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ABSTRACT. Obedience: a simple term. Stanley Mil-
gram, the famous experimental social psychologist,
shocked the world with theory about it. Another man,
Pol Pot, the infamous leader of the Khmer Rouge,
showed how far the desire for obedience could go in
human societies. Milgram conducted his experiments in
the controlled environment of the US psychology labo-
ratory of the 1960s. Pol Pot experimented with Utopia in
the totalitarian Kampuchea of the 1970s. In this article,
we discuss the process through which the Khmer Rouge
regime created an army of unquestioningly obedient
soldiers — including child soldiers. Based on these two
cases, we advance a framework on how obedience can be
grown or countered.
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We the children of the revolution

Make the supreme resolution to strive

To increase our ability to battle,

And make the stand of the revolution perfect.

Lyrics of the song “Children of the New Kampu-
chea,” found in a Democratic Kampuchea songbook

(Phim, 1998, p. 4)

Introduction

On April 17, 1975, Cambodian communist troops
appeared in the boulevards of Phnom Penh, heading
in the direction of the city center. They were
described as “‘heavily armed, silent, many of them
alarmingly young” (Chandler, 1999, p. 103). The
onlookers crowding the streets also said that they

looked like they had come from another planet. To
these soldiers, the forefront of the Red Khmer army
that would eventually control the country for almost
the next 4 years (1975-1979), city dwellers were the
enemies, the bourgeois and capitalists that their
movement was fighting and now overthrowing. The
urban world was also another planet for these sol-
diers. Some of these black-uniformed military drank
cans of motor oil, others ate toothpaste or drank
water from the toilet bowls, which they took to be
the urban equivalents of their wells (Short, 2004,
p. 269). They were peasant people, used only to
rural ways, with no exposure to modernity.

These youngsters from deep rural Cambodia were
the first-generation children of the revolution. In the
future, every child would be one. In her firsthand
account of life in Democratic Kampuchea (DK), the
name of Cambodia during the years of Khmer
Rouge domination, Denise Affon¢o (2007) describes
how families were split and parents separated from
their children. Parents were warned that they were
no longer a family. Children were going to be
educated by the Angkar, the revolutionary organi-
zation, according to the precepts of the revolution,
rather than by some traditional, bourgeois, institu-
tion. Affonco also describes the suffering caused by
this revolutionary measure. Suffering, however, was
not a major concern for the power apparatus of the
Khmer Rouge, who executed the policy with
rigor.

These young people, who were separated from
their families and educated as revolutionaries, were
both victims and perpetrators of one of the most
terrible pages in the history of the twentieth century.
We are especially interested in two intertwining
processes: (1) the way these people were recruited
and indoctrinated to serve the Khmer Rouge and
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(2) how their obedience was obtained and main-
tained. We aim to articulate three major literatures:
the psychological literature on obedience (Milgram,
1965, 1974), the sociological literature on total
institutions (Clegg, 2006; Goffman, 1961; Shenkar,
1996), and the historical literature on the Khmer
Rouge (e.g., Kiernan, 2008).

We launched this project for a number of reasons.
First, organizations learn from the consideration of
substantively classical studies on psychology. Even
today, in many organizational contexts, employees
are expected to obey orders as a matter of course
(Jacques, 1996). Second, Milgram’s conclusions have
been criticized for a number of reasons, including
the limitations resulting from being a laboratory
study (e.g., Blass, 2001). Third, the analysis of a case
of extreme obedience in a naturally occurring setting
may complement experimental studies, hence our
choice of the Khmer Rouge regime. The Kampu-
chea case shows that Milgram’s conclusions reflect
real processes in some naturally occurring settings.
Fourth, to gain control of the people and to com-
mand their obedience, the Khmer Rouge erected a
total institutional space, with a panoptical trait. Fifth,
we aim to explore the similarities between the
processes taking place in these extreme cases and
obedience-construction processes in normal orga-
nizations. We see our work as both a theoretical
contribution and a call for “consciousness raising”
(Blass, 1991, p. 409) on the potential evil contained
in organizations and organizing processes. In a
sense, we are opening a Pandora’s box of organi-
zational evil with the help of these three conceptual
tools.

