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Cambodian strongman Hun Sen’s win...
Lee Morgenbesser

On December 24, 2021, Cambodian Prime
Minister Hun Sen, 70, chaired a meeting of the
Cambodian People’s Party, which has ruled the Southeast
Asian country since 1979. The meeting saw his eldest
son, Hun Manet, 45, unanimously selected to be the
future prime minister.

After years of speculation over the identity of the
strongman’s political successor, it was both an
unsurprising and uninspiring choice.

A similar lack of surprise and inspiration
encapsulates Cambodia’s general election this past
Sunday. Even by the low standards of Southeast Asia, it
was one of the worst sham votes in living memory. Up
against a mix of 17 emasculated, feeble and grovelling
opposition parties, Hun Sen’s party quickly boasted it
had won in a “landslide”.

The entire event amounted to nothing more than a
gigantic confidence trick designed to foist a political
reality on repressed citizens — formulated without their
consent and enforced without their approval.

Hun Sen’s transition of power to his son is now
assured. The only question is when. The strongman said
last week it could happen in a matters of weeks.


https://theconversation.com/profiles/lee-morgenbesser-181588
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/thousands-rally-cambodias-ruling-party-election-campaign-finale-2023-07-21/
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Preparing for a sham election

The campaign period for this year’s election
featured the usual dose of manipulation and misconduct —
all of which was aimed at guaranteeing few, if any,
surprises at the ballot box.

In May, the National Election Committee barred
the leading opposition Candlelight Party from competing
in the election because it had failed to provide the
necessary documentation. This documentation, ironically,
had been taken in a police raid years earlier.

In early June, the National Assembly amended
the election law to bar non-voters from ever running for
office, as well as penalise anyone who calls for election
boycotts. For the fledgling opposition, boycotts were a
new and desperate tactic aimed at discrediting the
electoral process.

In late June, Hun Sen also had a very public spat
with Meta, Facebook’s parent company, after its
oversight board recommended his account be suspended
for threatening political opponents with violence.

And last week, the government blocked the websites of
several news organisations, including Radio Free Asia. It
was all just business as usual in Hun Sen’s Cambodia.

The uncomfortable truth is such elections have
never been more than a means for Hun Sen to hold onto
power with an ever-tightening grip, as opposed to an
opportunity for his opponents to ever gain power.

Since the occupying Vietnamese
forces installed him as leader in January 1985, the ageing
strongman has slowly but methodologically bent the
political system to his will.


https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-05-16/cambodia-disqualifies-sole-opposition-party-ahead-of-election/102350226
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/30/world/asia/cambodia-hun-sen-meta-facebook.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/cambodian-government-blocks-news-sites-before-unopposed-election-/7185151.html
https://www.amazon.com/Hun-Sens-Cambodia-Sebastian-Strangio/dp/0300190727
https://www.nytimes.com/1985/01/15/world/new-cambodian-premier-named.html
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How do dictators stay in power?

How has he accomplished this feat over the past 38
years? Based on my research in the field of authoritarian
politics, two significant factors stand out.

The first thing Hun Sen did was personalise power by
following the “playbook” of other strongmen like Paul
Biya in Cameroon, Saddam Hussein in Irag and Idi Amin
in Uganda. Among his actions across four decades of
authoritarianism:
. he acted as a gatekeeper of the process by which
people are appointed to high office

. appointed relatives to high-level posts in the party,
military and government

. took control of the state security apparatus and
created his own paramilitary group outside the
normal chain of military command

. and monopolised the decision-making process
within the ruling party, while also controlling who
enters and exits its executive committee.

By 2005, Hun Sen alone had discretion over personnel
policy and the distribution of rewards throughout
Cambodia’s political system.

The second thing Hun Sen did was entrench a
harsher form of dictatorship in Cambodia, transforming
the country in recent years into a genuine one-party state.
In July 2015, the government rammed through a bill
designed to suppress civil society groups. The law used
arcane compliance requirements related to funding,


https://www.leemorgenbesser.com/_files/ugd/ca20d0_672663d4d08646d6b7e9af89c9ef9517.pdf
https://www.leemorgenbesser.com/_files/ugd/ca20d0_0abb970b8b59403f930d59464c23c31b.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/jul/13/ngo-alert-cambodia-legislation-gives-government-new-powers-to-monitor-fine-or-disband
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reporting, registration and political neutrality to limit
their operations.

Then, in August 2017, the Finance Ministry went
after the independent English-language newspaper, The
Cambodia Daily, for a decade’s worth of alleged back
taxes. It was merely the start of sustained campaign
aimed at ridding the country of an independent media.

The Supreme Court then dissolved the Cambodia
National Rescue Party, the only serious challenger to the
ruling party, on the fictitious grounds it was trying to
topple the government in a “colour revolution.” Hun Sen
has repeatedly rolled out this allegation against anyone
who disagrees with him.

How does one dictator pass the reins to another?

