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Foreword
“Peace, in the sense of the absence of war, is of little value to someone who is dying of hunger or cold. It will not remove the pain of torture inflicted on a prisoner... It does not comfort those who have lost their loved ones…Peace can only last where human rights are respected, where the people are fed, and where individuals and nations are free.” –His Holiness the Dalai Lama


Few will argue that Cambodia has suffered greatly in its lifetime. This nation, with over fifteen hundred years of history, has faced centuries of invasion, conflict, and war. It is often difficult to conceive of this developing nation as a once great kingdom, ruled by the mightiest kings of the East, home to a flourishing civilization, epicenter of religion and learning. These times are far from the atrocities of the recent past. And yet Cambodia remains a country determined to develop, to thrive in the international market and interact in the global community. Its people are of a hearty variety, from a lineage that demands survival. The Cambodian population has entered onto their newly constructed democratic stage with a strength and vigilance that is nothing short of remarkable. They are ready to make change.

At the heart of this budding democracy is a vision of human rights – not yet attainable in its fullest form, but nevertheless present in a very important way. The path to a human rights movement has been far from simple. It has involved tearing down old modes of thinking and constructing entirely new ways in which to view mutual respect and the promotion of civil and political liberties. Even with the tremendous support of myriad international organizations and funding from foreign allies, the creation of a sustainable human rights mentality has met many road blocks. Furthermore, the sum of Cambodia’s past has attributed too many deep and painful divides that must be bridged before notable human rights steps can be made. The desire for greater human rights, however, does exist – and this is the first and most important step.

Since my return from Cambodia in 2006, I have held a very special place in my heart for this endeavor. The people that I was privileged to meet and that passion that they shared with me led me to believe strongly that this was a people, and a nation, that could survive and could make real progress in the field of human rights. My encounters in Cambodia left me with the insight that the Cambodian spirit was one that could meet the challenge of rebuilding after conflict, could emerge from ashes, and could continue on. 
Introduction
"The most potent weapon in the hands of the oppressor 
is the mind of the oppressed." – Stephen Biko


This paper will present a comparative study of Cambodia within the context of developing a modern institution for the promotion of human rights.

I will illustrate two divergent, but driving forces in the development of a human rights mindset in Cambodia. Those are: 1) the effect of a history of conflict on the people of Cambodia and the hindrances caused by these conflicts on the promotion and protection of human rights in Cambodia; and 2) the U.N. and international community’s involvement in the democratic transition process of Cambodia after conflict, which built the foundations to foster the constitutional recognition of human rights practices in Cambodia.
In particular, this paper will take a critical look at the role that the United States has played in the development of a human rights culture in Cambodia. Specifically, I will highlight the highly controversial role of the United States in Cambodia during two particular times. Those are: the 1970’s – at the peak of the Vietnam War and the entrance of the Khmer Rouge; and then the 1990’s – with the introduction of UNTAC to the peacekeeping and post-conflict, democratic transitioning period.
It will be the ultimate goal of this paper that the reader not only gain a greater understanding of the development of the Cambodian human rights movement, but also gain greater insight into the way in which the human rights movement of Cambodia has been so intimately connected to the United States and the participation of the U.S. government in Cambodia’s conflicted past.
Cambodia: History & Conflict
“How sad it is, that often the most glorious stories of human kind, 

commonly start with great hardship.” –Anonymous
Pre-United States Arrival

The first Cambodians, or Khmer Kampucheans, emerged in 500 A.D. in a state most commonly known by its Chinese name of Funan. By the 9th century, the Khmer kingdom had developed into a powerful empire that dominated much of present-day Thailand, Laos, Burma and Vietnam. For centuries, the Khmer empire was known as one of the most impressive civilizations in the eastern world – home to Angkor Wat, remaining today as the world’s largest religious building.
 By the middle of the 15th century, however, the Khmer empire lost much of its dominance and the people of this once-great civilization dispersed throughout the Southeast Asian region. For the next three and a half centuries, the Khmer peoples were controlled almost continuously by their central Vietnamese neighbors to the east of the more dominant Thai neighbors in the north and west. Thus began a downward spiraling trend that embroiled present-day Cambodia in numerous internal and international conflicts over the next five hundred years.

In the 1500’s, missionaries from Spain arrived in the Cambodian territories to convert local Khmer to the Christian religion. Complicated and often violent interactions with missionaries lasted over three hundred years as the Khmer attempted to retain the vitality, culture and religion of their ancestors.


In 1863, France declared Cambodia a protectorate country in an attempt to mine natural resources and utilize Cambodia’s location for easy entry into the southern provinces of China for trade. Though Cambodia proved little help to the French, as they had very few resources and were not the easiest access point to China, Cambodia remained under French control for over seventy years. Internal conflict brewed between factions of Cambodians in response to French protectorship, often resulting less in brutalities against the French, but instead, against other Cambodians. 


During the Second World War, Southeast Asia was pitted against eachother as they vied for support and favor of major world powers. In 1941, Thailand helped Japan to overthrow the Cambodian government under France and hand over complete control to Japan. As a reward for their loyalty, Thailand was granted two contested Cambodian borders, thus minimizing the Cambodian territories further and placing the country, once again, under the control of a foreign nation. At the end of the WWII, Japan was forced to give up its hold on its Southeast Asian lands and France took back control of Cambodia in 1946.