Given the above goals, we structured this article
around four major sections. We start by introducing
the topic of obedience to authority, namely as ex-
plored and investigated by Stanley Milgram in his
famous experiments. Using Milgram as a point of
departure, we will focus on the way children were
used by the Khmer Rouge regime to fulfill its
revolutionary mission. We will first consider how
extreme obedience was created in the case of the
total institutional space of DK. In the third section,
we focus on the case of children, the purest bearers
of the values of the new revolutionary order. We
consider how revolutionary children were socialized
to perform tasks involving, in some cases, extreme
violence. Finally, we derive some implications for

organizations in general. We contribute to several
literatures that are situated in the interface between
leadership, organization, politics, human rights, and
ethics, through our discussion of the ethics of
obedience and disobedience, the limits of indoc-
trination, and of how people can be instrumental-
ized in the name of organizational Utopias. We
seek to learn from revolutions and revolutionaries, a
path that has also been followed by other organi-
zational researchers (De Cock et al., 2007). To date,
the revolution of Cambodia has been ignored by
organizational scholars. In line with Clegg’s (2006)
call for more research on total institutions, we
suggest that it should not be ignored. We consider,
in line with Chirot and McCauley (2006), that
when large-scale killing goes beyond sporadic
bloody episodes, it must be organized. The orga-
nization of systematic death should be of interest to
organization scholars.

Total institutions and socialization
for obedience

Stanley Milgram conducted a sequence of studies in
the 1960s that are among the most well known in
social psychology (e.g., Milgram, 1965, 1974). He
developed several variations of his basic procedure,
but the best known of his studies is possibly
Experiment 5 (Burger, 2009; Milgram, 1974). In
this, a participant and a confederate engaged in re-
search that they presented as a study on the effects of
punishment on learning, drawing on behavioral
theories of operant conditioning. The participant
played the role of the teacher and the confederate
that of the learner. The experimenter strapped the
learner to a chair in a contiguous room and attached
electrodes to his arm. The teacher was instructed to
read word pairs, and whenever the learner/confed-
erate committed a mistake, the teacher was instructed
by the researcher (the authority figure) to deliver an
electric shock to the learner.

Teachers sat in front of a shock generator and
were instructed to administer a shock every time the
learner gave a wrong answer to a question. Shocks
supposedly ranged from 15 to 450 volts in 15-V
increments, with each incorrect answer leading to an
increment in voltage.
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To summarize the study, the learner actually re-
ceived no shocks but reacted in a way seemingly
congruent with an increase in intensity. After the
330-V shock there was no reaction, an indication
that the learner was incapable of responding. The
experiment was halted when one of two conditions
was met: when the participant refused to obey the
experimenter four times or when the highest switch
was pressed three times. The reason why the results
of these experiments were so surprising is that 65%
of the participants administered shocks of the highest
voltage.

Milgram’s studies are not the only famous
research into the topics of obedience to authority
and social conformity. Other research, namely Philip
Zimbardo’s (1982, 2007), in which students role-
played jailers and prisoners, has been equally influ-
ential. Here the experiment had to be called off after
4 days because of the “prisoners” being abused by
the “guards.” When subsequently asked whether
most people are capable of inflicting torment or
torture on others, this social psychologist stated
(Monaghan, 2004, p. Al1): “When people say, no
way I would behave that way, you cannot say that.
The best you can say is, I don’t know. But the more
reasonable answer is, if the majority of people did
that, then it is probable that I would have done it,
too.” What these studies reveal is that “‘strong situ-
ations” tend to make people’s behavior more pre-
dictable without eliminating the importance of
dispositions and agency — as we will discuss below.
We focus on the case of Milgram here because one
of the reasons why he conducted the obedience
studies (Milgram, 1974) was that he wanted to
understand the process of destructive obedience that
made the Holocaust possible (Benjamin and Simp-
son, 2009). Given our interest in the case of DK, the
choice of this theoretical frame comes naturally.