It was against this backdrop that Hun Sen spent
Sunday going through the motions of sanctioning one last
sham election, at least as prime minister.

Having used his personal power to banish political
opponents, monopolise the media landscape, disempower
civil society organisations, crush mass protests and
arbitrarily rescind the political rights and civil liberties of
citizens, the path is now clear for Hun Manet to succeed
him. So, what will happen next?

Leadership succession can be the Achilles heel of
dictatorships. The process can sometimes encourage
infighting among political elites and potentially plunge a
country into chaos. The evidence suggests strongmen are
more likely to give up power when they satisfy four
preconditions:


https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/cambodia-daily-newspaper-closes-over-disputed-tax-bill-n799671
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/cambodia-daily-newspaper-closes-over-disputed-tax-bill-n799671
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-42006828
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1) Immunity: they can ensure legal protection for any
alleged crimes committed while in office.

2) Security: they have a paramilitary force or formal
position at the apex of the security apparatus.

3) Wealth: they have a stash of cash and/or a portfolio of
properties to fund their retirement.

4) Trust: they appoint someone to take over who can
protect their immunity, security and wealth.

Having so far satisfied all but the need for immunity,
Hun Sen is now well-positioned to pass power onto his
son.

Typically, when political succession occurs in
dictatorships, the new strongman receives the benefit of
the doubt from a slew of hopeful foreign states and
optimistic foreign journalists. This comes from a place of
exhaustion and exasperation: surely he can’t be worse?
Hun Manet, who was trained at the United States
Military Academy at West Point and received a PhD in
Economics from the University of Bristol, will be yet
another beneficiary of this mindset.

But like the sons of other strongmen, such as Ilham
Aliyev (the son former Azerbaijani leader Heydar
Aliyev), Bashar al-Assad (son of Hafez al-Assad in
Syria), Joseph Kabila (son of Laurent Kabila in Congo)
and Kim Jong Un (son of Kim Jong Il in North Korea),
Hun Manet has been groomed in the image of his father.
There is nothing to suggest Cambodia’s next prime
minister won’t also have a sham election up his sleeve.

Source: tHe cONVERSATION


https://www.telegraph.co.uk/expat/expatnews/7718896/Nursultan-Nazarbayev-Kazakh-leader-of-nation-hatches-succession-scheme.html
https://www2.irrawaddy.com/article.php?art_id=20958
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/07/31/financier-bill-browder-says-vladimir-putin-is-worth-200-billion.html.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2008/feb/19/cuba
https://english.cambodiadaily.com/news/rainsy-claims-hun-sen-sought-immunity-law-54185/
https://asiatimes.com/2022/02/cambodia-will-hun-manet-be-more-pro-us-than-his-father/

6 | KiFolow Sharif Hossain Ahmad Chowdhury ~ [FJER RRS BCS English
eI

IR Fpearma S e

o smeeTR

203y R 28 forma FRfeR aqwa & (W o[ we

FEfeas o 21fba ah Term Torifey F@" | (7 7o ©F @

(R0 9 TG FTTeeId Simred dqal e fFioe =27 | (2o

[T G 8¢, TF ARE IF Q0 | O W Svad T (XF A7
affiEm @ ¢ = Tz |

FCRGR ST QTR AATOS TSP (F T HLAT—
IR K I=A 4 O N wEel-Ee fow | wreud wehe € Fraits
TR SIS @ Py (7R, (ouf S 2euRe Py (R | T «3e
YRR T WO @RAR ST e AR e e
feat | wiwd-o7 afé ffefora e f Te9 3@ @17 g @R |
@RAIER TRETEe REAFIER FICE AT WG SAox 0 S
@e TR | 396 crmeRl, TE ¢ Seere R wee [edivs fkfog w
1% T (IR W 43 TROER K BCA A0 Ol ‘gt e (e |

A f=foa AfTs T esw astafes et sifs
SR @ | @bl 2 O e Srafeaiera ev<i =iet i g
77 | ffon e e sTafe TR aomm F6 2@k 32 S
S RB1R QI IR A |

T (TCTR (RO IR FNO! TIBH Q< [0 | aFa1@ o 30o
AR, T O G603 | XN IfEh oy e ARz e, @b
IES AIRA NG 0o AR | 9] IREA o0 avrRfenm fem werm
GRS SFERE FHEH @32 PMIBIRE, T 71 ¢ Ha =7 w1 s
e g Rrver freael (et | 1 ST wrol b I (TeRm
e e it Ffve afsafae wate a4t ¢ | s «fb
TF AT FRoG TR Face JL AR | ARTATS T, @9
T @S T2 W @ et wfemicTa T R rea z@fe |

g (B e ool Hifeaw fRfeat Sigq sweeaw 3@ @ -
©brme ko afsefest (s 3@ 1R T s Jwiw
SReee W e Wi | Fou Rl “fen ww T
fafoe afear SrabeTa &0 qoi+ foe ©iR Afens ¢ @ @ @ |




BCS Oditi Online (01904-433500)

