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‘The most dissolute 

and dishonest’ Khmer 
to aid China: Hu Nim 
and indigenising the 

Maoist ideological 
system, 1955–77

Matthew Galway

Khyal disa pūbea taeṇtae jhneaḥ khyal disa paccịm jeanicc
[The East wind always triumphs over the West wind] 

Ekreāj mceās’kār ṇeāp’ kap’ khloeneṇ
[Be masters of your own destiny! The dead must bury themselves!]1

— Two Communist Party of Kampuchea slogans

The ideology of the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK) has eluded 
scholarly description over the years. Members of the party centre have 
claimed that the CPK was ‘not following any model, either Chinese or 
Vietnamese … the Cambodian situation does not fit any existing model 

1  Henri Locard, Pol Pot’s Little Red Book: The Sayings of Angkar (Chiang Mai, Thailand: Silkworm 
Books, 2004), 69, 81.



EXPERIMENTS WITH MARXISM-LENINISM IN COLD WAR SOUTHEAST ASIA

70

and thus requires original policy’.2 Contrary to some academic appraisals 
of the party as antimodern, bereft of cultural and intellectual sophistication 
and communist in name only, its paramount leader, General Secretary Pol 
Pot, revealed for the first time in a September 1977 speech that the CPK 
was a Marxist-Leninist party. ‘In light of [our] experiences,’ he proclaimed:

[T]he committee worked out a draft proposal for the Party’s 
political line, based upon Marxism-Leninism and the principles of 
independence, sovereignty, and self-reliance, [to] be masters of our 
own destiny, applying Marxism-Leninism to the concrete realities of 
Kampuchea and Kampuchean society.3

Because of the CPK’s vocabulary, syntax and praxis in Democratic 
Kampuchea (DK), scholars have been quick to trace convenient, often 
facile, threads between it and Maoist China. Supporters of this description 
identify similarities in rhetoric, strategy and socialist transformation, but 
fail to explain how and why Maoism, which they never define, arose as a fit 
for the CPK leadership, and largely sidestep relevant Khmer or Chinese-
language sources.4 If it is truly unquestionable that the CPK founders 
were Maoist, or if the depths of their understanding and particular 
interpretations of the Marxist-Leninist canon are lacking, the issue is 
less about whether the CPK was Maoist than about how and why it was 

2  Far Eastern Economic Review, [Hong Kong], 30 September 1977, 26; ‘Der Spiegl Interview 
with Ieng Sary’, May 1977, reprinted in News from Kampuchea 1(3) (August 1977): 1–3; Roel A. 
Burglar, The Eyes of the Pineapples: Revolutionary Intellectuals and Terror in Democratic Kampuchea 
(Saarbrücken, Germany: Verlag Breitenbach, 1990), 59; and Michael Vickery, Cambodia: 1975–1982 
(Boston, MA: South End Press, 1984), 288–89.
3  Pol Pot, ‘Discours prononcé par le camarade Pol Pot, secrétaire du comité du parti communiste 
du Kampuchéa au meeting commémorant le 17è anniversaire de la fondation du parti communiste du 
Kampuchéa et a l’occasion de la proclamation solennelle de l’existence officielle du parti communiste 
de Kampuchéa [Speech by comrade Pol Pot, Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of Kampuchea at a meeting commemorating the seventeenth anniversary of the founding of 
the Communist Party of Kampuchea and on the occasion of the solemn proclamation of the official 
existence of the Communist Party of Kampuchea]’, Phnom Penh, 27 September 1977, 16. Emphasis 
added. On such an appraisal, see Stephen J. Morris, Why Vietnam Invaded Cambodia: Political Culture 
and the Causes of War (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), 17.
4  See V. Simonov, Crimes of the Maoists and their Rout (Moscow: Novosti Press Agency Publishing 
House, 1979); Wilfred Burchett, The China–Cambodia–Vietnam Triangle (Chicago, IL: Vanguard Press, 
1981); Kenneth M. Quinn, ‘Origins and development of radical Cambodian communism’ (PhD diss., 
University of Maryland, College Park, MD, 1982), 180–215; Daniel Snyder, ‘Life After Death in 
the Kampuchean Hell’, Executive Intelligence Review (September 1981): 19–31; and Karl D. Jackson, 
‘Intellectual Origins of the Khmer Rouge’, in Cambodia 1975–1978: Rendezvous with Death, Karl D. 
Jackson, ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 241–50. A most intriguing description 
is that the CPK was ‘hyper-Maoist’. Morris, Why Vietnam Invaded Cambodia, 13, 17, 39, 229.
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Maoist. One ought to begin, then, with the would-be Maoists themselves 
and trace their passages through spaces intellectual and geographic, 
transforming and transformed.

I challenge arguments that claim Paris-educated CPK leaders were ‘non-
entities’, mere ‘figureheads’ and merely ‘exploited by the Communists 
to give their movement a misleading public face’.5 This chapter 
provides a genealogy of how future CPK Central Committee member 
and DK Minister for Information and Propaganda Hu Nim (aka Bhoās, 
1932–1977) encountered, engaged with and indigenised Maoism—
an ‘ideological system’ that is at once a ‘critical interpretive paradigm, 
ideological discourse, and practical strategy for waging political and 
protracted struggle’.6 It tracks his ideological development from his 
studies in 1950s Paris and 1960s Phnom Penh to his time as a radical 
politician, activist-critic, guerilla and CPK leading figure. I selected 
Hu Nim because of his important roles as the following: a member of 
the Paris Group of Cambodian Communist intellectuals, alongside 
his mentors Hou Yuon (1930–1975) and Khieu Samphan (1931–); 
a politician in Norodom Sihanouk’s National Assembly Cabinet on his 
1957 return from Paris; a leftist activist-critic whose Maoist economics 
dissertation on land tenure and social structure informed CPK policy and 
whose political profile provided a credible, familiar ‘face’ to the faceless 
CPK when many Cambodians knew it only as Angkar or Angkar Paṭivatt 
(the Organisation, or Revolutionary Organisation, 1967–75); and a CPK 
Central Committee member whose outspoken criticism of the Pol Pot 
regime led to his 1977 demise at Tuol Sleng (S-21) prison.7

5  Khieu Samphan, L’historie récente du Cambodge et mes prises de position [Cambodia’s Recent History 
and the Reasons behind the Decisions I Made] (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2004), 67–68; and Steve Heder, 
Cambodian Communism and the Vietnamese Model: Imitation and Independence, 1930–1975 (Chiang 
Mai, Thailand: White Lotus, 2004).
6  Matthew Galway, The Emergence of Global Maoism: China and the Cambodian Communist 
Movement, 1949–1979 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2022), 6–7. See also Matthew Galway, 
‘Boundless revolution: Global Maoism and communist movements in Southeast Asia, 1949–1979’ 
(PhD diss., University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 2017), 1–29, doi.org/10.14288/1.0349136.
7  Ben Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power: Colonialism, Nationalism, and Communism in 
Cambodia, 1930–1975, 2nd edn (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004), 27–29, 119, 181, 
197, 204–5, 209–10; David Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History: Politics, War, and Revolution 
since 1945 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991), 95, 98, 128, 153, 167–71, 201, 263, 286, 
293; Ian Harris, Buddhism in a Dark Age: Cambodian Monks under Pol Pot (Honolulu: University 
of Hawaiʻi Press, 2013), 39–40, 48–49, 53; and Craig Etcheson, The Rise and Demise of Democratic 
Kampuchea (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1984), 51–52, 177–79.

http://doi.org/10.14288/1.0349136
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As I argue, Hu Nim was a networked individual whose engagement with 
Maoism intellectually and then in practice stands as an example of how he 
‘responded to crises’ in the Cambodian rural sector and political sphere.8 
He sojourned in the rural periphery, where he experienced the plight of 
those in the agricultural sector at first hand, and in the national core 
of Phnom Penh and then in Paris. After his 1955 arrival in the ‘anti-
imperial metropole’ of Paris,9 he fostered connections and read progressive 
materials with which he engaged for most of his academic and political 
life. He responded to crises of post-independence underdevelopment and 
political corruption, capitalist imperialism and Cambodia’s urban/rural 
divide by first engaging with Maoism as theory, then applying Maoism as 
praxis in his political and revolutionary tenures in Cambodia.

Indigenising Maoism in Cambodia: 
A framework
Maoism was not merely grafted on to the Cambodian situation. A close 
textual exegesis of Hu Nim’s doctoral dissertation and examination of his 
political career reveal that his reception of, and engagement with, Maoism 
was dialogic. He applied what he found especially useful to Cambodia’s 
historical situation as he saw it, and adapted it where he thought 
necessary.10 Hu also held ranking positions in several major Cambodian 
political organisations from which to put his ideas into practice: Prime 
Minister Norodom Sihanouk’s Saṅgam Rāstr Niyam (hereinafter Saṅgam; 
Popular Socialist Community) government; the China-curious, arguably 
Maoist Association d’Amitié Khmero–Chinoise (AAKC, Samāgam 
Mittphāp Khmer–Chin, Khmer–Chinese Friendship Association), which 
was established in September 1964; the Front uni national du Kampuchéa 
(FUNK, Raṇasirs Ruopruomjāti Kampuchea, National United Front of 
Kampuchea) and Gouvernement royal d’union nationale du Kampuchéa 

8  Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 2nd edn (Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press, 1970), 66–76, 90–91.
9  See Michael Goebel, Anti-Imperial Metropolis: Interwar Paris and the Seeds of Third World 
Nationalism (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015).
10  Hu Nim, ‘Les services publics économiques au Cambodge [The economic public services in 
Cambodia]’ (PhD diss., Université Royale Khmère/Sākalvidyālay Bhūmind Khmer, Phnom Penh, 
1965). Translated excerpts are available under the title ‘Land Tenure and Social Structure in Kampuchea’, 
in Ben Kiernan and Chanthou Boua, eds, Peasants and Politics in Kampuchea, 1942–1981 (London: Zed 
Books, 1982), 69–86.
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(GRUNK, Rājraṭhābhipāl Ruopruomjāti Kampuchea, Royal Government 
of the National Union of Kampuchea) of the CPK movement (1967–75); 
and the CPK Central Committee in Democratic Kampuchea until his 
death in 1977.11

Plate 2.1 Head of state Norodom Sihanouk (second from right) with 
Communist Party of Kampuchea members, including ministers Hu Nim 
(far right) and Khieu Samphan (centre left), during his 1973 inspection 
tour of the liberated zone.
Source: A special issue of China Pictorial (No. 6, 1973).

