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What if a country holds an election but it proves not to matter? Cam-
bodians voted nationwide in July 2003, only to see their polity’s three
main political parties take almost a year to form a new administration.
The long-ruling Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) of Prime Minister Hun
Sen won 47.4 percent of the popular vote but gained 59.3 percent of the
seats in the National Assembly thanks to Cambodia’s unusual “highest-
average” system of proportional voting, which favors large parties.1

The CPP’s two main rivals, the nominally royalist formation known by
its French acronym of FUNCINPEC and the populist opposition Sam
Rainsy Party (or SRP, named for its founder and leading personality)
each won around about a fifth of the total vote and a similar share of
seats in the 123-member National Assembly (the actual seat totals were
73 for the CPP, 26 for FUNCINPEC, and 24 for the SRP).

Since Cambodia’s 1993 constitution stipulates that a two-thirds par-
liamentary majority is needed to form a government, the parties had to
bargain in the election’s wake. Bargain they did, for 11 long months.
All during this time Cambodia had no properly constituted govern-
ment, but little changed. Power remained firmly in the hands of the CPP,
which has ruled since the 1980s, initially under Vietnamese tutelage. It
has such a tight grip that elections have become little more than a side-
show, helping to bolster the electoral-authoritarian regime that Hun
Sen has built.

In 1993, general elections overseen by the United Nations Transi-
tional Authority for Cambodia (UNTAC) helped to create the conditions
for an end to the violence that had killed millions over the preceding
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decades. A coalition government brought together most leading fig-
ures, and it seemed as if the basis for lasting peace and political pluralism
was in place. More than a decade later, the picture looks much grimmer.
Hun Sen’s CPP—which lost the 1993 elections and was supposedly the
junior partner in the government that followed—has completely eclipsed
FUNCINPEC, created by King Norodom Sihanouk and led by his son
Prince Ranarridh. The CPP is a tightly organized party with formidable
grassroots networks and a primary appeal to the rural masses. While
Hun Sen plainly dominates the CPP, an important faction is loyal to
nominal party leader Chea Sim. FUNCINPEC has a more ad hoc struc-
ture, and has long been forced to play a subordinate role to the CPP.
FUNCINPEC’s supporters include rural dwellers and much of the edu-
cated urban elite. Both parties are now effectively postideological; the
pursuit of wealth and power forms the main concern of each. Rainsy is
the only significant opposition figure and as such has faced sustained
harassment from both the CPP and FUNCINPEC. Where is Cambodia
heading?

The early 1990s saw UNTAC winning general plaudits for its role in
the 1993 Cambodian election and its aftermath. Very few people lost
their lives, which was no small feat given Cambodia’s bloody recent
history. FUNCINPEC’s victory in the polling was a surprise. The CPP,
which had been running Cambodia for 14 years, was generally consid-
ered unbeatable because of its tight grip on village-level political
structures. Although the CPP objected at first, all sides eventually ac-
cepted the results and a new government formed fairly quickly. If we
believe that the smoother the transition, the better the chances for change
in the direction of liberal democracy, then Cambodia’s post-1993 tran-
sition seemed a promising example.

But did UNTAC preside over an actual transition? Despite his no-
tionally subordinate status as second prime minister after 1993, Hun
Sen kept de facto control over Cambodia. Many observers focused on
the residual presence of cadres from the mass-murdering Khmer Rouge
regime of 1975 to 1979, and failed to see that the real struggle lay
between the CPP and its electoral rivals.2 The UNTAC interlude of 1992
and 1993 did bolster the peace process, but politically it was only a
passing outside intervention that left the CPP’s grip on power un-
changed. The supposed smoothness of the transition was undermined
by the CPP’s belligerent demands for equal treatment, illustrated by its
insistence on the appointment of two “prime” ministers.

