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ABSTRACT

This thesis looks at the dynamics of social relations in Site II, the largest of
several camps built for displaced Cambodians on the Thai-Cambodian border in
1985. The people living in Site Il in 1990 had endured four years in Cambodia
under the infamous Pol Pot and ten years of civil war on the border following the
overthrow of the Khmer Rouge regime. The research was conceived as a study of
the effects of great social and cultural trauma on social relations and cultural
institutions in a community of survivors. It addresses such questions as:

- What is the nature of social organization in a post-holocaust situation?

- What processes do communities go through in the re-establishment of

social structures when virtually all prior relationships and institutions have

been smashed?

- What are the enduring effects of an experience like "Pol Pot time" on the

social life of a community?

- What priorities and values organize people's behavior in the aftermath of

such an overwhelming devastation?

- How do the specific circumstances of a refugee camp affect these

processes?

The thesis begins by exploring, following Appadurai, the particular nature
of this 'locality’ in 'a globalized deterritorialized world." It examines several
different domains of social life in Site I, including economic relations, political
power, family relationships, and spiritual beliefs and practices. It situates Site II
in the middle of several arenas of power, at the convergence of multiple interests
and agendas that were local , regional , and international in their scope. It
suggests that what went on in Site Il was a result of the interaction of all of these

interests; that there was no hegemonic the structure of power and meaning to



provide overarching coherence. Rather, there was an essential ambiguity about
the meaning of things that was built right into structure of support for the camp
population: a political compromise among the Khmer leadership, the Thai
government, and the international agencies who provided material assistance.
The thesis suggests that in all areas of social life a combination of local
needs and conditions and larger, situational truths determined the shape of
processes and practices. Enduring processes of reconstruction were difficult to
discern, however. Since the border camps were temporary, everything that went
on in them was provisional and subject to change. Moreover, the experience of
holocaust made it difficult to sustain belief in the possibility of a future worth
living. People pursued their own individual efforts to construct order and
meaning in their lives, but there was an overall failure of collective social and

cultural institutions to provide structure and continuity.
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Chapter 1: Historical Introduction

In the early hours of Christmas Day 1978, a long column of Vietnamese
tanks rumbled across Cambodia's eastern border from the Central Highlands
township of Ban Me Thuot, followed by truckload after truckload of Vietnamese
soldiers. To the south two additional columns of tanks began their push toward
the Mekong across the famous Parrot's Beak and Fishhook regions of southeastern
- Cambodia, while in the nor"th, troops moved down the Mekong from Laos toward
the provincial capitol of Stung Treng. This pre-dawn mobilization of the People's
Army of Vietnam marked the start of a major military offensive that would, ina
remarkably short period of time, bring down the infamous Pol Pot regime. By
January 1 important Khmer Rouge strongholds in Kratie Province had been taken.
By January 4 the Vietnamese army controlled all the territory east of the Mekong
river: seven out of Cambodia's eighteen provinces. By January 7 Pol Pot and his
associates had fled the capitol and tanks were entering the city (Chandler 1991:
310-313; Chanda 1986: 313-348). (See map 1.)

Although the Khmer Rouge were not fully routed from their bases in the
north and west of Cambodia until mid-April (Chanda 1986:347), the fall of Phnom
Penh marked the effective end of their revolutionary control. It was a revolution
that had been, to that point, largely shrouded in mystery, as the Khmer Rouge had
cut off most channels of communication with the outside world when they took
cohtrol of the country in April 1975; the few first-hand accounts were often

wrapped in such politicized rhetoric that they were difficult to interpret.] Butas

1 The Khmer Rouge put a premium on secrecy in all areas of operation. Only a few
visitors from socialist countries or marxist political parties in the west had been
altowed into Cambodia since April 1975, and their visits had been tightly
controlled and closely monitored. In addition, highly politicized opposition to
American involvement in the conflicts in Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos made it
difficult to get an accurate view of the revolutionary movements themselves.
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Vietnamese soldiers spread out through the city and army divisions moved
westward along national routes one and five, as the Cambodian population was
liberated from Khmer Rouge control and reporters were invited into the former
"Democratic Kampuchea" [DK] to witness the results of this revolution, the grim
outlines of Pol Pot's ruthless policies and practices began to be revealed.

The first people into the capitol found an all-but-abandoned city. Phnom
Penh had been evacuated in the days following the Khmer Rouge victory, and most
of its inhabitants moved at gunpoint to the countryside. Throughout Cambodia
towns and provincial cities stood empty. Schools and hospitals were abandoned;
libraries and Buddhist temples had been sacked, or else converted into granaries,
pig sties, fish sauce factories, or ammunition dumps. There were no monks left in
the country: all had been disrobed or killed. DK intended to build its revolution
from the ground up and no prior scholarly, religious or political authority was
tolerated. A high school in a residential neighborhood of Phnom Penh had been
used as an interrogation and torture center for the revolution's alleged "traitors";
the corpses of its most recent victims still lay in the cells. Tuol Sleng contained the
forced confessions and photographs of as many as 20,000 Cambodians who had
passed through the prison and were executed by the Khmer Rouge for their
"trajtorous" activities. Outside the city a mass grave at Cheung Ek was just the
first of DK's notorious "killing fields" to be discovered.

The Khmer Rouge had attempted no less than a total sociaiist revolution in
Democratic Kampuchea. All vestiges of the old society were obliterated by the
revolutionaries. The new society would be built upon a centralized socialist
economy based on the production of rice. To this end almost the entire

population had been relocated to agricultural villages and collective work sites

Refugee reports tended to be either exaggerated or discredited in the press
depending on the political persuasion of the editor. See Chandler 1991:253.



throughout the countryside, where they were organized into labor teams. The
goal was to increase the country's annual rice production by a factor of two to
three, thereby achieving the economic self-sufficiency that would sustain the
revolution. But the Khmer Rouge had worked the population like animals, and the
DK kitchens had provided less and less rice as the revolution failed to meet its
production goals and came increasingly unglued. Death from disease and
starvation was commonplace. Executions, a common form of revolutionary
discipline, had become increasingly frequent in 1977 and 1978. These
devastated not only the enemies of the revolution but ordinary peasants and the
ranks of the revolutionary movement itself. The Cambodians the Vietnamese
Army encountered as it moved north and west were exhausted, sick and hungry.
They welcomed the Vietnamese soldiers, their traditional enemies, with a dazed

and wary gratitude.

************************************************************************

The Cambodian radicals who came to be known as the Khmer Rouge were
part of an evolving and less than cohesive left wing movement that had been
active in Cambodia since before independence in 1953, when the French still
maintained a colonial grip on Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos. The Khmer Rouge
victory in 1975 followed seventeen years of crafty but capricious, and increasingly
inept and autocratic government under the Prince (and former King) Norodom
Sihanouk, and five years of out and out civil war with the Lon Nol government,
which replaced Sihanouk in a coup d'état in March 1970. To understand why the
Khmer Rouge mounted the revolution they did, and how the Khmer people reacted
to both DK and to the socialist government the Vietnamese installed, it is useful to

know something about Cambodia's short history of political independence.






