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'Pol Pot': The Killer's Smile

By WILLIAM T. VOLLMANN

I remember the first time I saw the killing fields at Choeung Ek: pits with rainwater in
them, scraps of cloth and concretions of bone in the exposed earth. In one mass grave
swam fat, unwholesome frogs. A child was catching them; his family was going to eat
them. When I try to conceptualize Cambodia's suffering, that sight -- repulsive to me,
presumably ordinary to the boy -- reminds me equally of the presence of the murdered
and the sad expedients of the living. Pol Pot and his Khmer Rouge had been expelled by
the Vietnamese a dozen years before, but their influence remained everywhere. During
that first visit of mine, in 1991, one could stand in the middle of the widest boulevard in
Phnom Penh at night and count stars. Electricity was the loud, weak and temporary
product of generators. In place of the vehicle fumes of a couple of years later, one
smelled sandalwood. Everything seemed as broken as the bones at Choeung Ek. Wasn't
all this of a piece? Obviously it was the Khmer Rouge's fault that children were catching
dinner in mass graves.

Philip Short's new biography of Pol Pot proves me wrong. It quotes an old member of the
Khmer Rouge who remembers being a child and finding decapitated heads in fishing
ponds. "It didn't bother us. . . . We'd yank them out by the hair, and throw them aside."
That was in 1949, before there was a Khmer Rouge. Pol Pot was then an undistinguished
student en route to accept a radio technology scholarship in Paris.

There are two ways to distort the enduring presence of atrocity in Cambodia. One is to
dwell, as I tend to do, on victims. Short, a British journalist who previously wrote a well-
regarded biography of Mao, tends to dwell on perpetrators. In place of the boy at
Choeung Ek, he brings to our notice a woman named Khoun Sophal, whose husband, a
government minister, had taken a 16-year-old mistress. Her countermeasure: three liters
of nitric acid. "Scores of teenage Cambodian girls are disfigured and in many cases
blinded in acid attacks by rich men's wives," Short writes. "The parallel with Khmer
Rouge atrocities is striking. One way to try to understand why the Cambodian
Communists acted as they did is to enter into the mind of a well-educated, intelligent
woman" like Khoun Sophal.

This 1999 incident evidently haunts Short as much as the sight of the frog-fishing boy
does me. In his afterword, which bluntly states, "The present Cambodian government is
rotten," he brings up the Khoun Sophal sisterhood as exemplars of "a culture of impunity.
... In such circumstances, trying the surviving Khmer Rouge leaders for past crimes
offers an alibi for doing nothing about present ones."



In other words, he seems to say, what Pol Pot did was hardly beyond the Cambodian
ordinary. "Every atrocity the Khmers Rouges ever committed, and many they did not, can
be found depicted on the stone friezes of Angkor . . . or, in more recent times, in the
conduct of the Issaraks," the anti-French insurgents who threw those heads into the ponds
back in 1949.

Obviously, whether or not one accepts this interpretation of Cambodian history affects
how one sees Pol Pot.

And who was Pol Pot? In 1996 I asked a Khmer Rouge defector and, through a translator,
got this answer: "He don't know. Pol Pot is just another word for Khmer Rouge. Maybe
not a person. But if a person, Pol Pot always have a black uniform, and wear red fabric on
head and wear shoes from rubber. But he never see."

Nobody had seen him; everybody had heard his name. "In the Pol Pot time," people
would say, and the story that followed was always horrendous. A woman I loved told me
how she'd had to watch her family's heads smashed in one by one; if she had wept, she
would have been next. She blamed Pol Pot. A number of Cambodian slum dwellers and
Thai dealers in illegally logged hardwood admired him; most abhorred him. His brother,
Loth Suong, told me that Pol Pot had been a kindly child. He didn't consider himself Pol
Pot's relative anymore. Until recently, nobody even agreed about whether he was still
alive. (He died once and for all in 1998, at 73.) One might call him the Osama bin Laden
of his epoch; but he was more invisible to our knowledge than that other bugbear. In
David P. Chandler's excellent biography, "Brother Number One" (1992), there is an eerie
photograph of Pol Pot applauding and smiling in a crowd. What do we know about him,
except that he smiles? Oh, that smile of his! Short quotes his henchman, Ieng Sary: "His
face was always smooth. . . . Many people misunderstood that -- he would smile his
unruffled smile, and then they would be taken away and executed."