Milgram’s studies were disquieting because they
suggested that people could be obedient to authority
in an extreme and unquestioning way. As he
put it himself, “obedience comes easily and often”
(Milgram, 1963, p. 372). As a result, ordinary people
could be led to commit major atrocities with the
justification that they were simply executing their
orders. Referring to “normal” organizations, Card
(2005) stated: “‘there is something special about the
nature of organizations themselves that leads to the
loss of moral responsibility on the part of individual

actors” (p. 397). Milgram’s experiences were widely
discussed for both their scientific and ethical impli-
cations; Blass (2004) subsequently described him as
the man who shocked the world.

The processes of obedience and the training of the
masses to obey are well known in the social sciences,
from Foucault’s studies on the construction of dis-
ciplinary societies (Clegg et al., 2006; Foucault,
1979) to the representation of the worker as em-
ployee, i.e. as expert in obedience (Jacques, 1996). A
recent partial replication of Milgram’s experiment
[see Burger (2009) and Elms (2009) for criticism]
indicates that obedience to authority may still be a
prevalent phenomenon, a finding that suggests that
the topic is as important today as it was when Mil-
gram decided to investigate it. Followers frequently
commit “Crimes of obedience” (Kellerman, 2004;
Kelman and Hamilton, 1989) even in ‘“‘normal”
organizations. In this section, we discuss how orga-
nizations and, in particular, the type of organizations
known as total institutions, socialize their members
to make them obedient.

Milgram’s study of obedience has been critical for
contemporary understanding of the construction of
obedience. Let us briefly dissect the implications of
this experiment to the obedience process. Milgram
demonstrated the power of the situation. He showed
that the influence of situational effects tends to be
underestimated — which does not mean, as will be
discussed below, that disposition or agency is not
relevant to the process (Blass, 1991). In fact, para-
doxically, people’s decision to obey reveals a grain of
agency. And once they decide to obey, they can
express an active obedience, an observation that
suggests that there can be more to obedience than
automatic following, an observation that is congru-
ent with the explanations advanced, for example, by
Blass (1991, 1996, 2000) and Zimbardo (2007).

Four reasons have been advanced to explain why
people conform to obedience in the experiments
(Burger, 2009). The first reason refers to the incli-
nation to obey authority which exists in most cul-
tures: people are socialized to obey a number of
authority figures, namely parents, police officers,
teachers, and so on. A second reason was the gradual
increase in demands. Participants in the experiment
were not asked to inflict severe shocks at the very
beginning of the process: the intensity of the shocks
increased gradually. A gradual increase in the size of
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demands tends to facilitate attitudinal and behavioral
change. Third, sources of information were limited
and the situation was novel. This may characterize
the situation as threatening to the individuals par-
ticipating in it, which, in turn, may increase obe-
dience to the only source of information available,
i.e., the authority figure. Finally, people obeyed
because authority was not assigned to them or be-
cause it was diffused. Absence of responsibility is the
reason why people tend to say that they were just
following orders to avoid being held responsible and
accountable for their actions. However, as the fol-
lowing discussion suggests, obedience can come in
different shapes: some people may accept obeying
because of a belief in the goodness of a given cause,
whereas other people may obey because they see no
alternative. In practice, these two forms may be
difficult to separate and may lead to ethically
equivalent consequences.

Milgram conducted his experiments in the con-
trolled laboratory environment in the 1960s, a cause
of criticism given the artificiality of the setting
(Bower, 2004). If Milgram shocked the world with
theory in his laboratory, another man was about to
shock the world in a more terrible way by showing,
in practice, how far obedience could be led, by
experimenting on a whole country, making it his
laboratory. Pol Pot experimented with a murderous
Utopia (Yathay, 1989) in the totalitarian Kampuchea
of the 1970s. In the next section, we describe the
case of DK, a state built upon the foundations of
extreme obedience.