The successes of the 1993 election—notably the use of a secret bal-
lot—were more technical than substantive, for FUNCINPEC’s victory
led to no real transfer of power. This victory’s hollowness became clearer
following Hun Sen’s 1997 internal coup against Ranariddh and
FUNCINPEC, the problematic 1998 election, and the troubling 2003
election and its technically cabinetless aftermath. What happened un-
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der UNTAC in 1993 was the beginning of a pattern in which Hun Sen
used the outward show of electioneering to legitimize the status quo
rather than let power change hands. At best, election results had a mar-
ginal impact on the relative clout of the CPP’s rivals for power.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                According to Trevor Findlay, UNTAC correctly grasped that ordi-
nary Cambodians longed for peace and could handle secret ballots,
appreciated that democratic mechanisms could work in Cambodia, and
backed Sihanouk as “the one Cambodian who could help deliver a
national renaissance and unity.”3 The last of these claims is by far the
most problematic. Sihanouk played a major role in brokering the am-
biguous deal that returned power to the CPP and Hun Sen after the
elections. In short, FUNCINPEC won the elections, and Sihanouk handed
power to the CPP. His actions reflected the political realities of the day:
Removing the CPP from power was beyond the reach of either Hun
Sen’s domestic rivals or UNTAC—despite the debate that raged for a
time within the international community about the acceptability of the
Sihanouk-brokered deal.

The rest is history. Elections in Hun Sen’s Cambodia have become an
exercise in political theater that the CPP uses to legitimize its power. As
Pierre Lizée writes of the 1998 elections, they “represented not so much
a first step in an overdue process of democratization of the political
environment in Cambodia, but rather a movement full circle to pre-
cisely the situation of autocracy which these elections were supposed
to remedy.”4

Caroline Hughes cites interviews with voters in support of her argu-
ment that the way in which the CPP retained power despite losing the
1993 election undermined their faith in the democratic process. The
CPP’s improved showing in the 1998 balloting reflected highly effec-
tive techniques of “surveillance” and other methods that the ruling
party used to intimidate rural voters despite the notional protection
afforded them by the secret ballot. Twenty-two political murders in the
two months prior to the election heightened the sense of fear. Neither
the 1998 or 2003 elections were really about determining who held
power in Cambodia.

The Dominance of Hun Sen

In Phnom Penh, where voters have generally gone against the CPP,
that party’s supporters are thin on the ground. Hun Sen’s base is in the
provinces, where the CPP uses its control of patronage and government
resources (mainly derived from foreign aid) to keep power. And despite
his apparently rock-solid position, Hun Sen shows signs of worry. He
rarely leaves the country, and then only to go to nearby lands. During
his absences, more police officers and soldiers can be seen on the streets
of the capital. He travels by helicopter between his house in central
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Phnom Penh and his main home on the city’s outskirts. His thousand-
man bodyguard force is equipped with tanks and other sophisticated
weaponry.

Hun Sen has not always been popular with the international com-
munity, and has often been portrayed in the United States as a
Vietnamese puppet and an authoritarian with communist leanings. Yet
following the 1979 Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, he played an
important supporting role in replacing the disastrous Khmer Rouge
regime with one dedicated to putting Cambodia back on the map. For
all Sihanouk’s charm and Ranarridh’s bluster, the royalists have never
mustered a serious political challenge to the CPP. All too many
FUNCINPEC leaders have been self-serving, inept, and out of touch
with the concerns of ordinary Cambodians, especially in the prov-
inces. In part by coopting FUNCINPEC and persistently steering it
into close identification with the government, Hun Sen has sapped the
royalists’ credibility and defined the CPP as the only serious political
choice for Cambodia. Indeed, there has even been talk that the two
parties might one day merge.