Short's book is ampler than Chandler's, and his footnotes contain evidence of an
impressive diversity of sources, not to mention any number of thoughtful qualifications
and interesting anecdotes. His text sparkles with shrewdly plausible inferences mortared
into a compelling narrative. For instance, about the odd, yet in retrospect perfectly natural
spectacle of the young Saloth Sar, who was not yet Pol Pot, lauding the Buddha as the
first champion of democracy, Short comments: "Like his choice of the pseudonym Khmer
Daeum, it suggested a conscious desire to identify himself with an authentically
Cambodian viewpoint rather than imported, Western ideas." If we fail to understand that
desire, Pol Pot's anti-Vietnamese xenophobia and his expulsion of the urban populations
will never make sense.

Were this biography a novel, I would apply the word "verisimilitude" to much of it, for
Short's Pol Pot possesses a detailed reality whenever he appears. And why shouldn't he?
We know more about him than we did when "Brother Number One" appeared. Short got
the benefit of Nate Thayer's groundbreaking interview with the old murderer, not to
mention eyewitness accounts of his remarriage, death and cremation. His account of Pol
Pot's final two decades is of exceptional interest.



But my qualification that Pol Pot is vividly drawn whenever he appears remains
unfortunately necessary. [ wouldn't have wanted Short to cut any of his multipage
summations of royalist Cambodia's domestic and foreign policies, Nixonian realpolitik
during the Vietnam War or the politics of postwar Cambodia. But one may wish for more
than the all-too-occasional paragraph or two in which Pol Pot takes a direct role. "In
September 1994," Short writes, "the gentle old man who doted on his small daughter
ordered the execution of three young backpackers"; such details do acquaint us with the
monster, but there are not many of them. Our protagonist does get his biographical due in
youth and old age, and fleetingly during his three years as the ruling despot of
Democratic Kampuchea. But during the crucial two decades between the mid-1950's and
his secret entry into a subjugated Phnom Penh, he remains "just another word for Khmer
Rouge. Maybe not a person."

Could it be that because Pol Pot identified himself so thoroughly with his revolution,
there was no him for us to know? Isaac Deutscher's biography of Stalin, and Alan
Bullock's of Hitler, manage to "bring alive" tyrants whose personal lives were banal.
Perhaps the problem is that Pol Pot was mediocre in almost every sphere: a failed
technical student, an uninspired military leader who wasted the lives of his troops in
badly planned offensives and ignored emergencies, a misguided ruler. In sum, Pol Pot
would exert little claim on our attention were it not for the fact that millions died through
his cruelty and incompetence. In "Brother Number One," Chandler admits defeat at the
outset: "I was able to build up a consistent, but rather two-dimensional picture. . . . As a
person, he defies analysis."

When Short doesn't give us Pol Pot, what do we get? First and foremost, a highly
readable summary of a half-century of Cambodian history. His characterization of Prince
Sihanouk, the man for whom the word "mercurial" was invented, is vivid and at times
based on personal observation. He is excellent at coining pithy summations of political
motives that ring humanly true. For instance, shortly after World War II "the Cambodians
embraced Marxism not for theoretical insights, but to learn how to get rid of the French
and to transform a feudal society which colonialism had left largely intact." Indeed, in my
own interviews with Khmer Rouge I have been struck by how few of them knew
anything about Marx. Short is correct: more than we would like to think, theirs was an
indigenous movement. Most of us would like to believe the worst of the Khmer Rouge,
but Short doesn't always let us. He takes pains to show that between 1970, when
Sihanouk was overthrown by the American puppet Lon Nol, and 1972, when Pol Pot
demanded that the revolution be sped up, the Khmer Rouge not only respected the
autonomy of most peasants in their control, but performed such active kindnesses as
sending help to bring in the harvest.

He is especially good at conveying the incremental buildup of harshness in the
revolution. Here it differed from its Russian analogue, where, as Trotsky famously put it,
"something snapped in the heart of the revolution" after the assassination attempt on
Lenin in 1918. In Cambodia there does not seem to have been a triggering event. One of
the Khmer Rouge's first roundups, which occurred the year before they conquered Phnom
Penh, netted their own Communist compatriots who'd sojourned in Vietnam. A detention



camp was built for these victims "with Khmer bodies and Vietnamese minds," most of
whom were then liquidated over a period of years. Meanwhile, strangers in the "liberated
zone" had begun being treated as spies, and peasants were killing the educated, although
this was not yet Pol Pot's stipulated policy. These events, to which Chandler's biography
lacked the space to do justice, Short narrates with clarity and detachment, coincidentally
underscoring his thesis of the normality of Cambodian atrocities as footnotes to the stone
friezes of Angkor. Meanwhile he renders Pol Pot's crimes less aberrant, less simply
sadistic, by explicating their rational basis. For instance, here is Brother Number One's
directive concerning the Cham insurgents (they disliked being ordered to abandon their
cultural distinctions): "The leaders must be tortured fiercely in order that we may obtain a
complete understanding of their organization."