An experimental Utopia: Democratic
Kampuchea

In this section, we discuss events in Cambodia
during the years in power of the Communist Party,
when the country became known as Democratic
Kampuchea. DK is a suitable experimental situation
in which to discuss elements of organizational anal-
ysis for reasons clearly stated in Um’s (1998) analysis.

First, after the Communists took power, the
country was sealed from outside scrutiny. In this
sense, the entire country served as a controlled,
relatively closed system, akin to the fictional Oceania
of 1984 (Orwell, 1949; Tan, 1984) or the East
Campus of Giles Goat Boy (Barth, Barth 1967). But,

not a fiction, it was a social reality. The country was
so extremely closed that even the entry of outside
reporters was denied. Entry continued to be denied
even when it would have been in the regime’s best
interest to grant international media access to the
parts of Kampuchean territory that suffered Viet-
namese attacks (Jackson, 1979). Kampuchea was
described as a prison without walls (Hinton, 1998a,
b, ¢). Second, the revolution was an experiment that
was also well demarcated in time. The regime lasted
between April 17, 1975, and January 7, 1979. Third,
as also pointed out by Vickery (1984), the nature of
the communist revolution in Cambodia was so
short-lived, unique, and radical, that it offers a rare
total societal institutional event unlikely to be re-
peated. Unfortunately, its singularity with respect to
the organization of genocide seems not to be so rare.
Fourth, DK offers a field in which Milgram’s effects
were implemented with other methods, using the
power of force in compelling human behavior to
obey, rather than the assumption of authority per se.
The Khmer Rouge soldiers’ behavior has been often
described in terms such as ‘“‘robotic obedience,”
“killing machines,” and others that suggest that such
behavior was an outcome of training and education
focused on alienation and obedience or, as described
by Um (1998, p. 148), on creating ‘‘cowering
obedience.”

The radical experiment was neither devoid of a
past nor was it totally unpredicted. In fact, as early as
1955, Prince Sihanouk, the monarch of Cambodia,
alerted the people to what could happen if the

communists seized power in the country:

There will be no happiness. Everyone will work for
the government. No one will ride cars or cyclos, or
wear nice clothes; everyone will wear black, exactly
alike. There would be no delicious food to eat. If you
ate more than allowed, the government would learn
about it from your children in secret and you would be
taken out and shot. (Chandler, 1999, p. 47)

With a terrible prescience, Sihanouk’s description
captured what was about to happen in Cambodia
during the Khmer Rouge rule. It is beyond the
scope of this article to provide a general description
of DK, i.e., the country’s existence under the Khmer
Rouge [for that purpose, see, for example, Kiernan
(2008) or Jackson (1989)], but some aspects should
be considered in order to set the context for
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discussion about the role of young Khmer Rouge
comrades which will constitute an important part of
the discussion. Among the possible aspects that
might be discussed, we briefly stress three: a utopian
vision, the system of management by terror, and the
role of the family. Other dimensions could also be
considered but these three capture the particular
ethos of the Khmer Rouge and help to explain how
its ideology and functions underpinned the creation
of an army of obedient children and peasants.

Utopia

Pol Pot’s vision for Cambodia was “to plunge the
country into an inferno of revolutionary change
where, certainly, old ideas and those who refused to
abandon them would perish in the flames, but from
which Cambodia itself would emerge, strengthened
and purified, as a paragon of communist virtue”
(Short, 2004, p. 288). Even after being removed
from power, Pol Pot continued to consider that
“April 17 was the greatest revolutionary event in
history, with the exception of the Paris Commune
of 1871 (Margolin, 1999). In the newborn country
of DK, the reason for living would no longer be “to
have” but “to be,” being in a “‘society without
desire, without vain competition, without fear for
the future” (as described in Short, 2004, p. 314).
The goal of the Communist Party of Kampuchea
(CPK) was the construction of a “‘clean, honest
society” (Short, 2004, p. 247), freed of every form of
exploitation, a society with no classes and no dif-
ferences. The case of Kampuchea can therefore be
viewed as a recent example of the Robespierrian
duality of virtue and terror, aligned in a nationally
organized crusade of social leveling.

