats posed to the regime, the December 1976 report also identified the external threat of enemies secretly attacking the country along its frontiers and seeking to overthrow the regime from within:  “[Enemies] cannot attack us openly [because we are stronger], so they attack us slyly along the frontier, and try to eat us from within; they steal border markers along the frontier indiscriminately.”
 The reference to border markers is significant because a concern about  tampering with boundary lines implies a DK perception of foreign intent to annex Khmer territory. But unlike earlier accounts wherein the Khmer Rouge openly supported campaigns to attack Vietnam and reclaim so-called “lost” Khmer territory, the 1976 report remained conspicuously silent on the issue. Possibly, this reflects the fact that the Khmer Rouge, for a year after coming into power in April 1975, was seeking to reach a negotiated agreement with Vietnam on its boundary disputes. As a result, Cambodia’s border relations were relatively peaceful until, in April 1977, troops from the Southwest Zone attacked Vietnam with the intent to “liberate Kampuchea Krom.” By 1978, one high-ranking party cadre in the Southwest Zone declared that reclaiming Kampuchea Krom was “the acute aim of the revolution.”
  

What explains this reversal of policy toward Vietnam? How might this relate to the decision to kill all ethnic Vietnamese and those affiliated with Vietnam made just one month before, in March 1977 ? I believe that the Khmer Rouge’s inherent distrust of the Vietnamese, in part a result of its historical animosity toward their country, caused the regime’s leaders to call off negotiations about its land and maritime borders, planned for June 1976. In July 1977, the regime proclaimed that a political solution could not be pursued because the Vietnamese supposedly had a plan to annihilate the Khmer. As we shall see, this threat of annihilation is a recurrent theme of the DK regime, based on its reading of Cambodian-Vietnamese history.

By tracing the development of the Cambodia-Vietnam border and thus understanding the basis for the DK’s territorial claims, one gets a better sense of the strong historical animosity that underlies DK relations with Vietnam. In this section, I will identify the specific territories that the DK claimed. In the second half, I will examine the notion of Khmer chauvinism in my discussion of the Khmer Rouge’s specific efforts to “recover” Kampuchea Krom from Vietnam. 

II.a.  Historical animosity vis-à-vis Vietnamese territorial aggression

To launch this discussion, it is worth revisiting two of the three historical themes that Becker identifies as Pol Pot’s policy motivations:  (1) centuries of Vietnamese (and Thai) exploitation following the decline of the Khmer empire of Angkor (ca. 9th-15th cent. C.E.) and (2) the persistent threat of Vietnamese territorial ambitions to “swallow” Cambodian territory.
 During the 17th to19th centuries, Khmer kings were embroiled in destructive battles with both Vietnam and Thailand, which sought to exert their exclusive control over the weak and embattled Khmer kingdom(s). When the French established a protectorate over Cambodia in 1863, colonial administrators undertook the task of delimiting the boundaries of Khmer lands by Western standards. During the period 1869-1942, the French delimited the boundary over four major intervals. Khmer leaders regularly complained that the French were delimiting boundaries for administratively expedient reasons (irrespective of the local ethnic communities) or, worse (as they perceived), to purposefully enrich and enlarge France’s prized Vietnamese colony.

Since the 19th century, Cambodian rulers have persistently complained about the loss of territory to Vietnam, caused by centuries of gradual Vietnamese settlement, annexation, and aggression, and subsequently defended by French colonialism. As Chanda notes, following independence from France in 1954, Cambodia continued for several years to claim Kampuchea Krom.
 Following in this tradition, the Khmer Rouge secretly drafted a history of the Kampuchea-Vietnam border in which DK asserted its irredentist claims. The document began by stating the following objectives:

1. To clearly show that the king and feudal authorities in Kampuchea were responsible for the loss of land in Kampuchea Krom.

2. To clearly show the Vietnamese policy and the cruel imperialist element, oppressive, expansionist, aggressive in swallowing Kampuchean territory.

3. To clearly show that the French colonialist swallowed Kampuchean territory for Vietnam.

In this June 1977 document, the Khmer Rouge asserted that competing political elites during the 17th-mid-19th centuries had sold off Khmer territory in their attempt to curry support from Thai and Vietnamese authorities. This is reminiscent of the Khmer Rouge’s accusation in 1971 that the Hanoi Khmer of the Western Zone were guilty of selling Cambodia to Vietnam, a claim that I could find no evidence to support. The document then argues that Thai and Vietnamese actions during the same period sought to exploit the domestic turmoil in Cambodia to their own benefit, in order to swallow Khmer lands.
 