11  Vita Chieu 周德高, with Zhu Xueyuan 朱學淵, Wo yu Zhonggong he Jiangong: Jianpuzhai 
gongchandang xingwang zhuiji/我與中共和柬共: 柬埔寨共產黨興亡追記 [My Story with the 
Communist Parties of China and Kampuchea: A Record of the Rise and Fall of the Communist Party 
of Kampuchea] (Hong Kong: Tianyuan Shuwu, 2007), 20. On the AAKC’s establishment, see 
‘La  naissance de l’Association d’amitié Khméro–Chinoise [The Birth of the Khmer–Chinese 
Friendship Association]’, in Revue trimestrielle de l’Association d’amitiée khmero-chinoise [Quarterly 
Review of the Khmer–Chinese Friendship Association], Ministry of Information, No.1 (January 1965): 
15. Hou Yuon was acting first secretary general-adjunct in May 1961 and Hu Nim was then a 
councillor. On the Beijing-based China–Cambodia Friendship Association (established in 1961), 
see: ‘Jian–Zhong youhao xiehui zhangcheng cao’an 柬–中友好協會章程草案 [China–Cambodia 
Friendship Association Draft Charter]’, Mianhua ribao 棉華日報 [Sino-Khmer Daily], 29 May 1961.
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Throughout his career, Hu was not completely uprooted (déraciné); 
he devoted himself to altering Cambodian society without the total erasure 
of its political system. His outlook changed, however, with the outbreak 
of the 1967 Samlaut Rebellion: uprisings by disgruntled  peasants in 
Battambang Province that served as the prelude to the 1970–75 Cambodian 
Civil War. At this time, Hu recognised that the Maoism-as-theory he 
wrote about in the pages of his dissertation had not made any ground in 
implementation within the system. As Sihanouk targeted him personally 
for his association with other leftists, but most famously representatives 
of Maoist China, he broke with Sihanouk and fled to join the maquis 
(bands of rural Cambodian communists). From the countryside, he and 
his comrades strove through protracted struggle, then in power (from 
17 April 1975 to his arrest on 10 April 1977), to execute nationwide the 
party’s brand of Maoism-as-praxis. 

I contend that his reception of, and serious engagement with, Maoism 
was therefore central to the production of Cambodian Maoism. 
The imperfection of Hu Nim’s first effort to execute in practice his Maoist-
inspired ideas from his doctoral work, and the repressive Cambodian 
political scene from 1966 to 1967, ultimately compelled him to band 
with the CPK guerillas to apply more radical and violent components of 
Maoism-as-praxis nationally.

The first section traces Hu’s passage through intellectual spaces 
in Cambodia and Paris and his subsequent exposure to Maoist texts in 
French Marxist reading circles. The second section explores his intellectual 
engagement, or indigenisation-on-paper, with Maoism through a close 
textual exegesis of his 1965 doctoral dissertation. The third section 
brings us to Hu’s practical adaptation of Maoism whereby he spent 
years in pursuit of a political path to put his dissertation’s proposals into 
practice. After Sihanouk’s threats against him because of his popularity 
and the public perception that he was a ‘positive role model’, especially 
among Sino-Khmers, Hu Nim abandoned this effort and joined his Paris 
comrades in the Maoist struggle for state power.12

12  Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History, 142–44, 160.
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The French connection: Rural origins and 
the path to Paris, 1949–65
Before Hu Nim engaged with Maoism, few may have guessed someone 
of  such humble origins could ascend to national prominence so quickly. 
Unlike his future CPK contemporaries Pol Pot (born Saloth Sar, 1925–
1998) and Khieu Samphan, he did not come from a wealthy background. 
He was born in Korkor Village, Kompong Siem District, Kompong Cham, 
in 1930 to mixed Sino-Khmer lineage.13 His father, Hou, died in 1936 and 
his mother, Sorn, a poor peasant, cared for him alone by offering household 
services to wealthier people throughout Kompong Cham. More than 
40 years later, Hu described the situation in his forced confession: 

My mother and I wandered aimlessly from place to place, selling 
our labour … She made akao cakes and exchanged them for rice to 
feed our stomachs. Later, she was remarried, to a poor peasant … 
Because her husband was poor, she sent me to live in Mien pagoda 
[Vatt Mien]. An old monk named Nhep Nauv brought me up and 
looked after me like a son from that time on.

Mien pagoda, as Hu recalled, ‘created favourable conditions for my 
studies’, and instilled in him an appreciation for monks, even if decades 
later he was behind the party that sought to eradicate them.14

Much of Hu Nim’s world view was shaped by his education. A talented 
student, he won admission in 1942 to a prestigious junior high school 
in Kompong Cham, Collège Norodom Sihanouk, where only ‘twenty 
boys were selected as the first class’.15 Against French designs to cultivate 

13  Hu Nim, ‘Camlœy Hu Nim hau Phoas Krasouṅ Ghosnākār aṃbi Pravatti Paks Se Aī Aā 
[Confession of Hu Nim, aka Phoas, Ministry of Propaganda/Information, on his time with the CIA]’, 
(Tuol Sleng Prison, 2 May 1977), Documentation Centre of Cambodia [hereinafter DCCAM], 
Document No.D00067, 1. See also Hu Nim, ‘Planning the Past: The Forced Confessions of Hu Nim, 
Tuol Sleng Prison, May–June 1977’, Chanthou Boua, trans., in Pol Pot Plans the Future: Confidential 
Leadership Documents from Democratic Kampuchea, 1976–1977, David P. Chandler, Ben Kiernan and 
Chanthou Boua, eds and trans, Monograph Series 33 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Southeast 
Asia Studies, 1988), 233; and ‘The selected 31 biographies of Khmer Rouge leaders’ (January 1996), 
DCCAM, EAO/CORKR, D13969.
14  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 1–2. See also Timothy Carney, ‘Biographical Sketches’, in Communist 
Party Power in Kampuchea (Cambodia): Documents and Discussion, Timothy M. Carney, ed., Southeast 
Asia Program Data Paper No.106 (Ithaca, NY: Department of Asian Studies, Cornell University, 1977), 
64; and Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 27–28.
15  James Tyner, The Killing of Cambodia: Geography, Genocide, and the Unmaking of Space (Burlington, 
VT: Ashgate, 2008), 35. Tyner states this cohort ‘included Saloth Sar. Others who attended [were] Hu 
Nim, Khieu Samphan, and Hou Yuon, all of whom would become important Communist leaders.’
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a class of obedient, homegrown civil servants with strong attachments to 
French thought and achievement, Hu developed nationalist sentiments 
through his shared experiences as a student reading French classics about 
revolution, romance and emancipation. As one attendee who also joined 
the CPK years later recalled of the curriculum at Collège Norodom 
Sihanouk, those lessons on the French Revolution had lasting effects on 
his thinking:

[H]istory and geography were my ‘Ingres’ violin’ [violon d’Ingres, 
to denote an activity done regularly in one’s leisure time for 
pleasure] with a predilection for the contemporary era. I was 
passionate about the 1789 French Revolution of which I espoused 
the three-part motto: Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity. I read with 
avidity all that touched on it, with a preference for the Jacobins, 
whose leader Robespierre was my hero and idol. My passion for 
the 1789 Revolution was hardly altered by my [later] adherence to 
Marxism. A Short History of the French Revolution by Albert Soboul, 
my professor at the Sorbonne, will long be my bedside book. 
In particular, I gravitated toward the idea of the revolutionary 
transformation of society, the importance of the role of the masses, 
and the need for a people’s dictatorship. My passion for reading, 
together with activism, has contributed much to the formation 
of a solid ideological conception and to the shaping of a radical 
political attitude, rejecting in principle any idea of   compromise. 
Dedication, selflessness, loyalty, and sacrifice, these are the key 
terms that inspire me and will push me to action. For all these 
reasons, I am deeply attached to the city of Kompong Cham and 
its College, which is now a high school.16

Such sentiments followed Hu in 1950 to Lycée Sisowath, a secondary 
school in Phnom Penh established in 1935 by the author of ‘How to Be 
a Khmer Civil Servant’, Résident Supérieur du Cambodge (Governor-
General of Cambodia) Achille Louis Auguste Silvestre (1879–1937). 
The  school’s mission—per the French approach to instruction at the 
time—was to nurture the first generation of protectorate-born civil 
servants in obedience and service to French interests.17

16  Suong Sikœun, Itinéraire d’un Intellectuel Khmer Rouge [Itinerary of a Khmer Rouge Intellectual] 
(Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 2013), 38–39.
17  M. Humbert-Hesse, ‘Rapport General sur l’Enseignement au Cambodge (Janvier 1923) [General 
report on instruction in Cambodia, January 1923]’, 10 January 1923, Archives Nationales d’Outre-
Mer, Résident Supérieur du Cambodge 304, Aix-En-Provence, Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur, France; 
and Penny Edwards, Cambodge: The Cultivation of a Nation (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 
2007), 76–77.
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Yet the significance of Lycée Sisowath was that it brought together young 
minds, gave them ‘a rare freedom of association and discussion, and 
helped to forge a sense of connection that was far from imagined in its 
physical immediacy’.18 A school that was, by the time of Hu’s enrolment, 
already the ‘training centre for the Khmer educated class’,19 Lycée 
Sisowath housed students who were the first to participate in anticolonial 
demonstrations (in 1936) and Buddhist demonstrations (in the 1940s), 
later forming the left-leaning Democratic Party (Krum Prajādhipteyy). 
Students also made up much of the Khmer educated class, with many 
forming the country’s political class. Future CPK Minister for Foreign 
Affairs Ieng Sary (1925–2013), for one, attended Lycée Sisowath, where 
he spearheaded the ‘Liberation of Cambodia from French Colonialism’ 
group.20 Lycée Sisowath was also where Hu, who now lived in Unnalom 
temple (Vatt Uṇṇālom) in Phnom Penh because he could not afford to 
board, fixed his gaze towards activism and politics.

Hu joined the People’s Movement (Prajājan calneā), or Thanhists, led 
by republican nationalist Sơn Ngọc Thành (1908–1977), in 1952 and 
subsequently participated in anti-government demonstrations.21 As Hu 
recalled, People’s Movement members ‘included Tep Hong Kry, Chhut 
Chhoeu, Srei Rithy, Chan Youran, Leav Theaa Im, and myself. By the end 
of 1952, the situation intensified. The movement members were forced 
to move into the jungle.’ Hu then worked as a schoolteacher at a local 
junior high school ‘to recruit more operatives with a view to enlarging our 
movement’.22 Instead of fostering the movement’s growth, however, Hu 
sought opportunities to advance his education. He left for Paris in 1955 
by grace of a Democratic Party policy that facilitated study in France for 
gifted students. As Hu recalled, ‘Plek Phœun had helped me to go and 

18  Edwards, Cambodge, 224.
19  Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 28. According to an editorial in Le Khmer: ‘Old Cambodians 
saw a near future where all the posts in the French administration would be occupied by … graduates 
of the Lycée Sisowath’ who would augment administrators’ ‘understanding of the true Khmer soul.’ 
‘Une irréparable faute politique [An Irreparable Political Fault]’, Le Khmer, 18 May 1936, 1, quoted in 
Edwards, Cambodge, 224.
20  Elizabeth Becker, When the War Was Over: The Voices of Cambodia’s Revolution and Its People 
(New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 1998), 69.
21  Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 157. That year, as well as graduating from Lycée Sisowath, 
he married his close friend Kim Lang (aka Comrade Yeat in his confession) in nearby Tonle Bet. 
In observance of Khmer tradition, he settled in Phnom Penh. Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 3; and 
Solomon Kane, Dictionnaire des Khmer rouges: Édition revisée et augmentée [Khmer Rouge Dictionary: 
Revised and Expanded Edition] (Bangkok: L’Institut de recherché sur l’Asie du Sud-Est contemporaine, 
2011), 156.
22  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 3.
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study in France … [and] took me to see Mau Say’, after which Hu won a 
bursary ‘with help from Plek Phœun’. Another man, Um Sim, then told 
Hu to ‘see Hing Kunthel at the Law School in Paris’.23

In Paris, Hu joined dozens of Cambodian university students—including 
Hou Yuon, whom Hu met even though he ‘was about to return home’—
in pursuit of degrees to obtain Cambodian government positions.24 
Hu  began his studies as a customs officer at the National School of 
Customs (École nationale des douanes) in the Paris suburb of Neuilly-
sur-Seine, but also enrolled in law school (likely the Université de Paris).25 
He recalled in his 1977 ‘confession’—a document to be used with great 
scrutiny, but that nonetheless contains useful information about his early 
life—that he often travelled ‘several hours by metro to reach law school’ 
from Neuilly. A dedicated student, Hu attended classes for his degree in 
the morning while taking afternoon and night classes in law, and even 
received a work placement in Marseille on completion of his second year 
examinations. The study schedule was gruelling. As Hu recalled: 

I had classes in the morning, which gave me time to go to the 
Law School in the afternoon (I had to take the metro right across 
Paris) … For most of the time, I was very busy with my studies, 
which were very hectic. In the Law School I had to sit for the third 
year exams (to obtain the Licence), and at the School of Customs, 
I had to sit for an exam for the higher certificate.26 

In between, he abstained from ‘political activities’ because his studies 
‘required so much attention’.27 Such studies and discussions with colleagues 
led him to identify several crises in Cambodia that required a response 
from its elites: non-agricultural economic life was an outsider-dominated 
affair, the French dual administrative system favoured neighbouring 
Vietnamese and dependence on France prevented significant economic 
modernisation.