Management by terror

To implement the utopian vision, a system of
totalitarian control through terror was designed. As
noted by Robin (2004), totalitarian organized terror
aims at eliminating spontaneity and freedom and
turning people into transmission belts of history.
The system was centrally controlled by the Angkar,
“the Organization,” actually the central committee
of the CPK, and supported by a nation-wide

judicially sanctioned extermination system, orga-
nized around provincial prisons operated at the local
level. S-21, in the Tuol Sleng area of Phnom Penh,
the central extermination center, was the apex of this
terror system. Only seven people survived this Kaf-
kaesque site of inhuman violence (Chandler, 2000).

The system of state-organized terror tried to
locate and eliminate those viewed for some reason,
real or imaginary, as enemies of the revolution.
Widespread suspicion and paranoia guaranteed that
enemies were located everywhere, even at the top-
most of the party and, in the case of office S-21,
even among the guards. In July 1978, a party pub-
lication warned: ‘“‘there are enemies everywhere,
within our ranks, in the center, at headquarters, in
the zones, and out in villages” (Chandler, 1991,
p. 298). The Khmer Rouge soldier was urged “to
kill ten friends rather than keep one enemy alive”
(Yathay, 1989, p. 237). Nobody, in fact, was safe
from the vigilance of ““the Organization.”” The party
was actually said to have as many eyes as a pineapple
(Chandler, 1999; Ly, 2003).

Hunger was used as a powerful controlling
mechanism, a tool for destroying autonomous
thinking and resistance. As suggested by Margolin
(1999), people did not hesitate to kiss hands that fed
them, no matter how bloody they were. As a result
of this combination of revolutionary zeal, unlimited
paranoia, and massive use of organized violence, the
Angkar acquired a terrible reputation: It was said of
the Angkar that it “‘kills but does not explain” (Short,
2004, p. 368). The “ten security regulations,”
reproduced in Table I, help to understand the spirit
of S-21. As remarked by Margolin (1999), the
“revolution” became “mad” and threatened to de-
vour the last Cambodian. He stressed that it is dif-
ficult to define accurately the kinds of oftences
punished with death penalty because it is difficult to
find a “fault” that could not imply death.

The role of the family

The new collectivistic paradigm renounced the old
bourgeois family as no longer tenable, and the no-
tion of family was redesigned to adhere to the new
logic. The Khmer Rouge soon realized that tradi-
tional family bonds represented a potential for strong
spontaneous resistance to the totalitarian project that
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TABLE 1

The ““10 security regulations™ at S-21

NN O W

do it right away without protesting

. You must answer accordingly to my questions. Don’t turn them away

. Don’t try to hide the facts by making pretexts about this and that. You are strictly prohibited to contest me

. Don’t be a fool, for you are a man who dares to thwart the revolution

. You must immediately answer my questions without wasting time to reflect

. Don’t tell me about either your immoralities or the essence of the revolution

. While getting lashes or electrification you must not cry at all

. Do nothing, sit still, and wait for my orders. If there is no order, keep quiet. When I ask you to do something, you must

8. Don’t tell us how much you hate people from Kampuchea Krom in order to hide your Vietnamese ancestry

9. If you don’t follow the above rules, you shall get many lashes of the electric wire

10. If you disobey any point of my regulations, you will get either ten or five electrical shocks

These rules can be found at the Tuol Sleng museum, Phnom Penh, and are reprinted in papers such as Ly (2003).

sought to reform Cambodians so that they were fit
to live under the Angkar (Margolin, 1999). In Khmer
Rouge dominated areas from the summer of 1976,
children were separated from their families and
educated in the regime’s schools to be incorporated
in the army as comrades, clean of the vices of the old
order. Mothers were advised not to establish deep
emotional bonds with their children, which was
dismissed as a form of bourgeois egoistic self-interest.
In some cases, to make sure that primordial ties were
severed, the Khmer Rouge forced relatives to wit-
ness the execution of family members. On top of
this, the total collectivization of society saw com-
munal eating imposed. People were dispossessed of
their now unnecessary cooking utensils and meals
took place in collective spaces.