It was not until November 9, 1953 that Cambodia was granted full independence from all foreign controls. The excitement of full independence was short lived, however, as internal conflicts continued to brew and the threat of the Vietnamese-American war seeped into Cambodia from the east.
The Arrival of The United States

It was not long after Cambodia’s first, viable opportunity to rebuild a sovereign nation, that the United States appeared on its doorstep. The war in Vietnam was slowly encroaching on the blurry borders of Cambodia’s eastern regions and the U.S. was prepared to ensure that Cambodia did not take sides with its neighbor. By the late 1960’s, King Sihanouk of Cambodia agreed to allow the U.S. to bomb northern Vietnamese supply lines in Cambodia. This was perhaps the greatest mistake of King Sihanouk’s reign, as it opened up the Cambodian countryside to a brutal conflict. Cambodia found itself scrambling to defend itself from the onslaught of northern Vietnamese and American forces battling in the fields. Military forces were strengthened, dragging Cambodia into an unwinable war.

Though American military withdrew from Cambodia as Cambodian and north Vietnamese military forces grew, the U.S. returned with a devastating attack on alleged supporters of the north Vietnamese in Cambodia. From March 18, 1969 to May 26, 1970, the U.S. carried out “Operation Menu” on the unsuspecting Khmer peoples of Cambodia. A series of B-52 bombing attacks on Cambodia left over 800,000 people dead and made another 2 million Cambodians refugees in the wake of the attack.
 

The U.S. attack was protested by thousands of Americans who were already fighting the presence of the U.S. in Vietnam. Later, European nations also condemned U.S. actions in Cambodia as excessively brutal. Noam Chomsky, who I will use in several instances to illustrate the extremely controversial role of the United States in Cambodia, still discusses the atrocities of the U.S. attack on Cambodia. He writes keenly on the attacks on Cambodia:
“… these mass murder operations launched against defenseless civilians… were called here ‘secret wars,’ a technical term referring to executive wars that the press does not expose though it has ample evidence concerning them, and that are later denounced with much outrage, when the proper time has come, and attributed to evil men whom we have sternly excluded from the body politic, another sign of our profound decency and honor.”

Operation Menu marked the beginning of a very distrustful and often extremely destructive relationship with the United States. Sadly, Cambodia was once again, merely a strategic pawn in the political agenda of a more powerful nation. In these more modern times, however, as Cambodia witnessed in its forced participation in the Vietnamese-American war, the chess game would prove far more costly than in the past.

The next chapter of Cambodia’s history is perhaps one of the saddest in human history. In mid-April, 1975, the Khmer Rouge overthrew the ravaged Cambodian government in Phnom Penh and placed the city, and the entire nation, under the control a man named Solath Sar, better known as Pol Pot. This was, unarguably, the first step into the darkest time of Cambodian history. Over the next four years, Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge would carry out one of the most brutal genocides in history. In his description of the Khmer Rouge regime, Leibo writes, 
“Once in power the Khmer Rouge set out to brutally transform Cambodia… into a classless agrarian society. It was to be an experiment in social engineering more radical than ever tried in modern human history….Those who were not perceived as appropriate for the new order were simply murdered. Over the next several years, civil society as Cambodia had known it simply disappeared. Money and wages were abolished, the cities largely emptied and all forms of religious life, freedom of the press and much of the middle class were simply eliminated for the life of the nation…the Khmer Rouge closed down institutions from hospitals to educational facilities and even monasteries…a bloody and frighteningly systematic effort at mass murder was put into place. Over time what emerged was a genocide that rivaled the horrors experienced by Armenians and Jews earlier in the century or that experienced by others in Central Africa later on. As one writer has put it, the new ‘Democratic Kampuchea’ was less a nation than a state prison camp.”

The Khmer Rouge aimed their brutal extermination at middle-class Cambodians, academics, immigrant Vietnamese, and especially Buddhist monks and other religious leaders. These unfortunate men, women, and children were either brought directly to the town of Choeng Ek on the outskirts of Phnom Penh, better known today as the infamous Killing Fields or to Tuol Sleng High School, renamed Prison S-21, to be brutally tortured. In his 2000 work, Voices from S-21: Terror and History in Pol Pot’s Secret Prison, David Chandler states simply, “S-21 was the place where people went in but never came out.”
 Chandler later remarks sadly, “Between the years of 1975 and 1979, it is estimated that 14,000 prisoners entered S-21, but records show that only four survived.”

Although estimates on the total number of Cambodians killed by the Khmer Rouge are disputed due to lack of accurate population figures before the Khmer Rouge, the best-estimated numbers range between 1.7 and 2 million citizens. It is suggested that this would represent between 15 and 40% of the entire population at the time. Due to the overwhelming percentage of the population that was destroyed by the Khmer Rouge, Pol Pot has earned the title as leader of one of the most lethal regimes of the twentieth century. 
 

It is important to step back briefly and critically analyze one vital aspect of the Khmer Rouge’s rise to power. Many scholars of the Khmer Rouge regime point to the destabilization of the Cambodian government, caused primarily by the forced participation of Cambodia in the Vietnamese-American war and the U.S. bombing attacks, as the primary cause of the Khmer Rouge’s rise to power. The Cambodian government during the Vietnamese-American war, ruled by Lon Nol, evaporated quickly after the U.S. withdrew their support from the Cambodian nation. As a result of internal bickering amongst high-ranking, Cambodian government officials over the complicated relations with the U.S. prior to the bombings, Lon Nol’s government was rapidly self-destructing. After Operation Menu, little to no government leadership existed to contain internal conflict and lead the nation in its time of crisis. Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge was able to easily step in with their strong, Anti-American, communist rhetoric, resembling that of earlier North Vietnamese sentiment. Amazingly enough, as would make itself evident in coming years, the Khmer Rouge was supported by both China and the United States (under the guidance of Henry Kissinger) in its “political” endeavors in Cambodia. (It may be worth noting here that Kissinger later received a Nobel Peace Prize for his work while in office for the United States.)