Pragmatic commentators have called upon the West to work with
Hun Sen, rather than to wish him gone. While the United States gives
no aid to the Cambodian government—instead channeling support
through NGOs—other donors pledged more than US$500 million in
2004. There is a good case for arguing that in the 1980s and early
1990s, the CPP provided more decent and effective governance than
was generally realized. Supporters of Hun Sen see him as caught in a
spiral of bureaucratic corruption and ineptitude, struggling manfully
to get things done, but lacking the state capacity to achieve his goals.
Despite his lack of formal education, he boasts a formidable intuitive
grasp of political issues. But for his critics, Hun Sen remains part of the
problem rather than part of the solution. While he excels at gaining and
securing power, he seemingly cannot or will not use it in ways that will
benefit the Cambodian people. Probably the most convincing reading
argues that Hun Sen set out as an impressive and dedicated leader, but
has gradually become corrupted by power and is losing touch with his
grassroots support.

The country’s most pressing problems are socioeconomic. The vast
bulk of the populace remains desperately poor. The average civil ser-
vant lives on about $28 per month. During the UNTAC years and beyond,
a select few Cambodians got rich quickly, thanks in no small part to the
practice of charging international organizations and foreign residents
enormously inflated prices. The aid industry that followed UNTAC’s
departure has consolidated Cambodia’s curious dual economy, recruit-
ing the best and the brightest young Cambodians and thereby denuding
both the public and private sectors of talented people. More than a
decade after UNTAC, Cambodia remains heavily aid-dependent. There
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has been little international investment except in the garment-produc-
tion and hotel sectors, and at least five garment factories have closed
since Cambodia’s World Trade Organization accession in January 2005.
Phnom Penh is the center of an aid-funded subeconomy that hinges on
development agencies and projects, but to travel a short distance out-
side the capital is to find a land where electric power and clean running
water remain sadly rare.

In the provinces, well-connected elites, often with military or police
ties, have seized huge swaths of land.5 Deforestation is rife, and plans
are afoot for large and environmentally disastrous eucalyptus planta-
tions. The bloated Royal Cambodian Armed Forces (RCAF) consume
around a quarter of all government revenues and control more than
700,000 hectares of land in “Military Development Zones,” yet do little
to protect national security. The need for drastic reform of the RCAF is
urgent. The World Bank had tasked the NGO Global Witness to monitor
the condition of Cambodia’s forests, until the Bank egregiously surren-
dered to the Hun Sen regime’s complaints and replaced Global Witness
with the more a more pliable Swiss concern, the Société Générale de
Surveillance (SGS).6

Corruption has become a central concern for donors and Cambodi-
ans alike. The need for under-the-table payments is pervasive. One survey
suggests that public-school students in urban areas are paying an aver-
age of $44 per year in bribes to their teachers.7 Doctors and nurses
routinely expect bribes for providing prompt and effective medical care.
To address donor concerns about corruption, Hun Sen has recently
adopted what he terms an “iron fist” approach, backed up by at least one
high-profile firing and a March 2005 public conference held at a Phnom
Penh hotel. Rhetoric aside, however, the impression remains widespread
that members of Hun Sen’s own inner circle are corrupt, in ways that set
a bad example for lower-ranking officials.

Top positions in institutions ranging from the military to Buddhist
monasteries are openly bought and sold. The heads of the national po-
lice, for instance, have never attended a police academy. Promotions to
senior police posts typically cost $500 to $1,000 in bribes. A national
survey showed that people view the Ministry of Justice as the most
corrupt government agency. Ministers and other senior officials are lit-
erally selling their offices: In a troubling sign of the slide toward
kleptocracy, public buildings including the Royal University of Fine
Arts and certain cabinet ministries in Phnom Penh have been “swapped”
for new locations provided by private speculators. Even the Choeng Ek
“killing fields” memorial site was recently handed over to a mysterious
Japanese company on a thirty-year lease.

Despite the government’s feeble response to donors’ demands for
increased transparency and serious moves to combat corruption, a De-
cember 2004 Consultative Group Meeting of international donors
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resulted in $504 million worth of new pledges—slightly more than the
government had requested. For all the talk of donor coordination, inter-
national and national development agencies are competing against one
another on the ground to carve out niche sectors for their own projects
and programs. The government skilfully exploits rivalries among do-
nors in order to play one off against another.