The result of the revolution was summarized as
follows by Chou Chet, a senior cadre, in his con-
fession at S-21/Tuol Sleng:

[I said that] the current regime was a highly dictatorial
one, too rigid and severe, one that overshot the
comprehension and consciousness of the people.
Therefore a lot of people were muttering and moaning
about how they were doing a lot of work and getting
little back for it, how they couldn’t get together with
their families, couldn’t rest, never had any fun, and so

on.” (Chandler, 1999, p. 142)

The search for Utopia resulted in four night-
marish years and a country set apart from the rest of
the world, even from the Maoist People’s Republic
of China, whose Cultural Revolution had been
partly inspirational (Meng-Try, 1981). With this

context in mind, we now focus our discussion on
how the regime used child soldiers with the purpose
of making the revolution possible.

Children of the revolution: Khmer Rouge
young comrades

The use of child soldiers in Cambodia is well doc-
umented. Children were used in the country in
military functions before, during, and after the
Khmer Rouge regime (Seaman, 1999). They were
also used as spies who sneaked under the houses to
listen to private conversations and/or to search out
forbidden food reserves (Margolin, 1999). In this
article, we will focus on the way the Khmer Rouge
recruited and utilized children for diverse military
and paramilitary purposes, including combat, trans-
port of ammunition and supplies, checkpoint con-
trols, service in village militias, and spying.

There is evidence that the Khmer Rouge devel-
oped a deliberate policy of using units of young
soldiers to implement its utopian vision of a classless
society. As we now know, the utopian ideals behind
the societal re-education project would eventually
lead to a dystopian reality. Rummel (1994) qualifies
the Khmer Rouge as the most lethal regime of the
twentieth century. While this might not be true in
absolute terms it certainly is in relative terms, given
the size of the population before the experiment and
after it. Ideologically, the Khmer Rouge saw chil-
dren as least corrupted by bourgeois sentiments and
the most malleable to re-education. Thus, in DK,
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children were used not only for practical or func-
tional reasons but also for ideological ones because of
their lack of contamination by any form of bourgeois
influence, therefore constituting the most adequate
force for the implementation of a pure, radically
new, radically different communist state. These
young people were, in Maoist terms, ‘“‘the poor and
blank™ pages where the revolution would be in-
scribed. Children and young adults are more mal-
leable than adults. Young people are yet to identify
themselves with the political status quo of their
respective societies. Such groups can be more easily
attracted to alternative and sometimes extreme (i.e.,
“pure”’) ideologies for which brainwashing may be
the most powerful way of maintaining “‘purity”
(Taylor, 2004). The idea of ideological purity may
be especially attractive to alienated and anomic
individuals, whom children seized from their fami-
lies are likely to be.

Families, as a building block of the old bourgeois
logic, were split apart. Children were made into
young soldiers. These child soldiers, some of them
aged six, were separated from their families and or-
ganized into groups with an adult leader, brain-
washed with propaganda against the enemies of the
revolution, including antifamily propaganda, and

were prepared to do everything they were told to
do. The indoctrination process circulated slogans
such as “’kill for development” (Seaman, 1999, p. 6),
a message that in this case should be read literally,
because these young soldiers were used for multiple
purposes, including executions.

In its effort to efface the past, the Khmer Rouge
regime empowered illiterate young people and pre-
viously disempowered farmers to execute its mission.
And so they did: “In the rural areas, most of the
killings occurred when young cadres enforced what
they understood to be the will of the organization.
Some of these executions, perhaps most, were
impulsive overreactions’” (Chandler 1999, p. 160).