Focusing on the two and a half centuries of so-called Vietnamese aggression, the document places a major emphasis on Vietnamese acts of violence targeted at ethnic Khmer whose lands were annexed. Although the document does not employ the word “genocide,” many of the events that the regime allege occurred were similar to the “dark threat” of annihilation the Vietnamese supposedly posed to Democratic Kampuchea. 

The alleged Vietnamese actions are also similar to those Democratic Kampuchea itself inflicted on Vietnamese groups living on both sides of the Cambodian-Vietnamese border. For instance, the document asserts that in 1834, the Vietnamese had absolute control over Cambodia following its defeat of Thailand. The authors state: “Kampuchea was under the direct control of three Vietnamese officials. The Vietnamese changed Phnom Penh to ‘Nam Vang.’ They forced Khmer officials to wear Vietnamese clothing. They destroyed the living customs of the Khmer people.”
 Almost a century and a half later, the Khmer Rouge enforced similar treatment upon its ethnic minority groups with the imposition of black pajamas and prohibition against cultural traditions.

The document also includes a matrix outlining the three main areas of Khmer territory lost to Vietnam during the period (1870-1924) when the French fixed the boundary between the two countries. To support their claim that the transferred lands have no legal basis in international law, the authors provide information on the specific French colonial decree that caused the territorial loss, the reasons for the decree, and Cambodia’s reactions. 

1. The Dalak region in Stung Treng province – area of thousands of kilometers squared; given to Annam [southern province of Vietnam] by the French on 30 April 1929

2. Raung Damrei and regions on both the eastern and western banks of Vey Kou River and the present Cambodian border – includes Beung Chrum, Srok Tranh, and Prey Nokor [present-day Ho Chi Minh City] 

3. Region of Tvea Raung and areas south; land in Kuoy Mean quartier - land in Tvea Raung and Phouk Lê40
This matrix of lost territories appears to be an adaptation of a more comprehensive chart published in the 1966 thesis written by Khmer scholar Sarin Chhak.
 In regards to the connection between Chhak’s 1966 thesis and the 1977 DK document, Ben Kiernan suggests that it is possible Chhak himself may have been commissioned to write the document for the DK.
 I think it is equally possible that the DK simply adapted Chhak’s thesis (which was widely renowned in Cambodia and even included a forward from Prince Sihanouk); as indicated by the intentional change of Vietnamese location names to their former Khmer names. 

Either way, the DK document relies completely on Chhak’s argument that the legal principle of uti posideitis (defined as the principle of the intangibility of frontiers inherited from colonization) does not apply to Indochina. Unlike Africa and Latin America where the principle of uti posideitis is usually applied, pre-colonial Asia, according to Chhak, was highly advanced. Moreover, rival national entities in the regions were “perfectly constituted, having a unified consciousness” that distinguished the numerous groups from one another.
 As such, Chhak concludes that the colonial treaties which had ceded Cambodian territory to Vietnam were illegal under international law.

Chhak’s thesis and the rationale for his argument – that French colonial powers interrupted the progress of the Khmer people and nation – predictably resonated with the Khmer Rouge and appealed to their chauvinistic characteristics. Rather than interpret the establishment of the French protectorate as saving Cambodia from Vietnamese and Thai domination, they adopt the view that colonialism was a twin injustice: not only did it clearly exploit the Khmer people, resources and land, it also reduced, or stymied the rise of, a powerful and developed nation. As was noted earlier, one of the three pre-revolutionary trends Chandler identifies is the unwavering belief in Cambodia’s position as a powerful and important state in world politics. 

II.b.  Khmer chauvinism and notions of racial purity vis-à-vis Kampuchea Krom

The objective of DK’s irredentist campaign, then, was two-fold: to rectify an historical injustice, caused by foreign enemies while, simultaneously, to push the country to assume its natural role as the world’s “number one” (communist) state. Thus, Khmer irredentism is understandably a popular sentiment that is widely shared amongst Cambodians, insofar as it recognizes both Cambodia’s racial and national exceptionalism as well as its historical oppression. It is difficult to assess, from party documents and other material, the extent to which party cadres supported the regime’s irredentism campaign. Prince Sihanouk observed that in September 1975, top Party leaders were “smiling and very pleased with themselves” due to the fact that “their soldiers were ‘displeased’ with the ‘the Party,’ because the latter did not give them the green light to go and take back Kampuchea Krom as well as the border districts of Thailand which belonged to Kampuchea in the past (Aranya, Surin, etc.).”
 Additionally, the Southwestern Zone, supposedly the closest aligned to Pol Pot and the CPK Center, was the only region whose officials strongly advocated for the return of Kampuchea Krom.
 Did irredentism originate from policy supporters at the Center or the periphery? 