Hun Sen’s main rival for popular support from 1979 to 2004 was
Sihanouk, who has been not only king but also prime minister and
(under the Khmer Rouge) “head of state.” A deal made as UNTAC was
winding down brought him back to the throne. While the constitution
declares that the king reigns but does not rule, Sihanouk has long been
a major political player and an alternative source of legitimacy. Often
criticized as inconsistent and “mercurial,” Sihanouk has since 1993
frequently sided against FUNCINPEC, the party that he founded, and
has supported Hun Sen and the CPP instead. Nevertheless, he has been
able to challenge Hun Sen’s authority by speaking out on salient issues,
often in recent years via his oft-visited Web site.8

The prime minister’s personality cult—down to the Hun Sen watches
on sale at Phnom Penh’s central market—is meant to displace the mon-
archy as the prime source of legitimacy. Milton Osborne argues that
Hun Sen has gradually developed a “modified political persona,” offer-
ing a less aggressive face to the outside world and cultivating his own
image within Cambodia by building clinics and schools, much as
Sihanouk did in the 1950s and 1960s.9 Hun Sen is always officially
known as samdech, or prince, a title that he effectively granted to him-
self. Regally, Hun Sen and his wife provide special funds to families
with triplets. Some Cambodians believe that their country has an un-
usual number of triplets because the wandering souls of Khmer Rouge
victims are being reborn after entering the wombs of women already
pregnant.

Dogged by illness, exasperated by the haggling after the 2003 elec-
tion, and perhaps fearing that Hun Sen would abolish the monarchy if a
royal death left the throne vacant, the 81-year-old Sihanouk abdicated
in favor of his 51-year-old son Sihamoni (Ranariddh’s decade-younger
half-brother) in late 2004.10 By abdicating, Sihanouk ensured that the
more headstrong Prince Ranariddh, whom he distrusts, did not succeed
him.  Sihamoni, a former dancer who has lived abroad for much his life,
appeared unlikely to challenge Hun Sen. Nevertheless, he soon began
to receive numerous petitions from subjects anxious for justice, includ-
ing many who accused the government of trampling on their rights. On
the day of his coronation, he pledged to tour the country in order to
meet people and hear their concerns; his travels since then have proved
extremely popular.  Sihanouk himself has remained a powerful presence
still able to press Hun Sen, who in June 2005 made televised remarks
denouncing “sycophants” around the throne whom he accused of plot-
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ting to set up a provisional government.11 The outburst illustrated the
prime minister’s continuing paranoia about the monarchy’s potency as
a political symbol and rival source of legitimacy.

A Tribunal on the Khmer Rouge

For many outside Cambodia, the country remains synonymous with
the Khmer Rouge and the “killing fields” of the late 1970s. Following
the 1979 Vietnamese invasion, a tribunal that included foreign judges—
and which has since been heavily criticized—tried in absentia and
sentenced to death Khmer Rouge leaders Pol Pot and Ieng Sary. Neither
sentence was ever carried out. Since then there have been numerous
calls for a new trial of Khmer Rouge leaders, with much discussion of
trying larger numbers of defendants and striking a more acceptable bal-
ance between the respective roles of local and foreign judges.

There is general agreement among prominent commentators and
scholars working on Cambodia that the culture of legal impunity which
today pervades Cambodian public life is in some way related to the
failure to bring Khmer Rouge leaders to justice. A small group of men,
in other words, have been “getting away with genocide.”12 Supporters
of a new tribunal cite opinion polls suggesting that a trial would have
wide public backing. A 2004 survey conducted across several prov-
inces by the Khmer Institute for Democracy showed that 96.8 per cent of
respondents wanted to see such a trial. At the same time, more than two-
fifths (44.1 percent) said that no trial at all would be better than a
substandard trial. Many respondents, especially those with more school-
ing, were skeptical that any trial would be fair, and seemed more
interested in the tribunal as a means of unearthing what happened under
the Khmer Rouge than as a means for punishing its leaders. Complicat-
ing factors include the possibility that a more widely defined judicial
process could indict Hun Sen himself, or other leading CPP figures who
were previously Khmer Rouge cadres.