Four building blocks were foundations for the cre-
ation of extreme obedience in DK: a pre-existing
culture of obedience, strong institutional control, in-
tense indoctrination, and the banalization of violence.
Figure 1 depicts the model relating the four blocks:

e The Khmer Rouge’s murderous Utopia pro-
moted violence as a means to implement the
revolution in search of a “new world” [1].

e Such a purpose was carried out through sev-
eral mechanisms, namely strong institutional
control [2] and intense indoctrination [3].

Pre-existing culture of obedience
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Figure 1. The blocks of the creation of extreme obedience — the Khmer Rouge case.
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e Institutional control and intense indoctrina-
tion also worked as facilitators in translating
Khmer Rouge policies and practices into
violence [4].

e The banalization of violence reinforced insti-
tutional control and intense indoctrination
[5], giving rise to spirals of violence.

e A context characterized by a culture of obe-
dience fostered and/or facilitated all these
mechanisms and effects.

Chultures of obedience

Scholars of Cambodia tend to note that Khmer
culture displays a marked trait of ancestral obedience
to authority, leading to a form of extreme hierarchy
that inculcates an assumption of “‘natural inequality”
(Hinton, 1998a, p. 98). Chandler (1999, p. 168), for
example, pointed out that Khmer people received an
education that inclined them to be ‘stoic on resentful
acceptance of hierarchies that paid no attention to
“lesser”” people except insofar as they could serve
and feed the rich and powerful’. According to the
same author, “the pervasiveness of patronage and
hierarchy in Cambodian thinking, politics, and social
relations” (Chandler, 2008, p. 2) is evident histori-
cally. Propensity for obedience to hierarchy, there-
fore, was cultivated as the right thing to do.
Language demonstrates this propensity for hierarchy:
hierarchical terms are abundant in the Khmer lan-
guage (Hinton, 1998a, b, ¢). As Milgram (1974)
observed, obedience to authority has little to do with
the authority figure’s style and more with its legiti-
macy. In other words, people will follow if they see
their leader as legitimate. If obedience is cultivated as
the right thing to do in the face of authority, then
disobedience may be taken as illegitimate.

Institutional control

The notion of “institutionalized” individuals is usu-
ally applied to cases where people do not have the
means to care for themselves, are contagious, or
judged to be dysfunctional citizens in either mental
or juridical terms and are therefore placed under total
institutional control by the state. To be institution-

alized is an exception to the norm in most societies.
But in Cambodia, everybody was institutionalized.

There were two stages in the total institutionali-
zation of DK: (1) volunteering, and (2) forced
conscriptions. Before the regime took power, young
recruits volunteered to serve the revolution. They
were motivated by a number of reasons. These in-
cluded hatred of Lon Nol’s regime and its American
supporters, who, over the span of 3 years (1970-
1973), dropped three times the quantity of bombs on
Cambodia that they dropped on Japan during World
War IT (Shawcross, 1979) in a secret and undeclared
war that was never publically admitted by President
Nixon or Secretary of State Kissinger. These
450,000 tons of bombs killed 150,000 people
(Vannak, 2003). The terror that rained down from
the skies persuaded many to offer their services to
the Khmer Rouge (who at the time supported
Prince Sihanouk rather than being opposed to him as
a communist party. That the Khmer Rouge was a
communist party was actually concealed well beyond
their seizure of power.). Consider the case of Kuong
San, a member of the elite 703rd Division, who
volunteered at age 14: “In late 1971 aircraft bombed
my house and killed my mother. In early 1972
sub-district cadres came in to recruit for the army.
Because of my pain over the bombing, I volunteered
to join.” (Vannak, 2003, p. 11)

To understand the adherence of people to the
revolutionary army, one needs to consider the
implosion of the Cambodian state, after decades of
institutional degradation. When existing social
institutions collapse, new institutions jostle to oc-
cupy their space. Joining an influential revolutionary
movement may offer, especially to the youth that
constituted the largest and most fanatical faction of
the Khmer Rouge, a sense of belonging and control
over their lives (Um, 1998). In extreme conditions,
when violence becomes endemic, loyalty may spring
not from the belief in the superiority of the leaders’
project but from the belief that to stay alive the best
option is to align with those who command the most
powerful forms of organizing violence.