The answer to this is unclear, though I would guess the Center was responsible for initiating and formulating the plan which led to Southwest Zone troops attacking Thailand, Laos and Vietnam in the first half of 1977. According to a report documenting the proceedings of a party cell congress on 18 January 1977, top party leaders may have initiated irredentist attacks in April 1977 because of a newfound confidence vis-à-vis its neighbors. At this congress, the Party leadership asked whether Vietnam, Laos or Thailand could or would attack Cambodia. The answer was no, due to their weak armed forces. But the Party did not discount the possibility that the Vietnamese could “continue to find new tactics” to threaten the DK.
 This statement further underscores the historical animosity the regime reserved toward the Vietnamese in particular. 


Thus, in its efforts to reclaim Kampuchea Krom, Democratic Kampuchea naturally turned to the lessons of history. In the Black Paper, the history of Khmer-Vietnamese conflict over Kampuchea Krom is outlined. Herein follows an excerpt describing actions taken by Khmer over the last two centuries:

· In 1738, the Kampuchean army expelled all the Vietnamese out of…

· In 1743, the [ethnic Khmer] people of ... revolted and expelled all the Vietnamese. In 1748, the Kampuchean army crushed the Vietnamese army at …

· In 1858, the [ethnic Khmer] of…liberated their territory and rejoined it to Kampuchea again
 (emphasis added) 

Over a century later, as described in Kiernan’s chapter on DK foreign relations during 1977-78, it appears as if Pol Pot and his forces are seeking to re-enact such a history. First, from March to May 1977, the DK army attacked two southern Vietnamese provinces, Kien Giang and Ang Giang. During May or June, the army shelled a town in Tay Ninh province (Raung Damrei). From September, DK raids across the border escalated sharply. In 1978, various regional cadres declared the recovery of Kampuchea Krom as their revolutionary mission. One statement, dating from the same year, proclaimed:  “Kampuchea Krom is struggling hard…It wants to be reunited with us Khmer.”
 In order to encourage this “liberation” movement, Democratic Kampuchea also began sending agents across the border to foment a revolt as well as guns to aid the Khmer Kampuchea Krom (KKK), ethnic Khmer guerrillas from the Mekong Delta region.
 

With these events as the backdrop, it is interesting to analyze the DK military report “On the situation in Seven Mountains district (Svay Tong) in Kampuchea Krom,” written 16 March 1978 (see the appendix for a full translation). The report records interviews with eight soldiers from the liberation army Khmer Kampuchea Krom (KKK), who are detained about three kilometers within the territory of Kampuchea Krom, on the west side of Phnom Bading. The eight KKK detainees describe the various Vietnamese military posts that have been established in the region as a result of the outbreak of tensions in the region and along the border. They report that Vietnamese troops have set up camps at four pagodas and at sites near Phnom Bading and Teelang, all located in the Seven Mountains district. 

Regarding the rights and thoughts of the Vietnamese army, the eight Khmer Kampuchea Krom testify that the Vietnamese army runs scared when the DK army shoots in their direction. Moreover, they claim Vietnamese troops use their authority to capture the Khmer Krom people (ethnic Khmer civilians living in Kampuchea Krom) according to their whims, as well as rape Khmer Krom women. They described how the Vietnamese army would force KKK to stay in one area while they and local Vietnamese pillaged livestock, rice, and other foodstuff. At the same time, the Vietnamese allegedly had a plan to shoot and exterminate the Khmer Krom whenever they moved outside the restricted area.

The report also mentions that the Vietnamese government supplies arms to Vietnamese citizens aged 15 and older, with a tacit understanding that the Vietnamese people hold enmity against Cambodia. Thus, Vietnamese civilians, like the military and government, have free license to persecute and kill the Khmer Krom according to their whims, too. Vietnamese civilians have the rights to capture, handcuff and imprison those ethnic Khmer who were in violation of the rules.

Khmer Krom are restricted in their movement in the area, and are forced to carry three official documents in order to reside there. If a Khmer Krom walks too close to the outlying forest, the Vietnamese army will automatically assume he or she is seeking to provide intelligence to the Kampuchean army and has a plan to kill the Vietnamese people, army and government. 