A second issue concerns the role of Sihanouk, who served as head of
state for the Khmer Rouge and had a highly ambiguous relationship
with the regime. Could he also face trial? Since putting Hun Sen or
Sihanouk on trial would be politically impossible, the UN has been
obliged to agree upon a formula that would focus the tribunal on a small
group of leaders. One scholar has wondered if such a narrowly focused
trial may wind up serving as de facto exoneration for Hun Sen and as
such boost the legitimacy of his government.13

The origins of the CPP and the Hun Sen government lie in Vietnam’s
invasion and toppling of the Khmer Rouge in 1979. Therefore, some
observers reason, Hun Sen has an interest in whatever will remind people
of the Khmer Rouge horrors that he and his party, whatever their flaws,
brought to an end. The more people in Cambodia and abroad focus on
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the murders and other acts of brutality that the Khmer Rouge committed
a quarter-century ago, the notion runs, the less these citizens and ob-
servers will focus on the increasingly authoritarian nature of the Hun
Sen regime itself. Cambodia still observes an official, Vietnam-estab-
lished day of hatred against the Khmer Rouge. Hun Sen came to power
saying, in effect, “Support me or the Khmer Rouge may come back.”
This mantra has had no credibility since the mid-1990s. Perhaps Hun
Sen is hoping that a tribunal will flog some life back into it. Then too,
holding a highly publicized international tribunal will bring a great
influx of foreign funds and persons to give the flagging Cambodian
economy a shot in the arm. The preliminary estimate for the official
costs of the tribunal is $60 million, with sizeable contingents of jour-
nalists, activists, and assorted hangers-on expected to arrive and spend
still more.

Telling pollsters “yes” when they ask about the idea of a new tribu-
nal is not the same as actively supporting such a trial. In fact, there has
been no strong homegrown movement for fresh proceedings, whether
on the part of the government or of Cambodian society at large. The
main drivers behind the idea have included the Clinton administration
and other Western governments, plus a group of Cambodian and inter-
national human rights activists. The tribunal also offers the chance for
professional Cambodia-watchers to become involved in making his-
tory: Some will probably work for the tribunal or write books about it.
In some important respects, the tribunal will be UNTAC revisited, a
chance for well-intentioned outsiders to play a crucial role. In the pro-
cess, it will allow those commentators who once expressed sympathy
for the Khmer Rouge—including some prominent Cambodia special-
ists—to atone for their past errors. It will also permit those academics
and commentators who have long supported Hun Sen to feel that their
faith in the CPP has not been completely betrayed.

Who would benefit from the tribunal? The hope is that, like the 1993
election, this massive international intervention in Cambodian public
life will stimulate a reaction from the public, promoting deeper politi-
cal participation and creating the conditions for national reconciliation.
There is some evidence to support this hope: A remarkable 64.3 per cent
of those interviewed in the 2004 survey said that they would like to
attend the trial in person. If such a development occurs, the effort and
expense of the tribunal would be well worth it. Some observers go fur-
ther and speculate that even a half-baked tribunal could yield advantages
if it weakens Hun Sen’s grip on power. Others, however, worry that a
bungled judicial process will prove unsettling and divisive: There is a
real danger that the unearthing of long-buried anxieties could prove
highly disturbing to ordinary Cambodians, and achieve the opposite of
reconciliation. In view of Cambodia’s recent history of political vio-
lence, many observers blanch at the prospect of a popular confrontation
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with authority serious enough to threaten the CPP’s rule. Given what
has followed UNTAC, one must be skeptical that an intervention from
outside, even if well crafted, will trigger for Cambodia a “Eureka!”

moment of transformative popular awak-
ening, democratic enlightenment, or
national reconciliation.

