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Primary source analysis


As a student of philosophy, rarely have I attempted a primary source analysis. As with all my philosophies, I shall take this to the beginning, aka from when the assignment was handed. This is to ensure that not only myself but also the reader understands this essay. 

[image: ][footnoteRef:1] [1:  Screenshot from Word doc, accessed 5/02/25. (Assignment details) grabbed from Moodle page (https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/turnitintooltwo/view.php?id=632976)  ] 


From the start, I implemented a three-part system to find the context of this assignment, a system that I intend to use throughout the analysis. I can’t with certainty argue this to be the best approach; simply, it is the only one that I have had the chance to experience. Therefore, I will use it until it is invalidated. On that note, it starts by extracting simple elements, sorting them for specificity, and lastly, researching for context. From what was gathered at the beginning, this analysis is 2000 words long. When analysing it, it is not to validate whether this source is a primary source or not, but to reach an understanding of the source itself and give an opinion on it. 

Without further ado, the primary source for this analysis: 

“Cambodian Genocide, Nao Gha, “The Chams Are Hopeless” (Oral testimony collected by Ben Kiernan and Chanthou Boua in 1979-1980), printed in Ben Kiernan, ‘The Cambodian Genocide 1975-1979’, in Samuel Totten and William S. Parsons (eds.), Century of Genocide: Critical Essays and Eyewitness Accounts (Kiernan, Century of genocide : critical essays and eyewitness accounts, 2004, pp. 360-361)” 


The methodology thus far is applied to different bodies of text within the primary source; the first body of text is the title. The title for many books, papers, poems, and other bodies of text tends to be a signifier for the upcoming paragraphs. It stands to reason when applying the methodology to the title, it will allude to the proceeding bodies of text within the primary source, allowing for a clearer context to be discovered. A demonstration of the three-part system will be had once for insight into my thought process.  
 
Simple elements: extraction!! 
· Country
· Groups 
· names 
· dates 
· references 
· Important words
·  
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As for the context, it is best kept in paragraphs. The context comes through researching the specifics. The Cambodian Genocide is mentioned, and through Google’s magnificent search engine, the dates 1975-1979 instantly pop up, which also aligns with the aforementioned references, more on that later. Taking a linguistic approach, the word Cambodia is used first in the title, leaving anyone to assume it takes place thereof, or at least Cambodian people, culture, something Cambodian related is involved in this primary source. With the word Genocide, following the definitions from the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide 1948, one could argue genocide took place. 

“Genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such in short, a genocide occurred in Cambodia (United Nations Treaty Series (UNTS), 1948).” 

Following this, the order of words in the title purposefully splatters our view with context and many routes from thereon! Nao Gha, Chams are hopeless, oral testimony collected by Ben Kiernan and Chanthou Boua, and 1979 –1980.  Nao Gha is a Cham Muslim woman, ‘Ethnic Cham are of Malay-Polynesian origins. Most are Muslims and speak the Cham language, which belongs to the Austronesian family’ (Minority Rights Group, 2018). Genocide taking place in Cambodia was mentioned earlier, and this oral testimony is collected in 79; this alone tells me the primary source is focused and less broad. It will be highlighting the experience of a Cham person in Cambodia during the Pol Pot Regime. I’m guessing a part of the Genocide included the annihilation of Cham people. 

With a bit of research, I find Saloth Sar [footnoteRef:3]led approximately ‘90,000  (Kiernan, 2004, p. 348)’ Chams to their deaths. This is where the analysis takes a turn; I could very well suggest this testimony was collected to prove this was a Genocide, then speak on the significance of this, or the intended audience. The problem is that I didn’t collect this data; an enormous amount of energy, desire, and belief was imposed onto this primary source creation. Planning where to go, researching ethnic groups affected, the intention of collecting this, etc. Only through getting to know the authors, especially during that period will I be able to answer the above questions with more precision.  [3:  Saloth Sar (Pol Pot) ] 