23  Hu, ‘Planning the Past’, 237–38; and Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 4. Hu met anticommunist 
Hing Kunthel, Sihanouk’s finance minister in his conservative 1966 cabinet. ‘General Elections—
Cabinet Changes—Communist Revolt—Recognition of Cambodia’s Frontiers by Foreign 
Governments—Incidents on South Vietnamese and Thai Frontiers’, in Keesing’s Record of World 
Events. Volume 13 [September 1967] (Reno, NV: Keesing’s Worldwide, 1931–2006), 22283, available 
from: web.stanford.edu/group/tomzgroup/pmwiki/uploads/1230-1967-09-Keesings-a-SHP.doc.
24  Hu, ‘Planning the Past’, 237; and Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 4.
25  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 2; and Suong, Itinerary of a Khmer Rouge Intellectual, 40–41.
26  Hu, ‘Planning the Past’, 237; and Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 4.
27  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 3.

http://web.stanford.edu/group/tomzgroup/pmwiki/uploads/1230-1967-09-Keesings-a-SHP.doc
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This led Hu Nim to join the Union des Etudiants Khmers (UEK, Khmer 
Students Union), the successor organisation to the nationalist Association 
des Étudiants Khmers (AEK, Samāgam Nissit Khmer, Khmer Students 
Association). The UEK brought together students from a wide spectrum 
of social milieus with a common interest in Cambodian political reform, 
though unlike the AEK, it was led by leftist students. It was within the 
UEK that Hu and his comrades first encountered the Marxist-Leninist 
canon. Their ‘exegetical bonding’ in the French capital reading such 
materials against the backdrop of the Second Indochina War (1955–75) 
led them to devote themselves to radical activism.28

Hu’s predecessors Hou Yuon, Khieu Samphan, Pol Pot and Ieng Sary had 
laid the groundwork for his espousal of radical thought.29 Participation 
in the Marxist Circle (Cercle Marxiste)—a secret cell within the AEK, 
and then the UEK, with links to ‘language groups’ (groupes des langues), 
established in 1949 by the Parti Communiste Français (PCF, French 
Communist Party)—was an important shift in this transformation. The 
Marxist Circle, one member averred, ‘secretly controlled the student 
movement from within … by Communist Party members whose … 
membership was kept secret’ to protect them from losing their scholarships, 
or even from imprisonment for subversive activities.30 Pol Pot’s one-time 
mentor, Cambodian linguist Keng Vannsak (1925–2008), was a radical 
thinker, student mentor and Democratic Party supporter with established 
links to Parisian leftist networks.31 He hosted student meetings until 1952 
at his Rue de Commerce (15th arrondissement) apartment to discuss 
Cambodian independence and reform.32 Initially an antimonarchist 

28  On exegetical bonding, see David Apter and Tony Saich, Revolutionary Discourse in Mao’s Republic 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), 263–93. Vergès was active in student circles in the 
PCF at this time and served as Khieu Samphan’s defence lawyer decades later during the Extraordinary 
Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia trials against CPK leaders.
29  On Pol Pot’s early political writing and engagement with Maoism, see: Matthew Galway, 
‘From Revolutionary Culture to Original Culture and Back: “On New Democracy” and the 
Kampucheanization of Marxism-Leninism, 1940–1965’, Cross-Currents: East Asian History and 
Culture Review (24) (September 2017): 132–58, doi.org/10.1353/ACH.2017.0022.
30  David P. Chandler, Brother Number One: A Political Biography of Pol Pot (Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press, 1999), 33. On discussion groups, see Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 119; and François 
Debré, Cambodge: La révolution de la forêt [Cambodia: The Forest Revolution] (Paris: Club français du 
livre, 1976), 81.
31  Ben Kiernan, Blood and Soil: A World History of Genocide and Extermination from Sparta to 
Darfur (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), 543.
32  ibid., 28, 543–44; Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 119–21; Chandler, The Tragedy of 
Cambodian History, 53; Marie-Alexandrine Martin, Le mal Cambodgien: Histoire d’une societe 
traditionnelle face a ses leaders politiques, 1946–1987 [The Cambodian Agony: A History of a Traditional 
Society Facing its Political Leaders, 1946–1987] (Paris: Hachette, 1989), 105; and Philip Short, Pol Pot: 
The History of a Nightmare (London: John Murray, 2004), 51 [Vannsak’s address], 63–64.
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reading group, the Marxist Circle gravitated towards its namesake because 
Marx’s theories were useful for interpreting Cambodia’s global position 
and for obtaining genuine independence from colonialism/imperialism.33 

The Marxist Circle had its own politburo and secretariat and distinguished 
itself from the Vietnamese-led Kampuchean People’s Revolutionary Party 
(KPRP; Gaṇapaks Prajājan Paṭivatt Kampuchea, Parti révolutionnaire du 
peuple du Kampuchéa) in its rejection of Vietnamese students’ Indochina 
Federation proposal that ceded Cambodian sovereignty to Hanoi.34 
Leading Marxist Circle members were card-carrying PCF members (Rath 
Samueoun, Ieng Sary, Hou Yuon, Khieu Samphan, Pol Pot and eventually 
Hu Nim). The Circle held doctrinaire reading groups of radical materials, 
consisted of individual cells and was strictly clandestine. Members debated 
the communist canon, ranging from Lenin’s ‘On Imperialism’, Marx’s Das 
Kapital and ‘Dialectical Materialism’, to Engels, The Communist Manifesto 
and Mao Zedong’s ‘On New Democracy’ (French edition: La nouvelle 
Démocratie)35 and Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung (French edition: Lectures 
choisies des Oeuvres de Mao).36 Marxist Circle members read, interpreted 
and discussed materials in French because some of the political language 
in these texts simply did not have Khmer equivalents.37

The Cambodian political scene just before and after the nation’s 
independence in 1953, about which Paris-based Cambodians were acutely 
aware, hastened the radicalisation of Cambodians abroad like Hu Nim. 
In Phnom Penh, Sihanouk’s interference with the democratic process 
disillusioned those bright-eyed Paris-based students who held hopes for a 
genuine democracy in independent Cambodia. Many students responded 

33  Anna Belogurova, ‘Communism in South East Asia’, in The Oxford Handbook of the History 
of Communism, Stephen A. Smith, ed. (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2014), 236–51; and 
Alexander Vatlin and Stephen A. Smith, ‘The Comintern’, in The Oxford Handbook of the History of 
Communism, 190–99.
34  Thomas Engelbert and Chris Goscha, Falling out of Touch: A Study of the Vietnamese Communist 
Policy towards an Emerging Cambodian Communist Movement, 1930–1975 (Melbourne: Centre of 
Southeast Asian Studies, Monash Asia Institute, Monash University, 1995), 54.
35  Members read the French-language 1951 edition. Mao Tsé-toung, La nouvelle Démocratie (Paris: 
Éditions sociales, 1951) or Mao Tsé-toung, La nouvelle Démocratie (Beijing: People’s Press, 1952).
36  Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History, 54; and Debré, Cambodge, 77–95. On French 
versions of Mao’s works as Marxist Circle materials, see Sacha Sher, ‘Le parcours politique des khmers 
rouges: de Paris à Phnom Penh, 1945–1979 [The political journey of the “Khmer Rouge”: From Paris 
to Phnom Penh]’ (PhD diss., Université Paris-Nanterre, 2003), 78, 121.
37  Chandler, Brother Number One, 32–33.



81

2. ‘THE MOST DISSOLUTE AND DISHONEST’ KHMER TO AID CHINA

by taking a  particularly radical turn: they joined the PCF in droves.38 
Deeply suspicious of the AEK membership’s increasingly leftist orientation, 
Sihanouk disbanded the association in 1953. The Cambodian leader’s heavy-
handed move forced AEK members to found the UEK on 26 November 
1953, so the group was in place when Hu Nim landed in 1955.39

Hu Nim radicalised further to counter Sihanouk’s antidemocratic moves 
in the Cambodian political arena, and he eventually became a politician 
to effect change. He returned to Cambodia in 195740 to work as a customs 
officer and to pursue an advanced degree in law, eventually pursuing 
a doctorate in economic sciences with a view to taking the political route. 
His PhD dissertation represents one of the earliest texts in which he 
frames his Maoist vision, and it became a foundational national text on 
which the CPK built Democratic Kampuchea. His post within Sihanouk’s 
government, however minimal, also allowed him to travel throughout 
Eastern Europe and, after he assumed the position of secretary of state for 
commerce in 1962, to Beijing (in 1965), at a time when a veritable Mao 
fever was taking hold of Cambodian progressive circles in Phnom Penh’s 
radical urban climate.41

Maoist China was an attractive alternative modernity for Cambodian 
leftists, including Hu Nim, who would visit the country, much to Sihanouk’s 
consternation. ‘New China’, one of Hu’s contemporaries reflected:

occupied a special place in our hearts and in our thoughts, 
symbolized by Mao, the graceful dancers of the Beijing Opera, 
the fantastic acrobats of the Sheng Yang circus, or the fabulous 
magicians of Shanghai … I threw myself into reading Mao 
Zedong’s works, the only Marxist books available in Phnom 
Penh … We built a small library where we found, among others, 
‘On New Democracy,’ ‘On Contradiction,’ ‘On Practice,’ ‘On the 
Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People,’ [and] 
President Liu Shaoqi’s ‘How to be a Good Communist’.42

38  Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History, 8. On AEK support for the Democratic Party, 
see Saloth Sar, ‘Rājādhipteyy ṝ Prajādhipteyy? [Monarchy or Democracy?]’, Khemara Nissit [Khmer 
Student] 14 (August 1952): 39. On Sihanouk’s ‘coup’, see Milton Osborne, Sihanouk: Prince of Light, 
Prince of Darkness (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1994), 63–66; Chandler, Brother Number 
One, 29; and Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 72, 121.
39  Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 121. On the UEK, see: Martin, The Cambodian Agony, 
106–7.
40  Hu, ‘Planning the Past’, 238.
41  Matthew Galway, ‘Red Service-Intellectual: Phouk Chhay, Maoist China, and the Cultural 
Revolution in Cambodia, 1964–67’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 52(2) (June 2021): 275–308, 
esp. 298–99, doi.org/10.1017/S0022463421000436.
42  Suong, Itinerary of a Khmer Rouge Intellectual, 57.
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Plate 2.2 Front cover of the second issue of the Revue Association 
d’Amitié Khmero-Chinoise, September 1965.
Source: Author’s copy and photograph.