The Khmer Rouge, however, was not warmly welcomed by the Cambodian neighbors and in late 1978, Vietnam began a series of invasions of Cambodia that eventually defeated Pol Pot’s regime in 1979. Interestingly, it was these invasions that sparked Chinese and U.S. support of the Khmer Rouge between 1978 and 1979. To this unfathomable coalition of support for the brutal Khmer Rouge regime, Noam Chomsky wrote, 
“The Times informs us that Vietnam ‘now stands exposed as the Prussia of Southeast Asia’ due to its ‘series of pitiless attacks against their neighbors’ …the regime that we now support despite pretenses to the contrary… The Khmer Rouge receives massive support from our ally China… while the U.S. has more than doubled its support to the coalition. Deng Xiaoping, expressing the Chinese stand (which we tacitly and materially support), states: ‘I do not understand why some want to remove Pol Pot. It is true that he made some mistakes in the past but now he is leading the fight against the Vietnamese aggressors.’ As explained by the government's leading specialist on Indochinese communism, now director of the Indochina archives at the University of California in Berkeley, Pol Pot was the ‘charismatic’ leader of a ‘bloody but successful peasant revolution with a substantial residue of popular support,’ under which ‘on a statistical basis, most [peasant] . . . did not experience much in the way of brutality.’ Though the Times may be outraged…the reader of its pages will find little factual material about any of these matters.”

Furthermore, in his comparison of the Cambodian atrocities and those atrocities occurring in Timor at the same time, Chomsky points to the unbelievable reaction of western “moralists” and the U.S. State Department. He states, 

“Now, Western moralists remain silent as their governments provide the means for the Indonesian [Cambodian & Timorese] generals to consummate their massacres, while the U.S. backs the Democratic Kampuchea coalition…the U.S. State Department explains, that this Khmer Rouge-based coalition is ‘unquestionably’ more representative of the Cambodian people than the resistance is of the Timorese.”

The U.S., however, did not have to argue for its support of the Khmer Rouge for long. And even though Pol Pot’s regime had been dismantled by the Vietnamese invaders by 1979, the Vietnamese refused to leave the country for another ten years, until1989. During this time, the U.S. continued its position against the Vietnamese and often refused to send aid to Cambodia for fear that it would land in the hands of the present invaders. Chomsky describes the U.S.’s sadistic nature by illustrating these refusals of aid: “…in 1981, the U.S. government sought to block a shipment of school supplies and educational kits… and Oxfam America was not permitted to send 10 solar pumps to Cambodia for irrigation in 1983.”


It was not until the early 1990’s, when the United Nations finally agreed to intervene on behalf of Cambodia to help rebuild after the recent decades of devastation, that the United States finally took the side of the Cambodian people. In the next section, I will outline the democratization of Cambodia and emergence of a human rights movement under the leadership of the U.N. and key global leaders, such as the United States. It will be exceedingly important, however, that the U.S.’s first interactions with Cambodia be retained throughout this reading, as it will play a pivotal role in the relation between the United States and Cambodia.
Cambodia: Democratization & UNTAC
“The more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.” –Anonymous
Barriers to Democracy

Before diving into the very complicated topic of Cambodia’s introduction to democratic transition, it is important to set the stage with some contextual description. Cambodia emerged from the 1980’s devastated, reduced greatly in population, lacking what little natural resources were once available, unable to provide food and clean water to its people. This was also, however, the opportunity for Cambodia to emerge as a legitimate political entity. This meant including democratic ideals into the framework of rebuilding. Nevertheless, there existed multiple barriers to a successful democratic transition – barriers that should be understood in their relation to the United States role in Cambodia’s history.
As alluded to above, perhaps the most significant barrier to democracy in Cambodia was the very recent conflicts from which Cambodia was (and is) still suffering. Important to note here is the significant role that the United States had in producing and promoting the institutions which caused much of Cambodia’s internal conflict. In this way, the United States helped to produce a post-conflict mentality in Cambodia that placed its people in a “survival” mode – which, by definition, placed personal interests over the “general will” of the people.
 As Acharya points out, this survival mentality would often sacrifice the greater ideals of democracy for the security of basic needs. Furthermore, the international organizations in which Cambodia has been involved have helped to promote a survival mentality over that of democratic progression. This is the case with ASEAN, for example, Acharya writes:

“Embroiled in conflict, ASEAN countries emphasize regime security and performance legitimacy, often at the expense of political openness… Several regional organizations have insisted on democratic political systems in their prospective members as necessary criteria for gaining membership and maintaining membership status… But the main regional grouping in Southeast Asia, ASEAN, has no such criteria.” 