What sort of a political order does
Cambodia now have? Is it an electoral
but illiberal democracy, holding rela-
tively fair votes but in other respects
rather authoritarian? Could one call it
an “electoral authoritarian regime with
pseudodemocratic elements”? The party
system is becoming ever more hege-
monic and is causing Cambodia to re-
semble PRI-era Mexico, with “a
relatively institutionalized ruling party
monopoliz[ing] the political arena, [and]
using coercion, patronage, media con-
trol, and other means to deny formally
legal opposition parties any real chance
of competing for power.”14 In Cambodia
today, one sees ruling-party hegemony

with a twist, as the party that had been the CPP’s most active opponent
and rival, FUNCINPEC, is now a loyal coalition partner buttressing and
legitimizing CPP dominance.

To support his thesis that the CPP is now indisputably hegemonic,
Larry Diamond cites its overwhelming victory (70 percent of the vote,
99 percent of the seats) in the 2002 commune-council elections. The
2003 general elections would seem to tell against this analysis, how-
ever, since FUNCINPEC and the SRP together picked up 43 percent of
the vote nationwide (with smaller parties winning the remaining 10
percent). The SRP showed itself to be especially popular in Phnom
Penh. So whatever the CPP’s degree of hegemony on the plane of local
government, that party still found itself facing what should have been a
power-sharing situation at the national level.

And yet “what should have been” was not what actually came to pass.
For in 2003 as before, the election result and the political outcome were
two different things. In 1993, the election’s winners remained subordi-
nated to its losers. As the 1998 races loomed, the CPP preempted any
possible competition by staging what amounted to a coup during the
summer of 1997. Lines of authority were rearranged, certain opposition
leaders found themselves driven into exile, and intimidation was widely
deployed. In 2003, the election results simply went unimplemented for
almost a year: From July 2003 to June 2004, Cambodia had no properly

Given Cambodia’s
recent history of
bloodthirsty ideologi-
cal dictatorship and
civil war, the bar for
what constitutes
improvement is ex-
tremely low. Hun Sen
and his cohorts “get
away with”
authoritarianism
because strongman rule
is a lesser evil than
mass murder.
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constituted government, but continued to function pretty much exactly
as before.

In the Cambodian case, we are not looking at a transition toward
liberal democracy that has been stymied, derailed, or thrown into re-
verse, but rather at one that has never even left the station. The
nonprogress of this nontransition has gone largely unnoticed by an
international community eager to detect signs of improvement, and
happy to view the holding of virtually any elections as a step forward.
Given Cambodia’s recent history of bloodthirsty ideological dictator-
ship and civil war, the bar for what constitutes improvement is extremely
low. Hun Sen and his cohorts “get away with” authoritarianism because
strongman rule is a lesser evil than mass murder.

Assessments of Cambodian elections often reveal a certain creeping
relativism. Tin Maung Maung Tan reports that, despite widespread com-
plaints from members of the public, most observers found the National
Electoral Commission’s preparations for the 2003 elections to be “ac-
ceptable.” Trevor Findlay notes that the 1993 election was conducted
in a “comparatively free, fair and democratic manner”—a formulation
that raises the question, “‘Free, fair, and democratic’ as compared to
what?”15 That same election clearly flunked a key test of democracy, for
FUNCINPEC won the vote but the CPP continued to rule. In this funda-
mental sense, it was not a democratic election. Whatever transition the
UN Transitional Authority may have overseen, it was not a transition to
democracy.

While Cambodian elections are not such a sham that no one cares
about them at all, their ineffectuality at breaking or even loosening the
CPP’s quarter-century-old grip on power means that they have not “taken
on a life of their own,” and may instead be perilously close to failing the
Macbeth test: “only so much sound and fury, signifying nothing.”16

Despite the good press that UNTAC still gets, Cambodia is another
awkward case that raises troubling questions about how grounded in
reality the transition paradigm truly is.