Newspapers sponsored by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) such as 
the Sino-Khmer Daily (Mianhua ribao 棉華日報) were all too willing to 
capitalise on the emergent Maoist enthusiasm among overseas Chinese 
(huaqiao 華僑) in Cambodia, which in turn helped to spur China 
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curiosity among Khmer leftists.43 One issue of the paper recounted Hu 
Nim receiving vocal encouragement from the Beijing-based Chinese–
Cambodian Friendship Association in 1961 to found a Phnom Penh–
based friendship association, the AAKC.44 Hu’s ‘leftist activities’ won 
him favour among Chinese leaders, as he recalled. He led a delegation 
to China before the Cultural Revolution, during which he met Premier 
Zhou Enlai and President Liu Shaoqi.45

Afterward, Hu was vocally supportive of China and the Maoist path 
to socialist development. As an article in the AAKC’s Quarterly Review 
conveyed, the association, including Hu, regarded China’s success as part 
of Mao’s clear-sighted leadership. Its members also regarded American 
imperialism increasingly as a ‘paper tiger’.46 As Hu once declared in a 
statement he released in the Peking Review: 

US imperialism and its stooges are not all happy to see a close 
friendship between Cambodia and China. But this is a good thing. 
Future developments will further prove the correctness of Chairman 
Mao Tse-tung’s thesis that the East wind is prevailing over the West 
wind. The anti-imperialist forces of the East are bound to defeat 
the imperialist forces of the West.47

43  Galway, ‘Red Service-Intellectual’, 275–78, 293–97. The Sino-Khmer Daily was founded 
in Battambang in 1956, two years before formal diplomatic relations between Maoist China and 
Cambodia were in place and, on its move to Phnom Penh, operated as the PRC Embassy’s ‘official 
propaganda outlet’ (shishi tingmin yu Zhongguo dashiguande xuanchuan meiti 事事昕命於中國大使
館的宣傳媒體).
44  ‘Jian-Zhong youhao xiehui zhangcheng cao’an 柬中友好協會章程草案 [China–Cambodia 
Friendship Association Draft Charter]’, Mianhua ribao 棉華日報 [Sino-Khmer Daily], 29 May 1961; 
and Galway, ‘Red Service-Intellectual’, 291. On Maoist speeches by AAKC leaders, see ‘Visite de la 
Délégation de l’Association d’Amitié Chine-Cambodge, 4–12 Septembre 1964 [China–Cambodia 
Friendship Association Delegation Visit, 4–12 September 1964]’, in Revue trimestrielle de l’Association 
d’amitiée khmero–chinoise [Quarterly Journal of the Khmer–Chinese Friendship Association], 23–47.
45  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 9.
46  ‘A Son Excellence Monsieur Leng-Ngeth, Président de l’Association d’Amitié Khméro-Chinoise 
[To His Excellency Mr Leng Ngeth, President of the Khmer–Chinese Friendship Association]’, 
(Beijing, 2 December 1964), in Quarterly Journal of the Khmer–Chinese Friendship Association, 40; and 
Ding Xilin 丁西林, ‘Nouvelles victoires du Peuple Cambodgien [New Victories of the Cambodian 
People]’, in Quarterly Journal of the Khmer–Chinese Friendship Association, 46. Leng Ngeth was a 
former Cambodian ambassador to Beijing and, although he was AAKC president, Hu Nim ‘led the 
Association effectively’. Hu, ‘Planning the Past’, 243.
47  ‘Premier Chou on Sino-Cambodian Friendship’, Peking Review, 22 October 1965, 15. Emphasis 
added. Zhou visited Cambodia months earlier to an ‘enthusiastic welcome’. ‘Zhou zongli zuochen 
di Jian shou kongqian relie huanyin 周總理做襯底柬受空前熱烈歡飲 [Premier Zhou Arrived in 
Cambodia Yesterday Morning and Received an Unprecedented Warm Welcome]’, Mianhua ribao 棉
華日報 [Sino-Khmer Daily], 6 May 1960.



EXPERIMENTS WITH MARXISM-LENINISM IN COLD WAR SOUTHEAST ASIA

84

Hu’s experiences in Cambodia and France led him through various 
intellectual spaces that shaped his reception of Maoism. His education in 
the French protectorate compelled him to turn his interest in French arts 
into overseas studies. There, in the ‘powerful, superior, mundane Western 
mother country’, he developed revolutionary ideas, whereas participation 
in the Marxist Circle meant that he ‘read, learned, and debated the 
meanings of revolution, the strategies involved, and the objectives’.48 
Marxist-Leninist and Maoist theories arose as means by which to interpret, 
then reverse, Cambodia’s plight. Developments in Paris and crises in 
Phnom Penh then provided the mise-en-scène for him to move from 
debating communist literature to reforming the country via the political 
route. Now a revolutionary intellectual, he was convinced that Marxism-
Leninism and Maoism, if applied to concrete Cambodian realities, could 
transform Cambodia from a monarchical state into a nation that served 
the people. 

Importantly for our purposes, Maoism arose as the dominant leftist trend 
in Hu’s thinking when decolonisation and Soviet revisionism during the 
1960 Sino-Soviet Split pushed alternative interpretations of Marxism-
Leninism to the fore. As Keng intimated: ‘At the beginning, we were 
very Stalinist … We turned toward China in the late 1950s because the 
Russians were playing the Sihanouk card and neglecting us … When 
everyone began to criticize Stalin, we became Maoists.’49 Mao’s writings 
soon underpinned diagnoses of problems in Cambodia and informed 
proposals for altering the country radically. Hu Nim’s PhD dissertation 
in law and economic sciences, which he completed in Cambodia at Royal 
Khmer University (Sākalvidyālay Bhūmind Khmer, RKU), reflects this 
imprint most vividly.

48  Burglar, The Eyes of the Pineapples, 188.
49  Martin, The Cambodian Agony, 105–6. Also quoted in Matthew Galway, ‘Specters of Dependency: 
Hou Yuon and the Origins of Cambodia’s Marxist Vision (1955–1975)’, Cross-Currents: East Asian 
History and Culture Review 31 (2019): 137, doi.org/10.1353/ach.2019.0021.
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Analysis of the classes in Cambodian 
society: Hu Nim’s economics 
dissertation, 1965
Hu Nim defended his PhD dissertation in economic sciences on land 
tenure, socioeconomic inequality and rural social structure in Cambodia 
before the RKU Faculty of Law on 4 June 1965. It is an essential document 
for any study of CPK thought. His evaluation committee comprised his 
adviser, Dr Francis Doré, and jurors doctors Gérard Farjat and Rémy 
Prud’homme. Hu described his dissertation as taking ‘a progressive stand’ 
and, indeed, it provided an outline of his leftist vision for Cambodia.50 
He completed it while serving as undersecretary of state in the office of 
Prime Minister Sihanouk; he graduated from RKU in 1966.51

Although Sihanouk coopted Hu and other leftist officials after crushing the 
Democratic Party and the socialist People’s Group (Krum Prajājon), Hu’s 
dissertation reflects Maoist leanings that crystallised after his trip to Beijing 
in 1965.52 A ‘work resonant with Maoist voluntarism’,53 his dissertation 
examines the Chinese, North Korean and North Vietnamese models of 
socialist development in a favourable, even admiring, light. Hu levels praise, 
in particular, at the Chinese leadership for the people’s communes (renmin 
gongshe, 人民公社), which ‘were larger than cooperatives, developed 
a diversified economy of their own, and were at the same time the basic 
administrative unit’.54 Importantly, Hu was also acting vice-president of the 
Maoist AAKC—that is, until Sihanouk disbanded it in 1967, citing Chinese 
interference.55 Hu’s ties to China and, later, a Maoist cultural diplomatic 
association might explain why one scholar described his 1965 dissertation 
as a ‘detailed Maoist analysis of the peasant problem’.56

50  Hu, ‘Planning the Past’, 241.
51  Henri Locard, Pourquoi les Khmers Rouges? [Why the Khmer Rouge?] (Paris: Vendémaire, 2013), 111.
52  On Hu’s praise of Sihanouk, see Hu, ‘The economic public services in Cambodia’, 385.
53  Geoffrey C. Gunn, Monarchical Manipulation in Cambodia: France, Japan, and the Sihanouk 
Crusade for Independence (Copenhagen: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, 2018), 134.
54  Charles Twining, ‘The Economy’, in Cambodia 1975–1978: Rendezvous with Death, Karl D. 
Jackson, ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 113.
55  Timothy Carney, ‘Continuity in Cambodian Communism: Introduction’, in Communist Party 
Power in Kampuchea (Cambodia): Documents and Discussion, Timothy M. Carney, ed., Southeast Asia 
Program Data Paper No.106 (Ithaca, NY: Department of Asian Studies, Cornell University, 1977), 
14–15.
56  William Shawcross, Sideshow: Kissinger, Nixon, and the Destruction of Cambodia (London: The 
Hogarth Press, 1986), 240. 
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This section examines how Hu Nim used Mao’s vocabulary, syntax 
and class categories from his analysis of rural class structure to identify 
Cambodian economic problems and propose novel alternatives.57 As Hou 
Yuon and Khieu Samphan had done before him,58 Hu tracked the ‘structural 
evolution of the Cambodian economy’ in which disproportionate amounts 
of the country’s agricultural land and wealth were concentrated in  the 
hands of a small number of farmers. The concentration of wealth and 
fragmentation of land resulted in a ‘semi-proletariat of rootless, destitute 
rural dwellers … with few ties to the land’.59 Here, Mao’s original work 
on peasants, which Hu references60—not to mention Mao’s denunciation 
of exploitation by state monopoly capitalism and the bureaucratic 
bourgeoisie, and his calls for government seizure of the economy—shaped 
how Hu Nim viewed future Cambodian society.

