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Cambodia’s history has been a curious exercise in colonial experience, totalitarian regimes, and new democracy. The last of the French colonialists pulled out of Cambodia in the 1950s leaving the nation to find its own in the 20th century. With a careful eye on progress, Vietnam and China became interesting focal points for state development. Relying on the teachings of Ho Chi Minh and Mao Zedong, the leader of the Khmer Rouge party, Pol Pot, began looking for ways to improve a newly autonomous Cambodia.

When Pol Pot gained enough support, his party quickly overthrew the US-backed Cambodian government in 1975. Attempting to develop a utopian society, Pol Pot and his followers began ethnic and social cleansing, in an attempt to create a “blank slate” of culture. Cities were emptied and professionals were systematically murdered. Approximately 3 million Cambodians were killed by Pol Pot’s state-sponsored social cleansing. Four years later, in 1979, the Vietnamese entered the country and overthrew the tyrannical reign of Pol Pot. The Khmer Rouge’s damage to the people and culture was immeasurable. The question remained: how could Cambodia recover?

1. Based on fieldwork in Cambodia, this research examines the aftermath strategies of Cambodia and her people in the wake of the Pol Pot regime asking the following questions:

2. What role does the history of Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge play in formal education? 

3. What is the national opinion of the impending trial of former Khmer Rouge leaders?

4. How has Cambodia used memorialization as an aftermath approach to genocide?

Looking at a country ravaged by genocide and upset by sociocultural rifts, the outlook for post-Khmer Rouge Cambodia seems grim. The seemingly apparent lack of reconciliation and successful aftermath strategies forces a superficial judgment of a failure to come to terms with the past. However, the experience in Cambodia is much the opposite. Cambodia’s recent past indicates a culture of vitality and uniqueness. Recovering from the atrocities committed by the Khmer Rouge and internal political shifts, Cambodia has revived its traditional culture and persevered. However, the events have not been erased from the national memory. Transitional justice in the way of an international tribunal and memorialization has tried to maintain a sense of vigilance in the context of what had occurred. The aftermath of the atrocity and the consequences for a changing Cambodia has been largely neglected by the larger community. 

Cambodia’s future must deal with the implications of genocide and the rebuilding of culture in a post-Khmer Rouge society. This research further examines how this is being done in Cambodia within the contexts of education, tribunals, and memorialization within the context of Khmer attitudes toward their own past. Uncovering the conflict between East and West cultural variants in the aftermath framework has been one of the most important aspects of this research. Cambodia’s aftermath has demonstrated the need for the international community and for genocide scholars to look more closely at the importance of culturally specific solutions in light of the universal problem of genocide. 