Short has much of value to say about the organization of rural life in Cambodia and how
that sometimes informed, and sometimes defeated, Pol Pot's expectations. He is equally
adept at explicating the Khmer Rouge grand strategy, which seesawed between Vietnam
and China, all the while retaining Prince Sihanouk as an improbable figurehead. He gives
reasonable due to the progressive destabilization of Cambodia caused by the Americans
and the North Vietnamese in the 70's, a tale told first and best in William Shawcross's
"Sideshow: Kissinger, Nixon and the Destruction of Cambodia." Short discounts
Shawcross's opinion that the Khmer Rouge's radicalization into cruelty had much to do
with the carnage and terror caused by America's secret bombing campaign. He prefers to
believe that Pol Pot and his ilk would have been atrocious anyway. So do 1.

At times, Short's summations of motives decay into snap judgments. At one point, he
claims that the Khmer Rouge killed captured government troops without mercy because
"in the Confucian cultures of China and Vietnam, men are . . . always capable of being
reformed," for instance into good Communists; "in Khmer culture they are not." But 40
pages earlier, while laying out what made the Cambodian style of Communist revolution
different from all others, Short invokes Theravada Buddhism to obtain the following
result: "The idea that 'proletarian consciousness' could be forged, independent of a
person's class origins or economic status, became the central pillar of Khmer
communism." If it was really a "central pillar," surely royalist prisoners could have been
indoctrinated instead of exterminated.

There are many such preconceived moments, as when Short informs us of the parallel
lives Cambodians supposedly live, one grounded in reason and the other "mired in
superstition," or glibly declares that "Cambodians assert their identity by means of
dichotomies: they are in opposition to what they are not." There is a whiff of hubris in
these categorizations. They may be correct for all I know, but where's the proof? And
when he comes to the three hellish years of Pol Pot's rule, he offers as one of the reasons
for creating "a slave state, the first in modern times," the following unpleasant assertion:
"Pol . . . faced a genuine and all but insurmountable problem, which had defeated the
French, defeated Sihanouk, and has defeated every Cambodian government since. The
problem was: how to make Khmers work. Putting it in those terms will raise hackles. But
the issue is too important to be brushed aside with comforting platitudes." Short does not
quite say that laziness is a national Cambodian characteristic, but he comes close.



I do grant that Cambodians frequently work more slowly, and with smaller material
ambition, than do many Americans, Germans and Japanese -- but [ would never
characterize that as an exclusively Cambodian phenomenon; and I would hold climate,
malaria and intestinal parasites responsible. When I go to, say, Burma, I eat less and less;
my strength declines; lassitude decreases my resolve while increasing my patience; then
the fever or the diarrhea starts. Short himself mentions Pol Pot's incapacitating bouts of
malaria. The book's rationalization of the Khmer Rouge program of forced labor, no
matter how it's hedged, makes me uneasy. More specifically, it makes me look
apprehensively back upon Short's near equation of Khmer Rouge atrocities with acid
attacks carried out by jealous middle-aged wives. I don't entirely disagree, but I worry
that Pol Pot's crimes might thereby be trivialized.

Most likely Short's opinionated peculiarities are well-meaning attempts to add nuance to
our indictment of Pol Pot. Did he commit genocide? Short argues persuasively that he did
not. His crimes against humanity were for the purposes of enslavement, not
extermination. So what? As Short writes: "The U.S. Army's conduct in Iraq (as earlier in
Vietnam) merely lengthens the catalog of inhumanities perpetrated in the service of
democratic ideals. The United States, whose allergy to supranational justice is so highly
developed that it rejects it out of hand for American citizens," asserts that "international
tribunals should be limited to exceptional crimes such as genocide and not allowed to
spill over into areas where the actions of 'normal' governments might come under
scrutiny." In the wake of My Lai and Abu Ghraib, this point is sadly well taken. Short is
no apologist for the Khmer Rouge, but an honest researcher who tries, if occasionally too
zealously, to keep everything in perspective.

No doubt some people will be offended by this book, not only for its indiscretions, but
also for its restraint. Wasn't Pol Pot a monster pure and simple? How dare Short imply
otherwise! This attitude, understandable though it is, hinders our apprehension of reality.
The truth is that even now you can find poor people in Cambodia who -- no matter that
they lost relatives in the Pol Pot time -- wish for the return of the Khmer Rouge.

William T. Vollmann's recent books include "Rising Up and Rising Down." His new book
of fiction, "Europe Central," will be published in April.
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