Hu Nim expanded on previous arguments by his peers that Cambodia’s 
economy was oriented exploitatively around foreign interests.61 He urged 
Sihanouk to seize control of foreign trade and finance and contended that 
autonomous development and agricultural cooperatives that served the 
workers first must replace the private sector and modernise Cambodia. 
He supported state-sponsored planning mechanisms and specialised 
state economic organisations, state-directed private trade and industry, 
industry-supported agricultural development and production of consumer 
goods instead of manufacturing goods that were unobtainable for most 
Cambodians. In his view, valuable foreign exchange was essentially 
‘wasted’ in the dependence on imported goods for this modest sector of 

57  Hu Nim’s footnotes: Mao Tsé-toung, Sur le problème de la coopération agricole [On the Problem of 
Agricultural Cooperation] (Beijing: Éditions en langues étrangères, 1956); and Li Fou-Tchoun, Rapport 
sur le Premier Plan quinquennal pur le développement de l’économie nationale de la République Populaire 
de Chine [Report on the First Five-Year Plan for the Development of the National Economy of the People’s 
Republic of China] (Beijing: Éditions en langues étrangères, 1956). Others that he did not reference 
but that influenced his views included Mao Tsé-toung, ‘Analyse des classes de la société chinoise [Class 
Analysis of Chinese Society]’, and ‘Rapport sur l’enquête menée dans le Hunan à propos du mouvement 
paysan [Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan]’, both in Œuvres choisies du 
Mao Tsé-toung, tome I [Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung. Volume I] (Paris: Éditions sociales, 1955).
58  Hou Yuon, ‘Le paysannerie du Cambodge et ses projets de modernisation [The peasantry of 
Cambodia and its modernisation projects]’ (PhD diss., Université de Paris, 1955). On his dissertation, 
see: Galway, ‘Specters of Dependency’, 126–61.
59  Gunn, Monarchical Manipulation in Cambodia, 141.
60  Hu, ‘The economic public services in Cambodia’, 410. See also William Willmott, ‘Analytical 
Errors of the Kampuchean Communist Party’, Pacific Affairs 54(2) (Summer 1981): 209–27, 
at p.213n.10.
61  Khieu Samphan, ‘L’économie du Cambodge et ses problèmes d’industrialisation [The Cambodian 
economy and its problems of industrialisation]’ (PhD diss., Université de Paris, 1959).
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urbanite elites. Cambodia’s agrarian structure, by contrast, was dominated 
by a minuscule percentage of well-off rural inhabitants. This, in turn, 
eliminated any chance of the lower peasant stratum improving their lot.62 

Hu pointed to the persistence of usury as one of the major obstacles 
to clear in the amelioration of rural living standards and agrarian 
production. The ‘sale of green crop on credit’, he noted, contributed 
significantly to increasing rates of usury. As he elaborates on such debts 
and unequal exchange:

For the majority of the peasants, these sorts of loans are for the 
purpose of daily consumption, to bridge the food gap or even 
to celebrate religious festivals or family occasions. The loans 
are difficult to repay, and the debts accumulate so much that 
one day the peasant is obliged to abandon his plot of land to 
the merchants, which explains further the increased number of 
landless peasants and debt bondsmen. At each sale of agricultural 
produce, a multitude of middlemen from the bottom to the 
top—shopkeeper, individual collector, miller, transporter, small 
wholesaler, exporter—take out exorbitant profits so that a very 
tiny portion of the salve value at the last exchange gets back to 
the peasants.63

Similarities with Mao’s 1927 Report on an Investigation of the Peasant 
Movement in Hunan are evident. Mao claimed: 

When they [peasants] buy goods, the merchants exploit them; 
when they sell their farm produce, the merchants cheat them; 
when they borrow money for rice, they are fleeced by the usurers; 
and they are eager to find a solution to these three problems.64 

Hu, likewise, held that cooperatives in which peasants could set up their 
own credit system and work for mutual benefit would free them from 
debt bondage, sharecropping and payment in kind, thereby raising their 
standard of living. If the landlords and wealthy peasants had to rely 
on their own productive labour and most peasants could prosper, the 
countryside could serve most Cambodians and the nation could move 
towards autonomous development.

62  Etcheson, The Rise and Demise of Democratic Kampuchea, 52.
63  Hu, ‘The economic public services in Cambodia’, 92–93.
64  Mao, ‘Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan’.
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Hu then turns to his case studies of the development of public economic 
services wherein models, stages of development and cooperatives 
in  North Korea, China and North Vietnam are noteworthy. He lauds 
the North Korean communists for their ‘shining example of a successful 
scientific socialist path based on the principle of “self-reliance” and close 
economic cooperation between the countries of the socialist camp’. 
In five short years, he notes, North Korea moved from zero cooperatives 
to one large, self-reliant cooperative per district. Hu credits North 
Korean industrial success to the ‘active workers’ spirit of the Korean 
people’.65 Years later, in September 1976, Hu again praised North 
Korean accomplishments. He said Cambodians were:

greatly impressed by the ideological and artistic value of the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s sound and progressive 
new arts which firmly uphold a strong national spirit, the glorious 
socialist line, and the great chuche [Juche] idea of independence 
and self-reliance advocated by Marshal Kim Il-song, respected and 
beloved great leader of the Korean people.66

Hu commends Maoist China primarily for its communes and for the 
development of economic public services. He argues that both were a 
function of the degree of China’s systematic socialisation. Hu identifies 
the First Five-Year Plan (1953–57, the ‘Little Leap’), in particular, as 
indicative of how the CCP worked towards the realisation of its general 
line and socialist edification. He praises the ‘realist spirit’ of the Chinese 
leaders as especially exemplary:

[They] know best how to combine uncompromising revolutionary 
spirit and practical and scientific creativity … all measures are and 
will be taken [by the CCP leaders] to ensure that the socialist road 
overcomes capitalism, which is to say, expanding the state’s role 
continuously as leader of the national economy … The practical 
spirit, the desire to respect concrete conditions, led Chinese leaders 
to adopt the method of rectification of the style of work.67

65  Hu, ‘The economic public services in Cambodia’, 51–54.
66  Foreign Broadcast Information Service, ‘Hu Nim Reception Speech’, Phnom Penh Domestic Service, 
30 November 1976, and Daily Report: Asia & Pacific (FBIS-APA-76-233), 2 December 1976: H5.
67  Hu, ‘The economic public services in Cambodia’, 46, 48.
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Since 1960, Hu notes, the CCP had realised there was no need to follow 
the Soviet model any further and that it must distance itself from the 
Soviet linking of industry to agriculture (and vice versa) and depend on 
its own resources to become self-reliant.

In the second part of his dissertation, Hu Nim combines Maoist class 
categories with a more substantial statistical base than Hou Yuon and 
Khieu Samphan used in their works—namely, figures for 1962, which 
threw into sharp relief Cambodia’s unequal land distribution. Hu argues 
that problems in Cambodia’s rural sector were the largest in the nation. 
He breaks Cambodia’s rural sector down into two main thematic parts, 
the first of which, the rural classes, consisted of five major class groupings. 
First, he divides Cambodian landowners according to the size of their 
landholdings and overall yields: 1) landed proprietors, who owned more 
than 10 hectares of land and depended heavily on exploitative practices 
such as charging high rent to peasants and forcing those who could not 
afford it to sharecrop; 2) wealthy peasants, who owned land but depended 
on wage labour, living comfortably on landholdings that exceeded 
5 hectares; 3) middle peasants, who possessed 2–5 hectares on which they 
worked without help, though they occasionally rented additional land 
to sustain themselves; 4) poor peasants, who were the great majority, 
and either owned little to no land (1–2 hectares depending on region) 
or held smallholdings at the expense of the necessary tools to work it, 
sustaining themselves through sharecropping or living on another’s 
land; and 5) agricultural wage-earners—a group that held no land and 
depended on the sale of its labour to maintain the most modest existence 
(6.6 per cent of the population, or 156,7000 people, according to Hu’s 
1962 census figures). 

Hu determines that more than 250,000 families (30.7 per cent of farming 
households) held only 126,800 hectares of land (merely 5.18  per cent 
of the total cultivated area in 1962 by his account). A mere 4 per cent of 
the population owned more than 4 hectares, or 21.45 per cent of land. 
Cambodia’s farming population—more than 50 per cent of the national 
population by Hu’s account—owned virtually nothing.68 Population 
increases meant the number of smallholders rose from 669,000 families 
in 1956 (92 per cent of 727,000) to 718,000 in 1962 (86 per cent of 
835,000). The expansion of rice land, deficient tenure records and 

68  ibid., 69–86, 88, 96–98.
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major discrepancies between figures for land owned and land actually 
sown, among other statistical anomalies, made it difficult to ascertain 
the situation.69 Hu argues that the 1962 census figures on renting and 
sharecropping ‘did not accurately reflect the situation since many of the 
very small landowners had to rent land or sell their labor in order to 
subsist’, and he estimated that as many as 25 per cent of agricultural 
families rented or were sharecroppers.70

Second, Hu Nim analyses land tenancy in the Cambodian rural sector 
to emphasise its semifeudal nature. The land rent system, which often 
depended on sharecropping or rent-in-kind (paddy before rice planting), 
constituted direct exploitation by landlords and wealthy peasants 
of  Cambodia’s poorest farmers. This entrenched semifeudal mode of 
production was, for Hu, a rigged system in which two conflicting agrarian 
phenomena of concentration and fragmentation—he cites French 
colonial  agronomist Yves Henri’s 1930 analysis to frame the latter71—
perpetuated Cambodia’s agrarian problems.

Concentration, Hu explains, was an agrarian structure in which a minority 
of landowners possessed almost all the land. Fragmentation, or the 
dispersion or scattering of plots, occurred when most landowning farmers 
were smallholders. ‘Concentration’, Hu continues, was ‘accompanied by 
high exploitation: small owners, poor farmers, and farm employees work 
for the prosperity of the big landowners’. Fragmentation, by contrast, 
caused two problems: lower productivity and limited innovation. 
In Cambodia, Hu observes, the two phenomena combined:

The agrarian structure in Kampuchea is mixed, that is to say, 
both fragmented and concentrated. It is true that parcellization 
dominates in all the riverbank land and the fertile rice-growing 
regions, but for more than a decade there has been a marked 
tendency toward concentration, not only in the newly opened 
areas, but also to a limited extent in the fragmented regions 
themselves.72

… [B]oth the parcellized [or fragmented] structure and the 
trend towards concentration present problems. Concentration, 
if it is not speculative, can play a role in increasing production, 

69  Carney, ‘Continuity in Cambodian Communism’, 15.
70  Hu, ‘The economic public services in Cambodia’, 96.
71  Gunn, Monarchical Manipulation in Cambodia, 129.
72  Hu, ‘The economic public services in Cambodia’, 83–85, 95.
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providing the opportunity to apply scientific and technical 
progress. But because [of ] Kampuchea’s weak development of 
capitalism, this tendency exists only for the speculation (in the sale 
of land tenancy, sharecropping, etc). This agrarian structure still 
varies from one region to another. If concentration is in progress 
in certain rice-growing provinces like Battambang, fragmentation 
and the dispersion of holdings is [sic] increasing in the riverbank 
regions, and these are the most fertile regions with the highest 
population density.73

The ‘parcellised structure’ in Cambodia presented serious problems 
to development and innovation in the rural sector. The trend towards 
concentration would, without intervention, add to most peasants’ 
struggles. The ‘nature of agrarian structures joined with the social 
structure of rural life would further aggravate the lives of the peasants 
and compound the obstacles to modernization and the development of 
agriculture’.74

Yet, Hu cautions that the state must not force reform on its peasants. 
Because Cambodian peasants were ‘quite attached to their plot of land 
and their right to it must be respected’, the state ought to persuade 
peasants that reform was in their best interest and, by extension, in the 
national interest.75 If peasants understood the aims of ‘mutual help and 
cooperative groups’, Hu asserts, they would endorse agricultural reforms 
and cooperatives, for mutual aid was ‘the only way to escape the individual 
poverty cycle’.76

Here, another connection to Mao arises. Mao addressed a very similar 
problem regarding the semi-proletariat (semi-owners and owner-peasants) 
in his 1926 ‘Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society’. As Mao argued, 
semi-owner peasants were:

worse off than the owner-peasants, because every year they are 
short of about half the food they need and have to make up this 
deficiency by cultivating others’ land, working, or engaging in 
petty trading. In late spring and early summer, when the crop 
is still in the blade and the old stock is consumed, they borrow 
money from others at exorbitant rates of interest and buy grain 

73  ibid., 89.
74  ibid., 92.
75  Twining, ‘The Economy’, 113.
76  Hu, ‘The economic public services in Cambodia’, 100, 296.
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at high prices. Their plight is naturally harder than that of the 
owner-peasants, who need no help from others, but they are better 
off than the sharecroppers.77

Alongside the proletariat—who held no land, farming tools or sufficient 
funds, sustaining themselves solely by selling their labour—the semi-
proletariat, poor peasants and lumpenproletariat constituted the most 
revolutionary groups. These groups were ultimately most likely to support 
widespread industrial and agricultural reform and outright revolution. 
How to harness this potentially revolutionary vanguard force remained 
a subject for intense debate—that is, until Mao proposed the ‘new-
democratic state under the joint-dictatorship of several anti-imperialist 
classes’, which was an idea on which Hou, Khieu and Hu drew to propose 
state-directed autonomous development and mutual aid teams/collectives.