Secondly, and related to the issue of post-conflict mentality and survival, is that of transitional integration. Since Cambodia had spent the last several centuries balancing tediously between violent internal conflict and external control, the country was weak at its core and the task of political reorganization was, to say the least, very daunting. Huntington, the father of violent modernization and transition theory, notes the difficulties of integrating old and new values in this type of unstable society. His theory seems fitting to apply to the Cambodian case which, having emerged from conflict, was faced with the need to transition to a new political system in order to modernize and become part of the global picture. Huntington cautions:
“Modernization thus tends to produce alienation and anomie, normlessness generated by the conflict of old values and new… Modernization means that all groups, old as well as new, traditional as well as modern, become increasingly aware of themselves as groups and of their interests and claims in relation to other groups… Many if not most of these conflicts at one time or another erupt into violence.”

For Cambodia, this would mean that the abrupt switch from post-conflict survival to an aggressive democratization process could lead to further internal conflict. Though Huntington’s theory seems correct in its warning, Cambodia did not experience the level of internal conflict that other countries have experienced during these pivotal transitional movements. Nevertheless, is important to include Huntington in this analysis as remnants of myriad social groups in Cambodia are still struggling for a legitimate voice in the public sphere and representation in government. The transition process described in the next section is far from over, and Huntington’s caution should remain prominent in the future analysis of this country. 

Now that I have briefly covered some of the theoretical background explaining the social barriers to democracy, it is time to look at how Cambodia was able to attack this very overwhelming task. For this nation, in particular, history did not pave the way for a successful transition, and yet, Cambodia was able to graciously accept the assistance of vital international organizations and regain strength on its own two feet.
United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC)


On October 23, 1991 Cambodia signed the Paris Agreements with the world’s top global powers, including of course, the United States. As a signatory of the Paris Agreements, the U.S. made itself a responsible member of a group committed to rebuilding Cambodia. This once again tied the U.S. intimately to Cambodia – though this relationship would be aimed at the development of the nation, rather than the subjugation of the country for reasons of war politics. The Paris Agreements were a comprehensive accord aimed at finally settling the Cambodian Conflict (with the Khmer Rouge and Vietnam) through democratically political means. Under the auspices of the U.N. and major financial supporters (such as the U.S., Japan, and Australia), the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia, or UNTAC, was deployed on March 15, 1992 with the explicit instructions to ensure the aims of the Paris Agreements. For the United Nations and the signatories of the Paris Agreements, however, this was an unprecedented, multi-lateral, political role. The specific purpose of the UNTAC presence was to: 

“…supervise the ceasefire, the end of foreign military assistance and the withdrawal of foreign forces; regroup, canton and disarm all armed forces of the Cambodian parties, and ensure a 70 per cent level of demobilization; control and supervise the activities of the administrative structures, including the police; ensure and respect the process of human rights; and organize and conduct free and fair elections.”

The success of UNTAC in Cambodia was also unprecedented! Many have studied the intricate plans and strategies of the UNTAC mission in Cambodia to better understand its ability to transform the political arena of the Cambodian government. A key point of this analysis is the unique role of UNTAC in the complete development and control over the country’s administrative structures during the early stages of democratic transition. Most notable in this phase was the agreement, on the part of the Cambodian government, to surrender “all powers necessary”
, including control of all key sectors of the country’s governing body, to UNTAC. This included administrative structures such as national defense and security, foreign affairs, finance, and communications. Due almost entirely to the astounding amount of freedom given UNTAC to restructure the political institutions of the Cambodian government, the democratic transition process in Cambodia, aside from some protests, was surprising peaceful.

Moreover, (and central to my thesis for this paper) the amount of access that UNTAC was given to key political structures in the Cambodian government allowed for the emergence of a strong human rights presence in the new Cambodian constitution and government. Though this will be discussed in more depth in later sections, it is important to note here that it was during these pivotal transition times that the human rights movement entered the political mindset of the Cambodian people. Peou puts it best when he states:  

“It was at this very moment in transition that UNTAC was given the opportunity to play a crucial role in providing international assistance to help protect political and civil liberties. The human rights component consisted of a small group of specialists on human rights, including international lawyers, charged with monitoring and investigating human rights issues as well as providing training, educational programs, and information…UNTAC established the UN Human Rights Trust Fund, which was used to support international and regional nongovernmental organizations working with Cambodian counterparts in a variety of human rights activities.”


Throughout its supervision of Cambodia, which lasted until February of 1993, UNTAC spent over $1.6 billion dollars (U.S. value) on implementing the United Nation’s projects. More impressive, UNTAC numbered, at its peak, 21,000 military and civilian personnel from more than 100 countries. Sadly, UNTAC also suffered 82 fatalities in that year, including military personnel, civilians, by-standers, and staff .


Even after the withdrawal of UNTAC in 1993, several United Nations agencies stayed on in Phnom Penh to ensure the continued transition to the democratic system. Noteworthy among those that remained in Cambodia, was a Special Representative for Human Rights appointed by the Secretary General of the U.N. to maintain close ties to the practice of human rights throughout the transitional process. The aim of this United Nations representative was, as outlined by UNTAC, “to strengthen civil society and build institutions and legal structures for human rights through democracy.”

Unlike many other Southeast Asian countries or transitioning countries elsewhere in the world, Cambodia’s initial transition is unique – due to the presence of UNTAC and the United Nation’s many international representatives of varying degree and speciality. Cambodia’s democratization, one could say, was implemented almost entirely by foreigners. It is important to remark on these unique circumstances, as it is the political and financial support of the international community, especially the U.S., Japan, and Australia, that has helped to shape the future of democratic politics in the country. The United States ambassador to Cambodia, Mussomeli, put it quite well when he said: 

“…Cambodia is unique. In 1991 Cambodia was, in a sense, re-created from the ashes of two decades of civil war and a horrendous genocide. The international community, and especially the Paris Agreements signatories, including the United States, were deeply involved in that re-creation and have special legal obligations to Cambodia. Paragraph 12 of the Final Act states: ‘Above all… the States participating in the Conference commit themselves to promote and encourage respect for and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms through democracy in Cambodia.’”