Perhaps stung because their party’s seat share had dropped sharply
from 43 to 24 percent owing to the public’s tendency to identify them
with the CPP, the leaders of FUNCINPEC in 2003 joined the SRP in a
so-called Alliance of Democrats (AD). The AD proclaimed itself willing
to join a grand national-unity coalition government with the CPP as
senior partner so long as that party would eject Hun Sen and his key
lieutenant Sok An from their ministerial posts. Not surprisingly, Hun
Sen declined to step down, and talks over how to form a government
dragged on.

The AD hoped to bring about substantive reform of the Cambodian
state, in return for supporting a modernized government of national
unity resembling the political order that Cambodia had before 1970.17

In addition to the resignations of Hun Sen and Sok An, the AD also
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called for the passage of an anticorruption law and backed the idea of
requiring a parliamentary confidence vote or else a new general elec-
tion in the event of any cabinet reshuffling—this last being a measure
that would give the AD more opportunities to split the CPP and peel
support away from Hun Sen and his circle.

Although the constitution requires that the National Assembly should
convene within sixty days after the election, this provision was no match
for Hun Sen’s determination to see his rivals marginalized. The new
Assembly did not meet until December 2003, and then sat for only
twenty minutes. With the AD counting for about 40 percent of the seats
and thus denying the CPP its coveted two-thirds majority, the CPP lead-
ership focused on FUNCINPEC as the more pliable of the two AD partners.
Many FUNCINPEC legislators had been bankrolled by wealthy
businesspeople with close CPP ties.18 In part by leveraging these, Hun
Sen persuaded Ranariddh in March 2004 to agree to a two-party gov-
erning coalition. Ranariddh did not bother to consult his party. The
SRP talked up rumors that he had agreed to split commissions on gov-
ernment contracts 60-40 with Hun Sen, that Hun Sen had paid Ranariddh
handsomely for his acquiescence, or that Hun Sen had given the prince
an airplane and even a promise to support his claim to the royal succes-
sion. True or not, these claims were widely believed on the streets of
Phnom Penh.

Parties Without Principles

The politicians from FUNCINPEC, who generally went along with
Ranariddh even though not consulted beforehand, appear to have been
rewarded by a doubling in the number of senior governmental posts.
Steve Heder argues that FUNCINPEC is aping the CPP by abandoning
its notional ideology (royalism in the one case, state socialism in the
other) in order to satisfy private greed. To be sure of getting his way,
Hun Sen made all the new arrangements the subject of a single up-or-
down Assembly vote—a move of doubtful constitutional validity—and
forced Senate President Chea Sim to leave the country so that he could
not block the maneuver. Sihanouk too was frozen out, albeit by less
drastic means. His frustration over the new government and the manner
in which it was formed appears to have sparked his decision to abdicate
later in 2004.

Soon after the creation of a joint CPP-FUNCINPEC government in
July 2004, Hun Sen announced that this formation would serve Cambo-
dia well for the next two to three decades. Stories began to appear
suggesting that the two parties would merge before the 2008 elections.
Any such merger would have the effect of creating a single hegemonic
party, likely to dominate Cambodian politics for some time to come.
Meanwhile, the SRP began to feel immense pressure; on 3 February
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2004, Rainsy and two of his leading MPs lost their parliamentary immu-
nity after an overwhelming vote in the National Assembly. They then
faced immediate arrest on defamation charges, filed by National Assem-
bly president Ranariddh over SRP claims that he had accepted a large
bribe when joining forces with the CPP to form a new government.
Rainsy fled the country, and Cambodia’s only substantive opposition
voice fell largely silent.

Far from taking on a life of their own, elections in Cambodia are
becoming more and more lifeless. Each one is an occasion for the CPP
to deploy tactics of denial and delay in order to keep its grip on power
while popular confusion and disappointment mount. Such ballotings
are neither “Eureka!” moments nor even moments that merely “signify
nothing.” On the contrary, by raising expectations that they will not
come close to meeting, they are actively troubling to the Cambodian
people.