Hu’s conclusion urges the Cambodian state under Sihanouk to ‘carry 
the highest possible level of political consciousness of the masses’, which 
mirrors Mao’s assessment of peasants as a class of ‘brave’, albeit ‘apt to be 
destructive’, fighters who stood as ‘a revolutionary force if given proper 
guidance’.78 Here, too, as Mao’s homage to Marx reveals: ‘It is not the 
consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, 
their social being that determines their consciousness.’79 Any state 
initiative, Hu notes in his conclusion, ought to recognise the peasants’ 
social being as a conduit for positive change in Cambodia’s society 
and economy, rather than perpetuating the status quo by leaving them 
powerless, destitute and unable to contribute to Cambodia’s national 
growth. Hu considers it was of ‘decisive importance’ to train Cambodian, 
not foreign, executives, and established as another priority a ‘policy of 
relying on our own strength so that Cambodia may help itself ’ to answer 
the ‘primacy to the national accumulation’.80 

77  Mao Zedong, ‘Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society’, [1 December 1925], in Mao’s Road 
to Power: Revolutionary Writings, 1912–1949. Volume 2: National Revolution and Social Revolution, 
December 1920 – June 1927, Stuart Schram, ed. (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1992), 256–57.
78  Mao Zedong, ‘Report on the Peasant Movement in Hunan’, [February 1927], in Mao’s Road to 
Power, Vol.2, 430.
79  Mao Zedong, ‘On New Democracy’, [January 1940], in Mao’s Road to Power: Revolutionary 
Writings, 1912–1949. Volume 7: New Democracy, 1939–1941, Stuart Schram, ed. (Armonk, NY: M.E. 
Sharpe, 2005), 331, quoting Karl Marx, ‘Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy’, 
in Selected Works of Marx and Engels, English Edition. Volume 1 (Moscow: Foreign Languages Press, 
1958), 363.
80  Hu, ‘The economic public services in Cambodia’, 386–88.



93

2. ‘THE MOST DISSOLUTE AND DISHONEST’ KHMER TO AID CHINA

To accomplish both tasks, the state could not ignore its poorest strata, 
or favour stuffing its own coffers at the expense of benefiting its own 
populace. Otherwise, Hu concludes forebodingly, the:

negative impact of the exploiting characteristics of the current 
economic system would not only cause failure and plunge the 
country’s economy into devastating crisis, but also sharpen the 
contradictions among workers, peasants and feudal classes, 
landlords, and capitalists. The only solution [is] revolution.81

To summarise, Hu Nim’s dissertation reflects the Maoist political economy 
leanings of its author, with a similar class analysis and solutions to rural 
problems (cooperatives and self-reliance, among others). He quotes Mao 
and CCP sources and praises the CCP’s Little Leap and North Korean 
self-reliance. Hu’s work proposes novel solutions for restructuring 
Cambodian society from the top down and the bottom up, yet it avoids 
an abject call to arms for a communist revolution. At this stage, anyway, 
he still had faith in reforming the country by political, nonviolent means. 
He would run for, and win, a host of ministerial political posts within the 
Cambodian Government and began the process of putting into practice 
his Maoist proposals from within. But despite Hu’s popularity among 
his rural constituency, Sihanouk’s suspicion of leftists led to his ostracism 
from the government. After a series of threats against his life, Hu joined 
the maquis from 1967 until its seizure of power in 1975.82

Comme la paille desséchée dans les rizières 
[‘Like dried straw in the rice paddies’]: 
Political career and flight, 1958–67
The last among his Paris cohort to receive his PhD, Hu Nim returned to 
Cambodia in 1957 to work in a law office of the Customs Department for 
three months, and then shifted his focus to politics. He reluctantly joined 
Sihanouk’s Saṅgam on 30 December of that year on Hou Yuon’s advice 
that to join the National Assembly ‘one had to become a member of the 

81  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 11.
82  Pol Pot left Paris without a degree in 1953 aboard the SS Jamaïque for Saigon, after which ‘he 
entered the top echelons of the Communist Party of Kampuchea earlier as a professional revolutionary 
and, thus, had a much higher status than his friends who returned home after their studies’. Chieu, 
My Story with the Communist Parties of China and Kampuchea, 22.
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Popular Socialist Community first’.83 Hu won a seat in the 1958 election 
(and again in 1962 and 1966) as a representative of a district in Kompong 
Cham Province.84 He also worked for two leftist newspapers at this time, 
Cambodian Realities (Réalités Cambodgiennes) and Free People (Prajājon 
Serī), and Sihanouk’s private newspaper, The Nationalist (Anakjātiniyam). 
A source claims that Hu Nim even ‘translated into Khmer the writings 
of “Mao Zedong Thought”’, after which he founded the AAKC in 
Phnom Penh, in 1964.85 On the Democratic Party’s 1957 dissolution, Hu 
exhibited an ‘openly’ leftist political stance that forced him to the maquis 
a decade later.

Hu was an important part of several Saṅgam governments and 
developed his profile as a prominent leftist politician before he fled the 
capital in 1967. He was undersecretary of state in the Prime Minister’s 
Department (April–July 1958), undersecretary of state at the Ministry 
of the Interior for Parliamentary Relations (July 1958 – February 1959) 
and undersecretary of state at the Ministry of Justice (February–June 
1959).86 Despite his limited mobility to initiate the kind of change that he 
envisioned, he cultivated a fiercely loyal following among his Kompong 
Cham constituency. His ties to leftist newspapers also enhanced his 
reputation as a leftist politician with a genuine commitment to peasant 
outreach. Because of his self-described ‘progressive activities’, Hu had 
close contacts with the embassies of the People’s Republic of China, the 
People’s Democratic Republic of Korea and the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam. As he recalled, the Chinese ‘liked me even more wholeheartedly, 
because on the one hand I respected and studied Mao Zedong thought, and 
on the other hand I took a stand against the revisionists—the Soviet Union’.87 
In 1962, Hu recalled, he attended a conference in Jakarta ‘organized by an 
association of the newspaper Afrique–Asie [Africa–Asia], with Uch Ven’, 
at which he ‘met Nguyen Thi Binh, [the] Vietcong representative who 
was also representing a Hanoi newspaper’.88 Hu’s meetings with high-
profile communists augmented his reputation as a leftist and solidified his 
internationalist bona fides.

83  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 5; and Locard, Why the Khmer Rouge?, 111.
84  Locard, Why the Khmer Rouge?, 111.
85  Kane, Khmer Rouge Dictionary, 156.
86  Galway, The Emergence of Global Maoism, 141; and Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History, 98.
87  Hu, ‘Planning the Past’, 242. Emphasis added. See also Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 5, 8; and 
Carney, ‘Biographical Sketches’, 64.
88  Hu, ‘Planning the Past’, 242.
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As a journalist for The Nationalist, Hu earned the chance to travel 
with a delegation to the Soviet Union and throughout Eastern Europe. 
He claimed that these trips ‘gave the delegations a chance to see with their 
own eyes socialism in practice’. As he recalled, ‘the more [leftist] activities 
I engaged in with socialist countries’ embassies, especially China, North 
Korea, and North Vietnam’s, the warmer I felt’.89 His reputation as a leftist 
soon preceded him. At a 1965 meeting with Vietnamese Communist 
Party leader Hồ Chí Minh, Hu was promised a warm reception in Hanoi 
should Sihanouk’s invective intensify.90 During Hu’s trip to Hanoi, 
Sihanouk, who was growing suspicious of his activities, would remove Hu 
from his post and sever ties between them.

Hu gradually developed strong feelings of admiration for China, North 
Korea and North Vietnam, and expressed his praise in the French-language 
newspaper The New Dispatch (La Nouvelle Dépeche) and throughout the 
second part of his PhD dissertation. He visited China frequently—first, 
in 1963–64 as a foreign journalist invitee on a 15-day visit during which 
Chinese officials urged him to establish the AAKC. Hu subsequently 
gained considerable encouragement from high-ranking representatives 
who, at the commemoration of the AAKC’s first anniversary, invited him 
to visit again in 1965.91 The Chinese, Hu reminisced, ‘felt so secure with 
my activities’ that the China–Cambodia Friendship Association (Jian–
Zhong youhao xiehui 柬中友好協會) in Beijing sent its director and 
CCP Vice-Minister Ding Xilin 丁西林 (1893–1974) to ‘participate in 
the inaugural ceremony of our association, which was held in the Theatre 
of Phnom Penh’.92

Despite the maelstrom of anti-leftism in Cambodian politics, Hu Nim 
was firm in his convictions that he could reform Cambodia’s economy 
and its citizens’ social welfare from within the National Assembly. He 
served as secretary of state for commerce from August to October 1962 
while he pursued his PhD. As he recounted of his writings at this time:

89  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 8.
90  Carney, ‘Biographical Sketches’, 64; and Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 204.
91  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 12–13. See also Ding, ‘Nouvelles victories du Peuple Cambodgien 
[New Victories of the Cambodian People]’, in Quarterly Review of the Khmer–Chinese Friendship 
Association, 46–47.
92  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 10.
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I wrote extensively about the failure of economic reform in 
Cambodia. I had credible evidence and data to support my 
argument. SONEXIM [Société Nationale d’Exportation et 
d’Importation (Cambodia), National Export and Import 
Company], for example, had lost 700 million riel [Cambodian 
currency] annually in the exportation of rice since that state 
organization was formed. I argued that this resulted from the 
existing exploiting economics system and its relationships of 
production. I pointed out the current statistics [that] showed 
confiscation of land by a small number of the feudal landlords and 
capitalists, resulting in land shortages for farmers, tax burdens, and 
the losses of SONEXIM, which fell upon the workers and peasants. 
I concluded that negative impact of the exploiting characteristics 
of the current economic system would not only cause failure and 
plunge the country’s economy into devastating crisis, but also 
sharpen the contradictions among workers, peasants, and feudal 
classes, landlords, and capitalists.93

Hu recognised the myriad flaws of Sihanouk’s leadership. He put theory 
into practice in 1965 when he sided with oppressed Kampuchea Krom 
residents and joined a ‘Complaint Commission’—both CPK-linked—
that resolved disputes over land claims and confiscations. He also pressed 
his fellow assembly members to sever all ties with the United States, which 
he viewed as imperialist.94 Far from influential within the conservative 
Saṅgam after 1966, Hu felt the pressure more than ever, as the Chinese 
Cultural Revolution had caused Sihanouk to repress communist 
sympathisers. The arrest of 22 supposed leftists by Sihanouk’s rightist 
strongman (and future usurper) Lon Nol again prompted Hu Nim 
to action.