He continued this thought by saying, “The United States as a signatory has an obligation, a commitment to the Cambodian people… We cannot escape this obligation nor do we want to.”
 It is important to remember this intimate connection between Cambodia and the international community, especially the United States. As with UNTAC, Cambodia has an unprecedented history with foreign countries in the creation of their democratic system. The international community, therefore, also plays an unprecedented role in continuing to support and foster human rights ideals in this third world nation.

The International Community

Before moving on, however, a word of caution: as Mussomeli and other key correspondences to third world nations have noted in the past, the connections made between “developed” and “developing” countries should not supersede a nation’s own domestic authority. By strengthening a state internationally, a well-intentioned foreign ally may actually weaken the national ties that bind the government with its own people. In many ways, this is an argument to convince the nation as well as its international allies to allow the developing country to stand on its own two feet (or many feet, as is the case with a democracy!) Mussomeli put it best when he warned:
“There are too often calls for the international community to ‘pressure’ the government to do one thing or another. But pressure can sometimes be counterproductive… Cambodia is a sovereign state, it has democratic mechanisms in place, and to the extent it can, it should strive to solve its internal affairs independently and responsibly.”

Though international support and aid in compliance with democratic progress should most certainly be continued, this support should proceed with the utmost caution in avoiding over-involvement. As has been quite evident in Cambodia’s long past, too often other countries have overshadowed Cambodia’s own authority to lead its people. Though Cambodia will continue to honor the assistance it receives from international supporters, such as the United States, it should be given every opportunity to govern independent of foreign interference. Cambodia has spent several centuries either under the rule of a foreign nation / foreign leaders or under unbearable political pressure from more dominant governments. Today, the international community, especially the United States, will need to recognize that this is now Cambodia’s time to rule Cambodia. 
Cambodian Human Rights Today & the Role of the U.S.
"Human rights education is much more than a lesson in schools or a theme for a day; it is a process to equip people with the tools they need to live lives of security and dignity… let us continue to work together to develop and nurture in future generations a culture of human rights, to promote freedom, security and peace in all nations." – Kofi Annan 
Human Rights Background

A glance at the U.S. State Department’s report on human rights in Cambodia would lead one to believe that little has been accomplished through democratization in Cambodia. It is, however, extremely important to be aware of the injustices and atrocities that Cambodia has endured in recent decades. When viewed in this light, the current human rights situation in Cambodia can be understood in its correct terms – as light years beyond what existed a mere ten years ago.

It is also necessary to understand the concept of human rights leading up to the atrocities of the last decades in order to truly conceive of Cambodia’s current human rights mentality. Before the U.S. began reporting on human rights in Cambodia (in 1999), civil, and especially political, liberties were extremely limited in Cambodia. Specifically, the 1960’s were a time of almost entirely unrestricted government rule and arbitrary punishment. Jones writes: 
“…during the 1960’s, before the bloody reign of the Khmer Rouge, Cambodians were not protected from arbitrary government rule. Prince Norodom Sihanouk himself was no champion of civil liberties…he frequently arrested and charged political opponents with treason for having the effrontery to question his policies... In the 60’s, Sihanouk sanctioned a program of state-sponsored terror against suspected leftists, involving widespread arrests and executions of students and professionals.”

The 1960’s was an exceedingly frightening time in Cambodia for scholars, students, and international researchers residing in the country. As Chandler writes, “Many survivors of the 1960s have recalled an atmosphere of terror that pervaded intellectual circles and smothered student politics…”
. 

More generally, human rights suffered great in Cambodia before the period of democratization that began in the 1990’s. In Cambodia, government authority was superior to all other forms of social movements. Rights such as the freedom of the press and the freedom of assembly were virtually nonexistent in Cambodia throughout most of its 20th century history. Peou states candidly:
“Civil Liberties even before the Khmer Rouge were minimal. Freedom of expression and belief had been severely restricted. Under the ruling regime, Buddhism flourished but remained under state control. Independent media were prohibited, academic freedom was extremely circumscribed, and political organization outside official state channels was banned. Local human rights organizations were not permitted to operate inside the country.”

Needless to say, the few civil and political liberties that existed before the 1970’s were thoroughly extinguished by the Khmer Rouge and, later, the Vietnamese invaders. The time of reconciliation and rebuilding in the 1990’s brought the first very real, very new idea of a human rights culture to Cambodia. The international organizations that helped to establish UNTAC and the democratization of Cambodia were at the forefront of creating this new mindset.

And yet, human rights in Cambodia today still struggle with historical and political barriers. I will discuss this further in the Analysis section of this paper. First, I must present the current situation of human rights in Cambodia in order to critically investigate from where Cambodia has come and where it is headed.


