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In this essay a short introduction on the main subject: the progress and inevitable takeover of the Communist movement in Cambodia, with a central focus on the Khmer Rouge under Pol Pot. Shed some light on global issues that impacts the movement: Post-WWII Decolonization, Cold War dynamics, and the influence of Communist movements in Asia. I hope to write a clear thesis tying the communist movements evolution in Cambodia to specified historical conditions, transformations in ideologies, and the struggle for power cultivated by the Khmer Rouge’s rise to power and the tragic consequences for Cambodian society. For sources, I will use David Chandlers book A History of Cambodia which provides a broad historical context, whilst Ben Kiernan’s work, How Pol Pot came to power and the pol Pot Regime, dives into the significant rise of Pol Pot and the inner workings of Khmer Rouge’s vicious rule, as well as other sources to aid understanding. 

Before discussing Cambodia’s communist movement, it’s imperative to examine what may have influenced this ideology. For this, accounts from Ben Kiernan on Cambodian events from the 1930s to 1954 are to be thoroughly examined with the hopes of demonstrating the fall of nationalism & colonialism in Cambodia with the uprise of communism. 

First off, readers are to be aware that for 

‘over two hundred years, beginning in the 1780s, the presence of two powerful, antagonistic neighbours forced the contentious Cambodian elite either to prefer one or the other or to attempt to neutralise them by appealing to an outside power.’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 2)

[bookmark: _GoBack]In 1841 Doung was King of Cambodia, in 1860 he died, then ‘Norodom was chosen the successor’ (2024, p. introduction), according to protocol Norodom could not be crowned King unless representatives of the two suzerains attended. Siam refused to let the Vietnamese crown Norodom, hoping to undermine them and their powers in Cambodia, and as the Thais ‘held the symbols of Cambodian Royalty – the crown, the sacred sword, and the royal seal’ (2024, p. Introduction ) Norodom was unable to be crowned. 	Comment by Microsoft Office User: Footnote to who this is.	Comment by Microsoft Office User: Footnote who this is
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This led to Cambodia having to pick a side so that Norodom could finally be crowned king. In 1861, a coup d’etat was led by ‘Norodom’s half-brother Si Votha’ (2024, p. Introduction) with the aid of Thai troops. At this point, the French, who had been ceded control over Southern Vietnam, saw Cambodian provinces as future colonial possessions and were not going to back down without a fight. In 1863 ‘the French forced Norodom to accept French protection’ (2024, p. introduction ) however, unbeknownst to them, Norodom also ‘signed a clandestine treaty with Siam on Aug. 11, 1863’ (2024, p. introduction) This treaty was to put Norodom as viceroy of Siam and governor of Cambodia, it also entailed ‘exclusive rights upon Siam as the protecting power’ (Thomson, 1945). This was going to be somewhat cumbersome for both the French and Thai, back and forth were had on the specifics of the treaties between Siam and Cambodia. The French ‘would not concede that Siam had any title to Battambang and Angkor’ (Thomson, 1945, p. 33) later on the French devised a treaty that ‘guaranteed Siam in the possession of Battambang and Angkor, and promised not to annex Cambodia. In exchange, Siam renounced her claims to Cambodia and her privileged position as a suzerain.’ (Thomson, 1945, p. 40) This left the French as the sole protectorate of Cambodia and led Norodom to finally be crowned King in ‘June 1864’ (2024, p. introduction). 

Bringing it to the 1930s now, by this time, the French had persuaded Norodom ‘to sign a convention providing for a number of thoroughgoing reforms’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 1) that France deemed to be necessary. Throughout the 1900s, the French slowly reinforced their economic and political hold over Cambodia, by this point, they had also conquered Cochinchina and called for the Indochinese Union, which ‘the French created in 1887’ (Neil L. Jamieson, 2024, p. history) This was done to unite the different colonies under French rule, it was known as ‘pearl of the French empire’ (Trân, 2022, p. introduction) The French imposed indirect taxes, sold land to the highest bidder, exploited peasants labour, took massive percentages from the selling of crops, and the majority of ‘rubber plantations, mines and industrial enterprises’ (Neil L. Jamieson, 2024, p. history) were in their hands. 	Comment by Microsoft Office User: Meaning? 	Comment by Microsoft Office User: What is it?