@AM g FRA @O MR Q@IT AeiAres afeerw [Rwra
ARGTOR TG (METF ATSEN & G SyIFes Fhited 320 I
@ e AR TP @s 5 aFEeR @ b AQW AFE
SIPTRG I I | T G Feifean afb fomr araiEs stae aw
TSR R [oice 7w e-(Aieeid FIor TR TART G
@ g fom 71 1 Ssbe AR SiEIfRTe weemiz formreai qifRAl ofts
ol R afsfie s 70 @ % e gfeh fiw Aw e
HROTOOI] TGOS GIZIP ©OfF TR AT ATS e |

o fofF ® o =@ @R IS Iy FAEWe FoEAl
GG (@ AR @R esi7 fofe @ ve Srmewmey R
IR | FICREC = [, ZA0E AW @O @32 SaieR T Sifies
WWMW@WﬂwquWWQWNW
R O FCE FAOR JFETOTA | B THTEGLG F$AM O FCHA TG
foet | 72 elf e uoem MR REd F16 41, T TG G 8%
s e 2m; v, AN QIR ¢ T T% HRiEa A SreEma
o miE; FER Faere I9gR fRge ard g3 AN FACed AR
(GBI AR o7 T-ANETS (1B o Fose wee Wy rare
et afear s fEae s s a3 srfER siibce
(T T I (F O (AF (@0 AR o Fzge 41 |

200¢ I T FFICAR ASHATST TIZR FA (Cel o g
TeEl-wh et faw o oW [Reiw wwor afved 21 fTem @
JrEh o T ©f 2@, FETan IR GFIRTY e]e | I
ToEael Aefod IerEite (it @b Ao aewem AiE
TS 77 |

Q03¢ FAMER TER AT FFFE qF0] [REl ACE TGe 4
e fJfem e esi I wtw | S M eva fEReel
Aifire Fare o2f@, afsrame, e ¥ Feafes fFaorsel fam
IO TS (ST (BB B | O 7T 2059 A AT I TqF
OF FHRE RO AN 9 AR I LA O Faors Jeamo@
W A @R g @t b o sefeas Fae gy
TR A G AFRAR o1 M@ | O AR e (@6 HHORN W




8 | KkFolow Sharif Hossain Ahmad Chowdhury ~ [EIEZ RRS BCS English

G e aforal s e @Efee b eae s@ @w
O3 FEe afewndt @, o wfe [ee’-9a Tegw TER oo
TOICTE 681 Facz | N 999 &7 ¢tg Aot fomwe (offae Feaes, o
faerag fofd IR @ Sfere oy | 9 ~Befire? gd ¢ @R[
e RO < wie fJ3oe afem seeme e |

el Reaidar e e [ wreriqme aswha
fEel; SPNe AT AT FAOIRN; FARTFS wite @ ToifFFma
FEeReT AT ¢ Mofae Ao [REIE 4 | To9d g G e
T (A SeAIfEeiat R6AR 2 @2 ARER | (of, @3 29 FI 7@?

(TPT WV AFTHFOCHL & SIS Rele @ (@S AT |
ofGRl FMe FUMe ATAOT ATTOWMT N« TSHAF 6% e
TR GIR ABITACA G (e REEER o fsfeee Fcs #{1ta | @
e (At 9Bt I TR, PR TS sEd 7e WfeNEoE wwel
(RCT (SR TR (ofH =:

Y) WIHfE, 1t wiftcyg AFFET AE@HS @ @I AR T
RlCERCINCRERINDIRICRIH

Q) fFatoa!: fFaterel g A M W et @b wrai-sfs
JifEa tofs e o s <=1;

©) FAW: SO ST A8 SR FI(R AR oW WY Al (S
I 7T ACSs

8) WIgl: Ol U FICCF el I (@ ©ind MRS, f=isia
G AR IR A5 A0S AR | 94 +IT8 wTfE Tore @ 71 [
9 (T ©OfF (REFR RIT® Fol Wte ToRe S_REI IR0 |

q FCE ARG O ACHE (72 | NGRS, T4 (AR
AP TERANPIER IR Fo! TI@A -, O T *fexiiat yfe [mf
& 8 AFMIMR IR (AF I LA R AT @ SR 77o7 fof e
TR (50 AR TS HAIGE 1 | 2 W8 TWew!, [ e AT I8TRGT
H57 et aaitefite afifiFs; &5 e @ geifers azsfe
IR, @ [ 23 | O3 TR AeT@e (AR ASHAILSINE (Tl
AN SRS (=), IR Ae-wv (R ZI0ws S-S (=),
(STE PR (FCACS 0T PR (R0) G 60 & Tea (Tea @i
T T TR (0eT) ool Sy H ST (=GR @ & W ofd e
T (AR | Todd FRICAR =[S AT AT (@It oia F=foey

(FZ— A6 N I (I I (7R |
(0 TS (R} TR 4% PN CANF AP AT P CRCAR ()