Before beginning, I should note that the majority of complete information provided on Cambodian human rights is supplied by either the U.S. State Department or the U.S. Record. As this paper aims to study the relationship of human rights development in Cambodia with U.S. involvement in the country, I attempted to avoid using these resources exclusively – as their reliability would be in question for this investigation. For this reason, I have used outside resources for much of the current human rights conditions in Cambodia and have used the U.S. sources specifically for a discussion on the U.S. role in promoting human rights. In the Analysis section of this paper, I will look more closely at the way in which the U.S. has portrayed their involvement in the promotion of human rights in Cambodia as a counterpart to their controversial participation in Cambodia’s recent past.
Human Rights Today

Through a very long review of varied sources on Cambodia’s current human rights, several injustices formed the majority of literature. Those were: the lack of freedom of the press, overcrowding in prisons and methods of questioning of prisoners, the human trafficking of children, the unequal status of women, and government corruption. These will be briefly analyzed below:
The press, once controlled entirely by the government and subject to the government’s own “spin” on situations, has been opened greatly since the UNTAC era, but still remains restrictive. 
“Some 100 newspapers are now privately owned… but the government continues to dominate broadcast media, which is the main source of information for a largely rural population… News organizations operate in a climate of fear. Journalists who issue critical reports face potentially lethal risks.”

Since a large part of the population is still illiterate, printed news is rarely the primary source of information. Furthermore, since the semination of news is done primarily through homes that offer public viewing of TV’s under tents in the backyard or at public spaces in stores or restaurants, the government control of the media is a huge factor in its control of the country. (Reporters Without Borders ranked Cambodia 108 out of 167 on the Worldwide Press Freedom Index.
) This remains a primary issue for human rights groups in the country and international organizations supporting human rights in Cambodia.


The injustices done to prisoners in Cambodia is largely unreported, making it very difficult to analyze in this context. However, some newspapers and human rights groups have published articles detailing the mistreatment of prisoners and even the sometimes “inadvertent” death of prisoners in confinement. The Phnom Penh Post writes, “Overcrowding in prisons is terrible – people are like sardines, and there are prisons where they can’t lie at the same time, so they do it in turns. While some sleep, others have to stand up.”
 More disheartening is the fear that many human rights groups within Cambodia face when attempting to challenge the government. In early 2006, the Cambodian government took some positive steps towards correcting these injustices towards human rights groups by releasing five human rights and labor rights activists jailed on defamation charges. Fear of imprisonment, unjust questioning, and torture, however, still pervades most human rights circles working within the country.

Trafficking of children remains a very serious concern for nearly all international organizations on human rights working with Southeast Asia. Children are taken at very young ages to be used as prostitutes, often for the pleasure of foreign visitors to the country. The U.S.’s very aggressive approach to this human rights abuse will be discussed further in the next section.

The status of women has remained a major area of concern for human rights activists in Cambodia since the UNTAC era. This, however, remains more a historical injustice rather than a political one. As Leibo points out, “The country’s new constitution very explicitly contains language offering women equal rights but in practice these are not normally carried out.”
 Interestingly enough, Leibo points out that the years of violence have placed women in the vast majority of the population, as many men have been killed in the recent decades of conflict. Liebo states:
“…women are the majority of the population and the largest percentage of the work force in most sectors, from agriculture to business, industry and service sectors. Women also head a quarter of the households in Cambodia. Still, however, they do not hold any significant positions of influence. Men continue to dominate decision making.”

Though some women’s rights groups do exist in the country (such as the Cambodian Women’s Crisis Center and the Cambodian Women’s Development Association), injustices to women continue in Cambodia.

Finally, the corruption that exists in the Cambodian government is perhaps the greatest reason for modern-day human rights abuses. Several authors reviewed for this paper suggested that while a Supreme Court exists to try cases of abuse against human rights, the level of bribery and corruption between the judicial and executive branches leads to an absence of cases to be tried by the courts. Unsurprisingly, Cambodia ranks 151 out of 163 on the Corruptions Perceptions Index, calculated by Transparency International.
 Though international rankings such as this (and the one listed above for Press Freedom) are easily contested, this simply illustrates the extent to which corruption permeates virtually all areas of the Cambodian government.
U.S. Involvement

The United States has spent large amounts of time and money on the promotion of human rights in Cambodia. Some of the reasons behind this will be discussed in the Analysis section of this paper. The U.S. has maintained a strong presence in the human rights movements in Southeast Asia, specifically in Cambodia, and is vocal about its support to human rights groups within the country. 
“The United States continues to support fragile democracies and to advocate for greater human rights reforms throughout the region… Efforts to advance the promotion of human rights and democracy in East Asia focused directly on supporting civil society, advancing freedom of the media and the Internet, strengthening rule of law, encouraging increased women's political participation, promoting religious tolerance, and pressing for reconciliation for past abuses….Despite the continued challenges, the Freedom Agenda remains a cornerstone of US foreign policy towards East Asia. The United States is committed to helping citizens throughout Asia seek a life free from chaos and marked by peace and dignity.”

Furthermore, the U.S. has taken an active role in denouncing the illegal trafficking of children into prostitution. In 2003, the U.S. government enacted “PROTECT Act”, aimed at bringing greater visibility to the atrocities of human trafficking in Cambodia and increasing the punishment allowable for U.S. citizens accused of engaging in acts of child prostitution, even if committed abroad. The message of “PROTECT Act” was clear in its protection of human rights: “This bill also makes clear there is no statute of limitations for crimes involving the abduction or physical or sexual abuse of a child”
 The bill also granted the U.S. greater ability to require statistical information on the trafficking of children in foreign countries when gathering data for the annual State Department Human Rights Reports.