93  ibid., 11.
94  ibid., 13; Carney, ‘Biographical Sketches’, 64. Hu was also vocal in the National Assembly on 
behalf of cooperatives, especially in his constituency of Kampong Cham. ‘Le député Hu Nim a posé 
deux questions au Gouvernement [Deputy Hu Nim Posed Two Questions to the Government]’, 
Echos de Phnom Penh [Echoes of Phnom Penh], 11 July 1960.
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Plate 2.3 Norodom Sihanouk, Cambodia’s head of state, and other 
distinguished Cambodian guests arrive in Beijing on 11 April 1973 after 
an inspection tour of the Liberated Zone of Cambodia and a friendly 
visit to the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.
They are warmly welcomed at the airport by PRC Premier Zhou Enlai, other Chinese 
leaders and more than 5,000 people. Massive receptions for important foreign 
guests, dignitaries and delegations were often greeted with great fanfare. 
Source: A special issue of China Pictorial (No. 6, 1973). 

Disillusioned by Soviet de-Stalinisation and frustrated by Sihanouk’s 
constant repression, Hu looked to China for answers. He visited the 
country again in 1965 for two weeks as ‘leader of a delegation of AAKC 
members’ that included Vann Tip Sovan, Sam Chaing, Ol Chan, Svay 
Borei, Phy Thean Lay and Eap Kim Phan.95 He returned home with 
the Maoist view that the Soviet Union was ‘revisionist’.96 But in that 
year, Mao’s ever-growing popularity in Cambodia, especially after the 
outbreak of the Cultural Revolution, distressed Sihanouk, who, after 
nearly a decade of rhetorical support for Mao (whom Sihanouk called the 
‘great venerated guide of the Cambodian people’), now viewed China’s 

95  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 12–13; Galway, ‘Red Service-Intellectual’, 301; and ‘China–
Cambodia Friendship Association Delegation Visit’, 23–47. 
96  Etcheson, The Rise and Demise of Democratic Kampuchea, 174.
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‘Maoist foreign policy’ as a disruption.97 Fearful that people were plotting 
to remove him from office, Sihanouk ‘became distressed by news that the 
Little Red Book was popular’ and imprisoned or ordered the execution 
of pro-China students.98 Aware of the Beijing link to leftist intellectuals 
in Paris and Phnom Penh, Sihanouk urged Beijing to cease ‘meddling’ in 
Cambodia’s internal affairs.99

Sihanouk suspected AAKC Vice-President Hu Nim most of all.100 
Sihanouk shuttered the AAKC in 1967 for its vocal support of Beijing 
and, according to one account, because he ‘wanted to put an end to the 
distribution in the capital of Mao’s Little Red Book’.101 By one account, Hu 
oversaw the distribution of French-language translations of Quotations from 
Chairman Mao Zedong (Mao zhuxi yulu 毛主席語錄) by AAKC activists 
during his tenure as vice-president.102 Along with Hou Yuon and Khieu 
Samphan, Hu Nim had also drawn Sihanouk’s suspicion for his outspoken 
criticism of Sihanouk’s government. Hu wrote in a 1967 edition of The 
New Dispatch, for example, that ‘Sihanouk presided over a “national front 
which responds exactly to the aspirations of the people”’, the wording of 
which irked Sihanouk.103 Because of Hu’s popularity as an intellectual, 
especially among progressive youths, Sihanouk suspected Hu of ‘complicity 
in anti-regime student disturbances in Siem Reap (February 1963) and 

97  Norodom Sihanouk, ‘“Pour nous, Cambodgiens, la Chine est bien notre amie numéro un …” 
Déclaration de Samdech Chef de l’Etat à son départ de Pékin au terme de sa Vème Visite à la République 
Populaire de China, le 6 Octobre 1964 [“For Cambodians, China is Our Number One Friend …” 
Declaration of the Head of State on the Occasion of his Departure from Beijing after his Fifth 
Visit to the People’s Republic of China, 6 October 1964]’, in Quarterly Review of the Khmer–Chinese 
Friendship Association, 8. On Sihanouk’s pro-China stance, see: Norodom Sihanouk, ‘Comment nous 
voyons la Chine [How We View China]’, Anakjātiniyam [The Nationalist], 20 September 1963, 7, 
National Archives of Cambodia, Box 689, ID6061, also in Box 332, 1–19; ‘Xihanuke qinwang zaizhi 
lianheguo dian zhong zhichu Zhongguo dui baowei Yazhou heping gongxian juda 西哈努克親王在
致聯合國電中指出中國對保衛亞洲和平貢獻巨大 [Prince Sihanouk Recognises China’s Huge 
Contribution to the Defence of Peace in Asia to the United Nations]’, Sino-Khmer Daily, 13 October 
1962; Norodom Sihanouk, ‘Message de S.A.R. le Prince Norodom Sihanouk à la radiodiffusion 
chinoise [Message from His Royal Highness, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, to Chinese Broadcasting]’, 
[1956], National Archives of Cambodia, Box 689, ID unknown, 1–2; and Norodom Sihanouk, 
‘Rapport de Samdech chef de l’état au peuple khmer [Report from Samdech Head of State to the 
Khmer People]’, [5 October 1964], National Archives of Cambodia, Box 689, ID6060, 1–6.
98  Chandler, Brother Number One, 83.
99  Ying Bing and Shi Zeliang, ‘Jianpuzhai xiandai shilüe 柬埔寨現代史略 [Modern History of 
Cambodia]’, Dongnanya yanjiu ziliao 東南亞研究資料 [Southeast Asian Studies] 1 (1983): 106; and 
Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History, 170.
100  Carney, ‘Biographical Sketches’, 64.
101  Kane, Khmer Rouge Dictionary, 156.
102  Locard, Why the Khmer Rouge?, 111–12.
103  Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History, 169.
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peasant activities [that he] deemed subversive’. Sihanouk’s suspicions were 
accentuated by a 12 May 1964 ‘anti-American’ student demonstration in 
which protestors, under leftist leadership, chanted slogans such as ‘Down 
with Sihanouk’ and ‘Down with Saṅgam’.104

Sihanouk’s suspicions of Hu Nim and other leftists led the Cambodian 
leader to suspect virtually anyone with links to China. After a Chinese-
language newspaper declared ‘all Cambodian workers believed in 
Chairman Mao’ and PRC Premier Zhou Enlai pleaded for Chinese 
‘to display their pride of the Cultural Revolution and their love for 
Chairman Mao’, many of Phnom Penh’s huaqiao began to mimic Cultural 
Revolution fervour.105 As the Samlaut rebellion erupted in April 1967, 
Sihanouk responded by levelling accusations against local Chinese, 
pro-China officials (Hu  among them) and even Beijing for the rising 
tide of radicalism in the country. Sihanouk accused huaqiao ‘who … 
have remained very Chinese at heart’ of ‘busily circulating Communist 
publications in the schools, propagandizing Communism in newspapers, 
movies, and the arts, and putting up wall posters Red Guard-style that 
were insulting to [Saṅgam]’.106 He also charged: 

At present I find that China has made a serious change because she 
has given up peaceful coexistence and the five principles. China 
had changed her policy since the Cultural Revolution. There have 
been a number of Khmer who aid China … The most dissolute and 
dishonest is Hu Nim. 

He then urged Hu ‘to go over to the other side, as Khieu Samphan and 
Hou Yuon had done’.107

104  Gunn, Monarchical Manipulation in Cambodia, 411. For a report, with photos of a similar 
anti–US imperialism protest on 11 March 1965, see ‘Mohā pātummneā thṅdī 11 mīneā 1965 nau 
Phnom Penh procheāṅ nịṅ cakbot(r) Āmerikāṅ [Mass Demonstration on 11 March 1965 in Phnom 
Penh Against US Imperialism]’, in Quarterly Review of the Khmer–Chinese Friendship Association, 
2 September 1965, 28–30.
105  Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History, 169.
106  Norodom Sihanouk, Les Paroles de Samdech Preah Norodom Sihanouk [The Words of Samdech 
Preah Norodom Sihanouk] (Phnom Penh: Ministère de l’information, 1968), 328–29, quoted in 
Galway, ‘Red Service-Intellectual’, 294.
107  Ben Kiernan, ‘The Samlaut Rebellion, 1967’, in Peasants and Politics in Kampuchea, 1942–1981, 
Ben Kiernan and Chanthou Boua, eds (London: Zed Books, 1982), 181. Emphasis added. Chinese 
writers were resolute and insisted that renewed Sino-Cambodian relations would ‘give the gift of 
struggle’. Zhang Xizhen 張錫鎮, Xihanuke jiazu 西哈努克家族 [The Sihanouk Family] (Beijing: 
Shehui kexue wenpian chubanshe, 1996), 161.
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Brother Bhoās: Hu Nim and the CPK 
Central Committee, 1967–77
Hu Nim did go to the other side, but not without genuine concern for 
his safety and knowledge that his political strategy was impossible. The 
Cultural Revolution had struck a nerve with Sihanouk and Cambodian 
radicals such as Hu did not ignore this development. Sihanouk had long 
since fallen out of favour among intellectuals over the Saṅgam’s years 
of ‘functional corruption’ that were ‘admitted, condemned, and then 
ignored’, and its suppression of leftist opposition parties to maintain total 
neutrality in the National Assembly.108

By 1967, the political route to reform in Cambodia was a dead end. 
Sihanouk had grown paranoid by the 1966 elections because of the 
rising popularity of leftist ministers like Hu Nim, who ran for and 
won re-election. Right-wing members and commercial representatives 
within the National Assembly, too, remained recalcitrant and repealed 
all policies proposed by leading Cambodian leftists. As Khieu, who lost 
the confidence of the assembly and the government, conceded, there was 
nothing to salvage from the ‘unreformable’ state.109 This revelation and 
the frustration many felt with the stagnant, Vietnamese-directed KPRP, 
radicalised Hu Nim. The stage was now set for a two-pronged attack: one 
from the revolutionary route, with Pol Pot working since 1953 as a covert 
operative in the rural-based KPRP;110 and the other from Hu Nim and 
his fellow leftist ministers, who had steadily built their reputations and 
earned strong followings among their constituents.