Finally, the seven-page document concludes with the following assessment of the Khmer Krom population:

From Phnom Bading to Svay Tong, there are thousands of Khmer Krom families. Within that population there are a few who fall for the tricks of the thieving Vietnamese, while others are servants of the Vietnamese government. But that is only a small portion of the population. According to the 8 prisoners, a large majority of the population has ill will towards the Vietnamese who oppress them, kill them, and imprison them harshly. These people are seeking to unite with the Kampuchean army in order to destroy them all. 
 (emphasis added)

In sum, the report provides a fairly optimistic picture of the Kampuchean army’s military prowess, in comparison to the Vietnamese army. Twice, the writer mentions the cowardice of the Vietnamese army in the face of Khmer military attacks, alluding in one sentence to the recent January 6, 1978 victory over the Vietnamese troops.
 Also, the statement above presents a relatively positive picture of Khmer-Khmer Krom relations – the report clearly emphasizes an affinity between the two. 


This is in contrast, however, to the treatment of Khmer Krom living within Cambodia’s borders, of whom 125,000 died under Pol Pot’s regime. As Kiernan notes, the DK regime’s real affinity was to the territory of Kampuchea Krom, not its people.
 This is not unusual in irredentist campaigns, as one scholar writes:

The key aspect of irredentism, I would suggest, is the tension between land and people…Irredentism pertains in the first place to territory demanded by a state on the ground that is had been or should have been an integral part of the national heritage. Ethnic populations often come into it, but it is, in my opinion, territory more than population that is central to irredentist movements, and this distinguishes irredentist from pan movements.
 (emphasis added)

Conclusion 

It is also interesting to note that, at the end of the report, Khmer Kampuchea Krom allegedly wished to unite with the Kampuchean army in order to destroy “all” the Vietnamese, not (necessarily) seek reunification with Cambodia. This is interesting, considering the 1858 “liberation” mentioned in the Black Paper concerned territorial unification, not a violent campaign to kill the Vietnamese oppressors. Thus, intentionally or not, the Khmer Rouge, by considering increasingly violent policies against the Vietnamese, were seeking to rewrite Vietnamese “aggression and annexation” in their favor. 


This raises, in turn, another issue. Given the regime’s willingness to undertake aggressive campaigns against its perceived enemies whenever it achieved a military victory or ideological goal (i.e., December 1976 meeting report), would this have led to a durcissement, or hardening of its anti-Vietnamese polices? Would they, as they expressed in the CPK journal Tung Padevat in April 1977, attack their enemies more fiercely when “faced with [an] encouraging situation”? Would they, as a symptom of their limitless chauvinism, “attack [their enemies] without respite on every terrain by taking our own initiatives and by scrupulously following the directions of our party, both in the internal political field and in the field of foreign relations…”?
 

Nayan Chanda poses a similar question in response to the 1977 Eastern Zone resolution that, as previously discussed, rejected a political solution to Vietnam and Cambodia’s disputes because of Vietnam’s “dark scheme to conquer our land and destroy the Khmer race.”
 In place of political or diplomatic solutions, the cadres proposed:  

We must not only stop them and annihilate them on our territory, but must cross the border to stop them and annihilate them right on their territory. This is intended to cause more difficulties to them and to increase their fear of us. Then, after some time, they will no longer dare invade our country, and it will be their turn to strive to resist us.”
 

Thus, if the Vietnamese had not finally defeated the Khmer Rouge in December 1978, it would not be unreasonable to believe that DK’s domestic genocidal policies could be exported across the border, to Vietnam. As in Germany, “a long-suspended struggle for living space between two old neighbors” could feasibly result in genocidal outcomes.
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Appendix

Report:  8 Khmer Kampuchea Krom captured at the beginning of the month March 1978 on the west side of Phnom Bading, three kilometers within the territory of Kampuchea Krom

On the situation in Seven Mountains district

(Svay Tong), Ang Yang [An Giang] Province

At the beginning of March 1978, at Throng Kvaing Ahpajut, located west of Phnom Bading Nuuw Thabike, three kilometers within the territory of Kampuchea Krom, from Vinthay Creek, the Kampuchean army captured the following people:

1. Sung Koch              Khmer Kampuchea Krom, a farmer in Pochtee Village

2. Gun Sot                   Khmer Kampuchea Krom, a farmer in Pochtee Village

3. Sum Own

“

“

“

“

4. Thun Sun

“

“

“

“

5. Puon Thuon

“

“

“

“

6. Sung Nan

“

“

“

“

7. Jow Kom

“

“

“

“

8. Sake Rike

“

“

“

“

These eight people reported on the situation around Pochtee Village, Jung Goh Village (Cow Foot) and other Khmer villages like those here.