Looking back, we may wonder if the 1993 elections were an example
of what Francis Fukuyama terms “premature democratization.”19 Did
UNTAC put the cart before the horse by trying to install democracy in
the absence of a sufficiently well-established state? Perhaps, but one
might also say that UNTAC sought to plant democracy in a country
where not only was the state weak, but the CPP regime was already all
too strong. Moreover, UNTAC’s paramount concern with ensuring that
the Khmer Rouge could not return played into the CPP’s hands.
FUNCINPEC turned out to be a convenient mirage, a “noncommunist”
voting option helpless to gain power even after an election win.

“Within the bureaucracy,” relates Evan Gottesman, “civil servants
continued to answer to CPP officials rather than to FUNCINPEC minis-
ters. In the provinces, FUNCINPEC governors were equally powerless,
as district and commune chiefs, police officers and clerks ignored their
nominal bosses.”20 In a sense, democratization may have reached Cam-
bodia too late: While the state was weak, the CPP regime was robust and
deep-rooted. Gottesman describes Cambodian pluralism not as democ-
racy, but as “a tenuous compact among competing patronage systems.”
Cambodia today is controlled by most of the same people who gained
power in 1979.

The government’s keen awareness of its continuing reliance on for-
eign aid is enough to keep open repression fairly rare. Yet abuses of
power, land seizures, deforestation, environmental destruction, and ex-
ploitation of all kinds are common. Often the perpetrators are members
of the police, military officers, or others well connected to the ruling
elite. Cambodian civil society is vocal but relies heavily on foreign
funding and expertise. Various NGOs campaign against injustices, re-
ceiving sympathetic coverage in local Western-language newspapers
while having little real impact. There are several oppositional Khmer-
language newspapers, full of partisan criticism of the CPP, but their
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quality remains abysmal despite a massive international investment in
journalism training.

Hun Sen is now under pressure from international donors to deliver
the goods in areas such as poverty alle-
viation and good governance, yet the
continuing willingness of the donor
community to tolerate or even collude
with the ineptitude and rampant corrup-
tion of the Cambodian government
means that no progress is in sight. Tout-
ing his “iron-fist” approach to judicial
reform, Hun Sen argued in March 2005
that protecting human rights must take
second place to enforcing the law. He
cited as an example the war on drugs
launched by Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra in neighboring Thailand.

“Thaksin,” said Hun Sen, “did not use the court but [instead ordered]
the police to shoot and kill almost five thousand criminals. But [he
still] won the most votes in the election. But I will not do it like that. [I
will] only have them arrested and prosecuted.”21 This disturbing state-
ment suggests that donors’ demands for good governance and reduced
corruption could backfire dangerously by giving Hun Sen more pre-
texts to extend and deepen his rule as he claims unparalleled powers to
root out and punish abuses.

There can be no liberalization of Cambodian politics until the CPP’s
formidable network of power and patronage unravels, which is unlikely
to happen while Hun Sen is still on the scene. Dynastic stirrings are in
evidence as well, with son Hun Manet, currently studying for a doctorate
in Britain, often mentioned as heir apparent. Hun Sen’s adoptive daugh-
ter recently married the son of key regime figure Sok An in a clear attempt
to build a long-term political alliance. While popular pressure has helped
to bring down other apparently strong Southeast Asian regimes in recent
decades—Marcos’s in the Philippines, Suchinda’s in Thailand, and
Suharto’s in Indonesia all spring to mind—Cambodia currently lacks
the robust political opposition and the vigorous civil society that char-
acterized those transitions.

The fall of Hun Sen would require fragmentation within the CPP elite,
the backing of the palace, or both. The prospect of a Khmer Rouge trial
is likely to offer Hun Sen a further opportunity for political grandstand-
ing, diverting both domestic and international attention from his own
misuses of power. Both UNTAC and the expected Khmer Rouge tribunal
illustrate the ways in which substantial international interventions may
be manipulated so that they do more to legitimize authoritarianism than
to support democracy.

There can be no liberal-
ization of Cambodian
politics until the CPP’s
formidable network of
power and patronage
unravels, which is
unlikely to happen
while Hun Sen is still
on the scene.
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