South-East Asia became restless, especially in the 1920 – 30s, ‘the Nghe-Tinh Soviets of 1930—31 in Vietnam, and Kommandan’s insurgency in Laos (1910-37)’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 2) This was done in the efforts to rid colonialism and gain independence causing a ripple effect, to which a rare outburst of anti-colonialism in 1925 was seen by the ‘Khmer peasants of Krang Leav’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 2) assassinating a French official ‘Felix Bardez’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 2). The increasing unrest in Vietnam influenced the Khmer Buddhist community, leading to a ‘religious demonstration consisting of a procession of 200 Vietnamese and Cambodian Monks’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 2) in 1922. 

In 1921 Cao Dai was a sect created by the Vietnamese, it ‘attempted to unify the philosophies of Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 4) it began to rapidly expand in ‘Saigon in 1926’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 4) A holy city was established ‘outside Tay Ninh on the Kampuchean border’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 4) in 1927, the French saw the Cao Dai Sect as just another anti-colonial movement. It claims that it advocates for ‘mutual aid among Khmers and Vietnamese to solve material problems’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 5) To this, a statue in Tay Ninh representing Neak-Mian Bon’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 5) a figure in Khmer folk tradition who would one day end all misery was erected. According to Kiernan, in the following years to come, thousands upon thousands of Cambodians would pilgrimage to the statue, camping around it and even prostrating themselves before it. In June and May, following the accession to the throne  by Sisowath’s son Monivong in 1927, ‘the minister of religion and the chiefs of both Buddhist orders in Kampuchea had all denounced Caodaism’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 5), Monivong also described ‘Caodaism as heresy created by the Vietnamese in order to exploit Khmer naivety’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 5). 
Cambodian nationalism, initially galvanized by resistance to French colonial rule, began to fragment as independence approached. While nationalist groups sought unity to expel colonial authorities, their inability to coalesce around shared goals left the movement vulnerable to ideological splits.
Kiernan underscores how the colonial policies of the French exacerbated this fragmentation. By favouring a conservative elite loyal to the monarchy, they alienated the rural poor and middle-class intellectuals. The nationalist struggle became increasingly associated with these elites, alienating groups that would later turn to Communism for a more inclusive vision of liberation. It’s evident that the Cambodians yearned for something more, at Tay Ninh, accounts of why the Khmer visited were shared: ‘We have heard that an all-powerful being is here who will reduce our moral and physical misery, diminish our taxes, give land to the poor and heal all diseases’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 6). 

Now comes the decline of colonialism. ‘Economic crisis struck Kampuchea in the early 1930s, after a decade of expansion of the agricultural economy’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 7) rice could not be sold abroad, its price decreased, the ‘timber industry came to a halt, dried fish production foundered; and finally a poor harvest in 1932’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 7) brought social problems. The French were aware of anti-colonial groups forming; ‘Ho Chi Minh’s Thanh Nien’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 8) ‘Vietnam Nationalist Party’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 8) and others to come with their threat on the protectorate treaties, but it was too little too late as the ‘first communists reported’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 8) were in Kampuchea and, not surprisingly, Vietnamese. Things were shifting, Cambodians had enough and rightly so, more and more communist parties were being set up in Cambodia, ‘April 1930, the first Chinese Communist party’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 8) was established in Kampot province, printing over six hundred leaflets and fifty posters distributing them all around Cambodia, it called for a fight against imperialism. 

It’s clear as day that the Vietnamese Communist influence in Indochina (1930s) had a ripple effect on Cambodian radicals and intellectuals under French Colonialism. This was just the start of Indochina’s gaining of independence. 