Sihanouk’s ‘increasingly threatening invective’ united the revolutionary 
and political paths into one, as his anger grew towards leftist ministers 
such as Hu Nim. Even with Hu reaffirming his loyalty to Sihanouk and 
rebuffing allegations he and other leftists played a role in peasant unrest, 
Sihanouk was unmoved. He responded with vitriol and set the now 

108  Galway, The Emergence of Global Maoism, 129; and Galway, ‘Red Service-Intellectual’, 289, 
both quoting and citing Osborne, Sihanouk, 159. As Osborne notes, Sihanouk admitted to ‘great 
corruption’ in all aspects of Cambodian political life, but recognised his powerlessness to stop it, 
as it emanated from the royal family’s inner circle and government downward. See also Ying and 
Shi, ‘Modern History of Cambodia’, 106; and Zhang, The Sihanouk Family, 161. On Sihanouk’s 
policies, see: ‘Jianpuzhai diyige wunian jihua—Xihanuke jihua 柬埔寨第一個五年計畫—西哈努
克計畫 [Cambodia’s First Five-Year Plan: Sihanouk’s Plan]’, Dongnanya yanjiu ziliao 東南亞研究資
料 [Southeast Asia Studies] 1 (1960): 111–12.
109  Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 204–5.
110  On this route, see Galway, The Emergence of Global Maoism, 144–58.
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conservative-rightist National Assembly to target the former minister. 
He  publicly branded Hu a communist and pro-China sympathiser.111 
In  a noteworthy incident, Sihanouk admonished Hu Nim in person 
on 30  September 1967 at Prey Totoeng High School in front of 
Hu’s constituency:

‘Companion’ Hu Nim is a little hypocrite … a specialist in the 
art of being all honey on the outside and all venom on the inside. 
His voice has the tone of a monk at prayer, his words carry the 
scent of honey, but he hides his claws like a tiger … If you were 
a sincere and committed communist, if you had the courage of 
your convictions, if you had any courage at all, if the fire that 
devours you was not that of ambition but that of the ideology you 
proclaim, you would not be afraid to struggle in the light of day 
for the triumph of that ideology, you would have dared to assume 
full responsibility for it and face all the consequences alone.112

Sihanouk continued to berate Hu before his voting base: ‘Hu Nim and 
his associates have excluded themselves from the national community … 
Your [Hu Nim’s] “courage” consists simply in working in the shadows.’113 
Hu Nim fled to the maquis on 7 October 1967 to join his Paris cohort 
of Hou Yuon and Khieu Samphan in the communist movement on 
instruction from CPK Phnom Penh City Committee head Vorn Vet 
(born Sok Thuok, 1934–1978).114

Announcement of his disappearance led many to speculate that he, Hou 
and Khieu had been killed on Sihanouk’s orders, which turned their 
loyalists against Sihanouk. Their popularity as representatives of the 
marginalised within the Saṅgam prompted widespread mourning; in 
Kandal Province, more than 15,000 students gathered at temples to grieve 
the ‘martyrdom of Hou Yuon and Khieu Samphan’.115 Thus began the 
legend of the ‘Three Ghosts’: ostracised yet popular leftist ministers who 
reappeared in 1970 as leaders of the CPK.116

111  Hu, ‘Confession of Hu Nim’, 18; and Ieng Sary, ‘Kingdom of Cambodia National United Front 
of Kampuchea: Cambodia 1972’, [1 January 1970], 16–17, DCCAM, D24010.
112  Sihanouk, The Words of Samdech Preah Norodom Sihanouk, 778, quoted in Kiernan, How Pol Pot 
Came to Power, 264.
113  Sihanouk, The Words of Samdech Preah Norodom Sihanouk, 752, 761, quoted in Kiernan, How Pol 
Pot Came to Power, 264–65.
114  Carney, ‘Biographical Sketches’, 64; Kiernan, How Pol Pot Came to Power, 265; and Galway, 
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In fact, they ascended to the highest posts within the CPK. Because 
of their meticulous analyses of Cambodia’s economic problems, each 
occupied a ministerial post on the CPK Central Committee. Hu Nim 
served as Minister of Information and Propaganda, first in the FUNK and 
then in CPK-controlled liberated zones in the GRUNK.117 A 1973 special 
issue of China Pictorial (Renmin huabao 人民畫報; lit., ‘People’s Pictorial’) 
covered the since deposed Norodom Sihanouk’s inspection tour of the 
GRUNK, during which he met and talked with his hosts, CPK Central 
Committee members Hu Nim, Hou Yuon and Khieu Samphan. The 
issue provides several photographs, including ones in colour, of Sihanouk 
smiling and participating in a range of activities within the liberated 
zones. The photos also depict Hu Nim and his Paris comrades as close 
friends during their stints as Central Committee members.118

Plate 2.4 Hu Nim (centre) warmly greets head of state Norodom 
Sihanouk during his 1973 inspection tour of the liberated zone.
Source: A special issue of China Pictorial (No. 6, 1973). 

117  ibid., 190–91.
118  ‘Xihanuke qinwang shicha Jianpuzhai jiefangjun zhuanji 西哈努克親王視察柬埔寨解放軍
專輯 [Samdech Sihanouk’s Inspection Tour of the Cambodian Liberated Zone]’, Renmin huabao 人
民畫報 [China Pictorial] (6) (June 1973).
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Yet, only Khieu Samphan survived. As Hu recalled, the Angkar 
(‘Organisation’) developed into an increasingly tight circle of ‘Brother 
No.1’, Pol Pot, and ‘Brother No.2’, Nuon Chea, who he claims ordered 
the plan to evacuate Cambodia’s cities on 19 April 1975.119 By July 1976, 
the writing was on the wall for Hu Nim. Vietnam News Agency (Thông 
tấn xã Việt Nam) director Trần Thanh Xuân, a man whom Hu had met 
in 1974 in Hanoi, recalled that after Hu welcomed him: 

I could see Hu Nim had no power anymore. He was not at ease; 
he was very friendly, but not his own master. Everything was 
arranged by [DK Minister for Foreign Affairs] Ieng Sary. Hu Nim 
just implemented it [CPK policy] and played the official role.120 

Indeed, the CPK, once in power, systematically purged its critics, 
including its own intellectual thrust. For instance, Pol Pot ordered Hou 
Yuon’s murder in 1975 for opposing the total evacuation of the cities and 
abolition of the currency, and had Hu Nim incarcerated, tortured and 
ultimately killed on 6 July 1977 for similar calls for moderation.121

His tragic fate notwithstanding, Hu Nim’s influence on the CPK cannot 
be understated. Before his October 1967 flight to the maquis, in late 
1966, Hu Nim and Hou Yuon:

established a secret committee—in which Khieu Samphan played 
no role—to coordinate dissident activities and consider various 
options for the overthrow not only of Lon Nol [who deposed 
Sihanouk in a 1970 bloodless coup], but also of Sihanouk, 
including political and armed actions.122 

119  Hu, ‘Planning the Past’, 276; and Ben Kiernan, The Pol Pot Regime: Race, Power, and Genocide 
in Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge, 1975–1979, 3rd edn (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2008), 33.
120  Kiernan, The Pol Pot Regime, 122, quoting the author’s interview with Tran Thanh Xuan, Ho Chi 
Minh City, 26 October 1980.
121  Mission du Gouvernement Royal d’Union Nationale du Cambodge [Mission of the Royal 
Government of the National Union of Cambodia], ‘Declaration de MM. Khieu Samphan, Hou 
Yuon, et Hu Nim [Declaration of MM. Khieu Samphan, Hou Yuon, and Hu Nim]’, Bulletin 
d’Information, 16 February 1973, 3–4, National Archives of Cambodia, Box 670; Hu, ‘Planning the 
Past’, 304; Chieu, My Story with the Communist Parties of China and Kampuchea, 20; and Kiernan, 
The Pol Pot Regime, 59.
122  Heder, Cambodian Communism and the Vietnamese Model, 103, citing Nuon Chea, Pravoat 
Chdlananat Td-sou robdh Kasikdr K/ch Yoeng pi Chhnam 1954 d&l Chhnam 1970 [History of the 
struggle movement of our C(am)b(odian) peasants from 1954 to 1970] (Phnom Penh: Unpublished 
ms, n.d.), n.p.
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A charismatic orator with a loyal following of activists, students and 
leftists,  Hu provided a public face to the faceless ‘Organisation’. 
He marshalled his public persona as a vocal critic of government corruption 
and advocated for improvements in the rural sector. In so doing, he 
established a link between the rural-based CPK movement and urbanite 
leftists and aided the party’s recruitment of peasants.123 On 26  March 
1970, for instance, Hu and his Paris Group CPK leaders responded ‘to 
Sihanouk’s appeal with one ostensibly of their own’ by ‘calling on the 
Cambodian people to “organize guerilla units and armed forces … and 
set up an equitable power” in the country’.124

In the five years before Lon Nol’s ouster (1970–75), the CPK surrounded 
Phnom Penh and, from 17 April 1975, initiated its radical Maoist 
human experiment, drawing heavily, from a policy standpoint, on the 
Maoist doctoral dissertations of Hu Nim and his Paris colleagues. Hu’s 
dissertation called for collectivisation based on voluntary work and 
democracy, not forced labour. Yet he valorised Chinese, North Korean 
and North Vietnamese models of self-sufficiency, grassroots cooperation 
and situational autarky. Hu also believed, however idealistically, that 
Cambodian peasants would join new collectivised structures of their own 
volition. Although somewhat derivative of Hou Yuon’s 1955 dissertation, 
Hu’s provided the CPK leadership with some useful blueprints and 
updated, more rigorous statistics of rural demographics—not to mention 
Maoist zeal befitting the era in which he authored it—for the party’s 
grand vision of mass peasant communes.125

123  Heder, Cambodian Communism and the Vietnamese Model, 160–61; Chandler, The Tragedy of 
Cambodian History, 207, 228; Willmott, ‘Analytical Errors of the Kampuchean Communist Party’, 
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(1979): 314–16.
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Conclusion
A genealogy of the CPK’s Maoism is a long and winding road that at once 
swings backward to account for the earliest and most formative social 
experiences and forwards to connect radical ideology to implementation. 
Men such as Hu Nim who became Maoists took different routes to their 
radicalisation, for sure, and did not agree monolithically in the same kind 
of Maoism. Hu gravitated towards Mao’s political economy, which he 
saw as a useful critical interpretative paradigm with which to conceive, 
then overturn, Cambodia’s political instability, underdevelopment and 
socioeconomic disequilibria.

Before the CPK’s genocidal human experiment, Hu and his Paris-trained 
comrades were passionate students who cared genuinely about liberating 
their motherland from exploitation and painstakingly went about 
identifying problems and providing solutions. Hu had tremendous acumen 
when it came to peasant grievances since he had lived that life before and 
struggled so mightily to enter a world that had been reserved for the nation’s 
elite. The realisation of the CPK’s Maoist vision after 17 April 1975—the 
day the CPK captured Phnom Penh—was, sadly, the beginning of a four-
year project that would set the already downtrodden country back several 
decades and cost nearly one-third of its people their lives.

As a corrective to facile descriptions of the CPK as Maoists or hyper-
Maoists, or other opinions that disregard this aspect of the party’s thought 
entirely, we ought to recentre Maoism in the CPK’s ideological equation, 
with social experiences guiding us through the shaping and reshaping of 
Maoism to fit the concrete realities of the Cambodian situation. Hu Nim 
did his best to achieve this, both theoretically and practically, and found 
success once he abandoned the dead-end of working within the system. 
His purge from the party in 1977 because he opposed some of Pol Pot’s 
policies notwithstanding, Hu represents part of the CPK’s intellectual 
thrust, with his foundational national text one of the essential cogs in 
the moving wheel of Cambodian Maoism. The continued omission of 
Hu Nim and his other Paris Group contemporaries excludes perhaps the 
most crucial minds behind the DK machine, and to ignore the French 
connection—learning about Maoism in 1950s Paris—means cutting 
out the single most formative period in the development of Cambodian 
Maoism. Hu Nim’s travels and written work, among those of his peers, 
hold one of the keys to the mystery behind the nature of the CPK’s political 
thought, as well as the blueprint for its utopic—and disastrous—vision.
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