I.
Regarding the Vietnamese military

a.      Regarding the Vietnamese frontline

They said that:  

1. At Phnom Bading (Nuuw Thabike VS 947 - 685)
There is one small squad of 30 soldiers with 120 mm guns. Those guns were pointed at us when we came in from the west of Phnom Bading. 

2. At Wat Pochtee (VS 963 - 659)
Vietnamese troops had set up a base at this Wat from the west side. They were numbered about 20 people, including subdistrict authorities consisting of females and males. At the temple there was a battalion of 300 soldiers.

3. At Wat Ampasvay (VS 957 - 627)
Inside this temple, there was one squad of 20 soldiers and in the village there were other soldiers, but of an unquantifiable number. 

4. At Wat (VS 991 – 682)
There is one Vietnamese squad of 30 soldiers.

5. At Wat Pnot Tha (VS 981 – 663)
There is one Vietnamese squad of 300 soldiers.

6. At Teelang

These 8 prisoners said that the Vietnamese soldiers whom the Kampuchean army had fired upon had escaped to the area here of Jee Lang. Jee Lang has more and more Vietnamese soldiers and also 30 tanks. This location is a large headquarters. The people in this area of Jee Lang call it Preh Ngor Tmei.

b. On theVietnamese military economy
Currently the Vietnamese troops that are residing in Seven Mountains district walk and collect rice from people. According to the 8 prisoners, they said that the Vietnamese troops eat one slice of bread per day or eat rice gruel. Sometimes if they are able to collect rice from the people, the soldiers cook rice mixed with coconut or flour to eat.

c. Regarding the rights and sentiments of the Vietnamese army
The 8 prisoners notified us that the Vietnamese who were residing in small posts would hear the shots of the Kampuchean army and would run scared. These Vietnamese troops use their authority to capture Khmer Krom according to their whims. Also, they capture and rape Khmer Krom women more and more often. 

…the Kampuchean troops chased the [invading] Vietnamese troops back to Vietnam….the Vietnamese troops forced the Khmer Krom to stay in one isolated area. The troops and their people captured cows, water buffalos, pigs, chicken, ducks and stole all the rice from the Khmer Krom. …they had a plan to shoot and exterminate the Khmer Krom whenever those Khmer Krom people crossed Nga Bang Jee Lang Road toward the east. 

At the same time as this, the Vietnamese troop shot and killed one old Vietnamese man and captured another old man, who had a crippled leg, and took him to keep him for interrogation because these two old men refused to evacuate their homes. Together the Vietnamese army and government captured and killed Khmer Krom nearly everyday ever since they invaded Cambodia and were defeated.

II.
Regarding the people:

a. The Vietnamese people:
Currently, the Vietnamese government supplies arms to those aged 15 years and older. These Vietnamese people bear ill-will toward our country Cambodia – and does harm, killing Khmer Krom people according to their whims, just like the Vietnamese army and Vietnamese government, too.

The 8 prisoners said that were the Khmer Krom people to walk near their villages, the Vietnamese would capture and accuse them of going to provide intelligence to the Kampuchean army. If a Khmer Krom person walks close to their farms, they capture that person and accuse him of stealing their crops. If a Khmer Krom enters into the forest, they capture him again and say that person is associated with the Kampuchean army. If the Khmer Krom are assembled in a large group the Vietnamese also capture them and accuse the people of having a plan to kill the Vietnamese people, army and government.

Both the Vietnamese army and Vietnamese government forbid the Khmer Krom people from walking from one village to another. In addition to this, they force the Khmer Krom to carry two official documents and one worker’s permit [to dig a trench or canal]. If one does not carry these documents, the Vietnamese arrest the person and put him in jail with handcuffs. Vietnamese civilians have the right to capture, handcuff and imprison the Khmer Krompeople.

b. The ethnic Khmer people of Kampuchea Krom:
From Phnom Bading to Svay Tong, there are thousands of Khmer Krom families. Within that population there are a few who fall for the tricks of the thieving Vietnamese, while others are servants of the Vietnamese government. But that is only a small portion of the population. According to the 8 prisoners, a large majority of the population has ill will towards the Vietnamese who oppress them, kill them, and imprison them harshly. These people are seeking to unite with the Kampuchean army in order to destroy them all. 
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