The United States has been vigilant in other areas of human rights promotion in Cambodia as well. As the U.S. Record of 2006 shows, the U.S. is sure to remain involved in myriad other efforts to support the protection of civil and political liberties. Other areas of support include: 
“…opening political space by supporting political and legal rights groups… supporting key human rights groups and legal aid providers…pressing for strengthening the rule of law and the independence of the judiciary, free from corruption... Combating trafficking in person by continuing to provide financial and technical assistance to NGOs focusing on the protection of victims, prevention, and prosecution of traffickers…Funding of local NGOs focused on… programs to protect worker rights through monitoring labor conditions in garment factories and combating the worst forms of child labor… training for more girls and young women on exercising their rights in a democratic society…training on legal cases with high public visibility or the potential to influence policy, which helped other partners develop the will and capacity to bring more cases of human rights abuses to court…and an NGO dedicated to investigating and documenting the crimes against humanity committed by the former Khmer Rouge regime.”

It is easy to see the U.S. participation in virtually all areas of human rights protection and promotion in Cambodia. The U.S.’s financial and political support permeates numerous NGOs, research studies, policies, and projects aimed at progressing the human rights movement. Towards the end of the 2006 U.S. Report, the U.S. proudly states, “During the year more than 900 people in 15 provinces benefited from U.S. government-supported human rights aid.”


The result of international support of human rights in Cambodia is unquestionable. Multilateral efforts to promote human rights in Cambodia, especially from leading funders, such as the United States, Japan, and Australia, have helped to bring much needed transparency to the country, as well as the political and financial support necessary to build and sustain human rights programs. When discussing the role of the United States in the promotion of Cambodian human rights, U.S. ambassador to Cambodia, Mussomeli, stated clearly,

“The promotion of democracy, human rights, religious freedom, and worker rights have led to a freer, and more stable and prosperous Cambodia….but freedom and human rights are not uniquely American concepts. We have no monopoly on these values; we have no copyright. They are universal values…Freedom and human rights are not so much values, as yearnings. All people yearn for freedom, and dignity, and justice, including the people of Cambodia.”

The work that the United States and other international organizations and donors have been able to accomplish in Cambodia has helped the Cambodian people to recognize their right to these freedoms. The support and progressive attitudes of the West towards Cambodia has pushed the country to realize that human rights is not simply a western ideal, but one from which all countries should be able to benefit. The global community should be proud of their endeavors and successes in bringing this mentality to the peoples of Cambodia.


This, however, is not the happy ending. From here it is necessary to investigate the more controversial undertones of the U.S.’s support to Cambodia and what history has meant to the interaction of these two countries.
From Ashes: Analysis

“Washing one's hands of the conflict between the powerful and the powerless means to 
side with the powerful, not to be neutral.” – Paulo Freire
It has been the goal of this analysis to show the connection between the U.S.’s involvement in Cambodian history and then, in later decades, in the democratization and building of a human rights mentality. This final analytical section will show that the United States’ past transgressions against the people of Cambodia has acted as an inherent motivation for the vigilance of the United States to promote the human rights movement in Cambodia.
U.S. Participation in Cambodian History

It is obvious through the obsessive control of the Cambodian government and its association with ASEAN that Cambodia is still working through a mentality of survival. This survival ethic has presented itself as a difficult hurdle in overcoming the challenges necessary to promote and protect the rights of others – that is, to create a culture of human rights. The actions of the United States are prominent in this survival mentality, as the United States repeatedly supported regimes that extinguished a human rights mindset and, furthermore, added to the devastation of much of Cambodia’s human landscape. As Peou states:
“…the country’s violent past has promoted an ignorance about human rights principles that has also naturally hampered its development… Approximately 85% of the population knows little about individual political or civil liberties… Given Cambodia’s tragic past, it is not surprising that the rule of law has yet to take root and that efforts to protect and promote human rights face numerous obstacles and difficulties. The primary obstacle is, of course… historical experience that places little value on human rights.”

Peou’s assertion furthers my primary point that Cambodia’s history has been a major roadblock for the development of human rights in the country. Furthermore, if it had not been for the wrongdoings of the United States – in the form of pressure during the Vietnam War, the bombings of Operation Menu, and the support of the Khmer Rouge – the Cambodian people would have far less survival mentality to compete with in their attempts at creating a human rights movement. With devastating societal experiences in the recent past to consider, however, the efforts to move forward with human rights endeavors rate far lower on the scale of importance. Those ambitious human rights activists that have spent the last decade and half attempting to promote equal rights for women, the protection of children, the proper treatment of prisoners, freedom of the press, and the transparency of a government free from corruption have met with only lukewarm support from a Cambodian people that are still recovering from the devastating effects of recent decades’ atrocities. 

As Jones explains, the process of creating a human rights mentality in Cambodia involves healing an entire nation of people: “The promotion of human rights in Cambodia is far more complex than preventing the Khmer Rouge from returning to power…it involves nothing less than a fundamental alteration of the state…the unification of a deeply divided society.”