‘In May- June 1940, Nazi Germany invaded France’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 41) The war weakened France’s global influence and emboldened independence movements throughout Indochina. ‘In September 1940, Japanese troops began to move into northern Indo-China’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 41), and In November, a ‘Thai army invaded the north-west of Kampuchea’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 41), taking control of ‘Battambang and Siemreap provinces’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 41), they were backed up by the Japanese due to a ‘peace treaty signed in Tokyo in March 1941’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 41). Thailand made use of the ‘first Khmer Issarak (Khmer independence) Committee’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 41), which was set up in ‘December 1940 by Poc Khun’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 41). Whilst that was happening a political organization set up by Son Ngoc Thanh and Pach Chhoeun was in the works, this organization claimed to be able to create ‘independence for Cambodia from the Japanese and with their support resisting new Thai advances on Cambodia’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 42) The French were put under duress by the frequency of leagues forming demanding independence, the ICP formed the ‘League for the independence of Vietnam’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 42) it also aided in the forming of a ‘League for the independence of Cambodia, and another for Laos’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 42). Eventually, it was considered more appropriate ‘these three separate national fronts would form a federal League for the independence of Indo-china’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 42) 	Comment by Microsoft Office User: Who are they? 

This wasn’t enough though, Thanh believed a demonstration was needed after the arrest of ‘Nuon Duong for preaching anti-French sermons to Khmer troops in the colonial army, in preparations for the revolt’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 43), Thanh took refuge in a Japanese Captains home and later wrote to the ‘Japanese commander in chief of the independence organizations of the South seas’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 43). With the backing of the ‘Japanese army and police in Phnom Penh’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 43) Thanh passed out copies of demands to the Japanese that were to be submitted to the French and at ‘six o’clock the next morning, 20 July, at least one thousand to two thousand people, including five hundred monks’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 43) congregated behind the Royal Palace. The peaceful demonstration turned into anarchy with people attempting to break into the building, police ‘who were present used batons, while the demonstrators had sticks, stones, rivets tied to elastic leads’ (Kiernan, 2004, p. 44). 

The French rule over Cambodia and Indo-China was coming to an end with the increase in riots and communist parties, and independence was declared in ‘1945’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 210) by King Norodom Sihanouk. Political parties for the first time in 1946 were allowed to be formed: a ‘democratic party (Krom Pracheathipodei)’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 212) and a ‘liberal party (Kanaq Sereipheap)’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 212). September 1946, ‘elections for the consultative assembly were held to form a group to advise the king about a constitution for the country’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 214) The Democratic party ‘won fifty of the sixty seven seats; the liberals, fourteen; independent candidates, three’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 214). 

Even if this was the case, not everyone was fond of the democratic party and they were unable to make headway with their constitutions and it was only until 1949 that Sihanouk signed a treaty that granted him ’50 percent independence’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 216). Cambodia formally achieved independence in 1953, but Kiernan illustrates how this transition was fraught with unresolved tensions. French influence lingered in the form of economic control and cultural dominance. 

Skipping ahead to November 1963, the decline of Siahnouk that allowed Saloth Sar (Pol Pot) and his communist party to reign supreme. King Siahnouk started to lose control over Cambodia starting with a ‘lost in revenue from the export taxes it normally charged on rice’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 245) on top of that ‘extravagant expenditures’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 246) cause Cambodia’s economy to falter in 1967-68, there were agricultural problems such as ‘low yields, poor irrigation’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 246). The state of Cambodia left an opening for CPK (the communist part of Kampuchea), led by Saloth Sar, to go on the offensive against Siahnouk, ‘striking out from its bases in the northeast and the northwest’ (Chandler, 2008, p. 247) by the 1970s the ‘insurgent forces had occupied, or rendered unsafe for others to occupy, nearly a fifth of Cambodia’s Territory. In April 17th, 1975 the communist party’s victory came to be over Phnom Penh; the regime lasted for 4 years finally ending in ‘January 7, 1979’ 

In conclusion, the rise of the Khmer Rouge and the catastrophic consequences of its rule under Pol Pot were deeply intertwined with broader global and regional historical forces. The era of post-World War II decolonization and the Cold War provided fertile ground for the growth of revolutionary movements, as nations sought to redefine their identities amidst superpower competition. Cambodia’s unique geopolitical position, coupled with the ideological transformations sweeping through Asia, set the stage for the emergence of radicalized leaders like Pol Pot. Drawing from historical context provided by David Chandler and the detailed analysis of the Khmer Rouge’s ascendancy and atrocities in Ben Kiernan’s work, this essay has traced the evolution of Cambodian communism as both a reaction to and a product of these historical forces. Ultimately, the Khmer Rouge’s rise exemplifies how struggles for power, compounded by ideological extremism, can have devastating and lasting effects on society, leaving a profound mark on Cambodia's history and its people.
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