According to the new left review site, Chanthou Boua grew up in Phnom Penh and her mother’s village in Kompong Cham province. Chanthou Boua was educated in the English language and then sent to Australia for university in 72 before the Lon Nol dictatorship came to an end in 1975. Pol Pot’s revolution was taking place, and Chanthou Boua ‘welcomed the revolution and worked with a patriotic support journal’ (New Left Review LTD, 2024) Although, later in 79 Boua travels to Thailand acting as an ‘interpretor for Cambodian refugees—poor peasants, city people and Pol Pot cadre’ (New Left Review LTD, 2024). Seeing as Cambodians were able to flee to Thailand and Boua being of Cambodian descent, her family very well could’ve fled. Desperate to find out, she returned to Cambodia in the 80s. ‘She travelled all over the country, talking to people to learn about their suffering’ (PeaceWomen Across the Globe, 2025). It was later found out,

“In 1977 her father and uncle fled in an attempt to escape arrest. In the year that followed her mother, two sisters and six brothers were taken away systematically for ‘education.’” (New Left Review LTD, 2024)

Ben Kiernan, Australian born. Around the 1979-80s, Kiernan was a student at Monash University and supposedly conducted ‘his dissertation field research on 20th century Cambodia’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 360). Kiernan, ‘learned the Khmer Language, carried out research in Cambodia and among refugees abroad, and has since written many books on the topic’ (Wikipedia contributors, 2024). Ben Kiernan had a soft spot for this area. Going as far as learning the language for translation purposes shows nothing but dedication and conviction. Anyone who starts an investigation of any kind does so from doubt. Researching means you are actively looking for something. Whether to prove one’s theory right or disprove another’s it starts with doubt and belief, e.g. Kiernan peering into 20th Century Cambodia could be due to having previously doubted if this incident is to be labelled as a genocide. The evidence thus far presents this primary source, whether intended or not by the authors, as a means of evidence showing intent with the hopes of condemning the 1975 Cambodian incident as a genocide. 

Boua suffered from this at the time, even if indirectly, there’s no telling to the anger, guilt, and sadness that she must’ve felt. All actions of hers thereafter point to finding retribution for victims; information on her pursuits in this can be found on the site, peace-women across the globe. Ben Kiernan’s actions after collecting this testimony serve to find solace for the victims. Working with Gregory Stanton to ‘bring the Khmer Rouge to international justice’ (Wikipedia contributors, 2024). Kiernan founded the ‘Cambodian Genocide Program at the Yale Center for International and Area studies in 1994’ (Wikipedia contributors, 2024). I’m certain there are other reasons for going down this path, both on Kiernan and Bouas end. Nonetheless, oral testimonies will have a significant impact on both international and local scales if done right; it’s made it into the critical essay by Samuel Totten and William S. Parson, who seek justice for victims of multiple genocides as and hope to ‘reveal, time and time again, the attempts by governments to cover up genocide or to minimize the destruction of such acts’ (Century of genocide : critical essays and eyewitness accounts, 2004, p. 2). Hitting the right audience already for maximum effect, and hopefully into legal areas, the eyes of politicians, governors and to the public.

If anything, given the time Kiernan and Boua were said to be in Cambodia, I’m certain that the testimony was collected around the 1979-80s, where exactly I do not know of yet. Moving onto the main body of text, the analysis made should enforce the earlier opinions from the titles analysis. 