Though it may be difficult and disheartening, to say the least, for the American reader to accept, it is important to recognize that the United States played an enormous role in the injury caused to these people. To put the situation in a needlessly simple light, one could easily conclude from the analysis that this paper has presented, that the United States did in fact destroy the opportunities for the promotion of a human rights culture in Cambodia through its historical interference. Moreover, the time in which the U.S. appeared on the Cambodian border was not more than ten years after Cambodia had first gained independence from its last protectorate power – that is, the first point in history in which Cambodia could have begun to conceive of the political institutionalization of such rights. In this way, the United States has not only played a role in hindering the current human rights promotion by way of their historical intervention, but also extinguished all possibility of an independently institutionalized human rights culture in Cambodia due to their entrance in Cambodian history.
It is for this reason, and rightly so, that the United States has played such an immense role in the rebuilding of this country – especially in the form of creating the civil and political rights that the U.S. helped to destroy from the 1960’s through the 1980’s.

U.S. Participation in Cambodian Democratization


The United States has, indeed, had an immense impact on the development of not only democracy in Cambodia, but on the creation of a human rights culture within the political and social spheres. The role of UNTAC and its international supporters was a pivotal and priceless one for the transitional period in Cambodia. In my readings of U.S. involvement in the democratization of Cambodia, one author, Sorpong Peou, prompts his reader to consider where Cambodia would be if it had not been for the promotion of human rights by its primary supporters, that is the U.S., Japan, and Australia. Peou states, “One good indicator is to look at its former socialist allies in the region. Laos and Vietnam, both remain repressed, one-party states. International assistance for human rights over the past decade clearly has contributed to the promotion of human rights norms in the country.”
 Furthermore, the involvement of UNTAC, the U.S., Japan, and Australia really brought human rights issues to the forefront of the democratization period in Cambodia. This introduced the Cambodian peoples to civil and political liberties that they had never considered as part of a just political system. The emergence of human rights policies in the 1993 constitution and later, in other government legislature, proves the important role that the U.S. had in promoting human rights in Cambodia.

But for what reason? Why would the United States remain so vigilant, for the past fifteen years, in promoting the human rights of a fledgling democracy half way across the globe? The answer should, at this point in my analysis, be clear. The U.S., in its attempt to put a bandaid on a bullet wound, felt the irrepressible need to make up for wrongdoings that it incurred in Cambodia.
Peou points out that by signing the Paris Agreements, the U.S. was publicly attesting to the fact that “…a tragic recent past requires special measures to assure protection of human rights and the non-return to the practices and atrocities of the past.”
 The U.S. not only recognized the harm done to Cambodia in signing the Paris Agreements, but viewed the UNTAC mission as its legitimate solution to rectifying the past.
In his speech, Mussomeli reminds his audience that the work of the Cambodian government and its international supporters is far from over in its ambition to create a stable, viable democracy in which human rights is an institutionalized reality. But, he notes, that the Cambodian people have come a long way in accepting the values of human rights into their culture:

“A durable comprehensive settlement was achieved after over 20 years of bloodshed. All parties agreed that the means to achieve a broad reconciliation would be respect for human rights… This was a risky experiment, as Cambodia had only scant democratic experience and few institutions to support human rights. But looking back it is genuinely remarkable how far Cambodia has come in so short a period. People, especially foreigners, too often forget that Cambodia’s democracy is still in its adolescence. It is barely 15 years old. And considering its age, it has achieved a great deal that all Cambodians ought to take pride in.”

I have no doubt that the U.S. will remain constant in its promotion of human rights in Cambodia. In an attempt to respond justly to actions taken against the Cambodian people, promotion of human rights is a rightful endeavor.
Conclusions
“Genuine politics – even politics worthy of the name – is simply a matter of serving those around us: serving the community and serving those who will come after us. Its deepest roots are moral because it is a responsibility expressed through action, to and for the whole.” –Vaclac Havel

In conclusion, I return again to Noam Chomsky and, this time, to his idea of the “vision of righteousness.” It has been my goal in this analysis of Cambodian human rights and the role of the United States to show the intimate way in which the United State’s controversial past with Cambodia set the stage for the U.S.’s involvement in the development and promotion of a human rights culture in Cambodia. Chomsky’s idea of a “vision of righteousness” is based on the theory that a country can, and often will, attempt to recreate a “righteous” vision of itself by correcting wrongs done in the past and rectifying the situation in a politically acceptable manner. In the present day, the U.S. has come to recognize that what it once inflicted upon Cambodia helped to create the greatest barriers to democracy that the country now faces. Thus, as a primary supporter in the democratization of Cambodia and the promotion of human rights in the spirit of new democracy, the U.S. has been able to help rebuild what it had, at one time, helped to tear down itself. Chomsky writes keenly:
“…the creation of convenient ‘visions of righteousness’ is not an invention of the intellectuals of the Vietnam era; nor, of course, is it a malady confined to the United States, though one might wonder how many others compare with us in its virulence. Each atrocity has been readily handled, either forgotten, or dismissed as an unfortunate error due to our naivete, or revised to serve as a proof of the magnificence of our intentions.”

This is what I propose to be the source of the U.S.’s support for Cambodia. Nevertheless, this should in no way diminish our support of Cambodia; rather, our support of human rights endeavors in this country should earnestly continue. 
As I stated in the introduction, it was my goal to further analyze the intimate relationship between Cambodia’s past and the human rights support of the United States. Furthermore, by looking inward at our own (U.S.) country’s actions, we can more easily determine the way in which our outward actions have played such pivotal roles. Most importantly, it is this inward reflection that can, with any luck, keep us from repeating the same mistakes twice. I have attempted to prove that the process of remaining within a “vision of righteousness” is not the ideal, but merely a bandage to cover great wounds. And finally, as Cambodia and other international interactions have shown, the loss of “righteousness” has been a very costly one for our country. 
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