First, we come to know of the location where the testimony took place as it is the same as where Gha is from, ‘I was born in Smong village’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 360). If anyone wanted verification on the existence of the regime before 75, this account mentions Gha’s meeting with them in 1972-73. It’s clear that the Khmer people of Pol Pot’s regime understood that there were other ethnic groups in Cambodia, Cham people being one of them and may have seen them as a threat to Pol Pot’s ideology. If one wanted to completely rid of these other groups and religions, how would one do so? Could start by adding fear and showing them who’s in power by moving them at their will: ‘Everyone came back from Angkor Chey, over 100 families, but religion was no longer allowed’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 360), or getting rid of anything that brought in new ideologies such as religion, which to some families is a big deal as their values, way of living has been moulded from these religions. One of the easiest methods would be killing them and breaking their spirits, putting all their focus on survival and only that. This is what occurred in 1975: ‘the persecution began’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 360), ‘we had to work on irrigation non-stop, day and night’ (Kiernan, 2004, pp. 360-361), ‘the ten villages of Chams in this area were all dispersed’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 361), ‘only the Khmer language was allowed’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 361) and ‘there are no Vietnamese, Chinese, Japanese, [Chams and Malays] – only Khmer race. Everyone is same’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 361)

All this is the perfect portrayal of intent. The authors nailed it on the head with how it was laid out: Noa Gha’s experience is devastating and is here to capture the severity and heartache of this experience. It has been tailored from giving hope that Khmers weren’t ruthless killers, a sudden change that incorporated negative energy to the highest of extents to invoke the empathic side in humanity. This was done well and successfully, taking a diary-like form almost, as if every moment of rest Gha was able to write something fast and precise, in short sentences. Interpreting something of this calibre does come with implications; how much of it can be trusted? Humans are privy to missing information in a regular state of mind due to overload of perception, now add in the element of fear, hunger, confusion and sadness. Things will be exaggerated or misremembered. The key themes presented are the eradication of an ethnic group, presenting evidence on intent, affirming this to be genocide, and justice for the Cham people. 

It's not full-proof, proving intent is difficult, and maybe if direct quotes from Pol Pot’s mouth were given, or even names and quotes from the higher-ups in the regime would secure the evidence on intent. It misses out a lot, but it is still useful as a historical source for the Cambodian genocide; it brings first-person perspectives, dates, locations, and events. This brings it back to the first analysis from the title, this second analysis seems to aid the first, clearing up any doubts on the first analysis. It still holds that this source was a means of evidence focused on Cham people, and showcases a Cham person’s experience. Adding the methodology to the title first gave accurate context to the main body. I would even say the methodology was effective in curating an opinion not too farfetched. I believe most questions that were given in the introduction were answered in some way throughout the essay. The ending was a bit rushed and could’ve used more focus on the main body section, however, an opinion was made and an understanding between myself and the primary source has been had. 
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ASSIGNMENT DETAILS:

Write a 2000 word analysis of a primary source document. | have provided a selection of primary source documents for each of the case studies we
have examined during the course. You are welcome to select your own primary source as an alternative but we will need to discuss this to ensure:
it's a viable and suitable source

Questions you will need to address in your analysis:
+ Background about the document itself e.g. who was the author/photographer/artist etc? What do you know about them?

When was it produced? What is the significance of the context?

Where did it appear? Who were the intended audience? Who might have had access to it? What kind of response might its audience have
had? Did the author intend to provoke a particular response? How successful were they i doing so?

Analysis of the content: what are the key themes and ideas in the source? What kind of language or imagery is used? What does the source
not address — what does it leave out?

Does it belong to a particular genre — e.g. diary, memoir, officia report? What are the implications for interpreting it?
What are the strengths and potential weaknesses of this kind of source material? Are there problems with using it as an historical source?

What does it tell us about the subject being stut
subject?

67 Do the insights from the source support or contradict historians’ conclusions about the
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Simple elements: Extraction
- Country
- Groups
- names
- dates
- references

- Important words |

Sorting: Specificity
* Country (Cambodia)
* Group (Chams)
* Names (Nao Gha, Ben Kiernan, Chanthou Boua, Samuel Totten and William S. Parsons)
« Dates (1979 -1980, 1975 — 1979, 2009)
* References (The Cambodian Genocide 1975 — 1979, Century of genocide: critical essays and eyewitness
accounts (Kiernan, 2004, pp. 300-301)

* Important words (Genocide, the Chams are hopeless, oral testimony)