Another face of the Red Khmer army was revealed
in the second phase of the existence of the CPK. As
volunteers receded in number, forced conscriptions
became the norm. Once in power, the Khmer R ouge
pressed children into service as the purest agents of the
revolution, the guardians of a new order. Traditional
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institutions, including the schools, were destroyed
(Clayton, 1998). Schools were actually demolished or
refitted to serve other purposes: for instance, one of
these schools became the S-21 extermination site.
Children taken from their families, which were
themselves dismantled, were socialized to view the
Angkar as their new family. The children were of
extreme importance to the revolution.

Due to the lack of a firm ideological basis and in
the absence of the political infrastructure necessary
to enforce its extremist program, the Khmer Rouge
resorted to organized violence as the alternative
means of administration. Their administrative phi-
losophy, when in charge, was basically guerilla
warfare in pursuit of permanent revolution. Lacking
adequate state mechanisms of control, the CPK
instituted a system of informants, called the schlop
(Um, 1998), which reproduced the clandestine
experience of the party, amplified the social climate
of terror, and led to the panoptical representation
of the Angkar as having as many eyes as the pine-

apple.

Intense indoctrination

Young comrades, regardless of their age, were sub-
mitted to intense ideological work. As a result, “‘the
Khmer Rouge transformed these children, who had
never held a weapon, into gun-lovers and nation-
alists, and filled them with hatred and a desire for
revenge” (Vannak, 2003, p. 12). The process of
indoctrination took several forms. It operated
through formal mechanisms such as national party
publications, the educational system, and the party’s
youth organizations. It also used informal means. In
DK, songs were forbidden, except those allowed by
the Angkar, songs that extolled the virtues and values
of the revolution. Songs for children were created
because children, as discussed, were at the center of
the revolution, given their lack of ideological pol-
lution by the past. There was an entire repertoire of
songs specifically composed for children, which re-
vealed both the nature of the revolution and the
place of infants in it (Phim, 1998).

This pure, blank past was the ideal tabula rasa to
imprint the “twelve moral precepts” that should
characterize pure revolutionaries, those able to carry
out all the necessary missions for the party, the

people, and the nation. The 12 moral precepts were
the following (Vannak, 2003, p. 17):

1. Love, respect, and serve the people, work-
ers, and farmers forever.

2. Wherever you are, serve the people there
with your entire heart.

3. Never do anything to negatively impact the
people, even one pepper or one spoken
word.

4. If you commit any misdeed against the peo-
ple, apologize to the people. If you cause
damage to the people, repay them.

5. In speech, sleep, walking, standing, sitting,
eating, dressing, and joking, follow the way
of the people.

6. Do nothing to violate the female sex.

7. Don’t drink anything non-revolutionary in
nature.

8. Do not gamble.

9. Don’t touch common currency or property,
even one riel, one can of rice, or one pill
of medicine.

10. Be absolutely polite to the people, but al-
ways be hot-tempered toward the enemy.

11. Love constant labor.

12. Combat the enemy and combat obstacles
with bravery, and dare to make all sacrifices
for the people, workers, farmers, the Party,
and revolution without conditions and at all
times.

Soldiers were, in summary, prepared to serve the
people and the values of the revolution by whatever
means, to combat enemies with bravery, and to
make all sacrifices without conditions. Rather than
individuals, they were anonymous members of a
revolutionary army that was radically transforming
an entire society in which there were several layers
of anonymity that facilitated the creation of anomic
personalities (Hinton, 1998a) that in turn facilitated
“heartless” behavior (Goffman, 1967).

The banalization of violence

These children of the revolution were used, as we
discussed above, to accomplish many different tasks,
some involving extreme violence. The process of
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transformation of ordinary individuals into perpe-
trators of organized/organizational violence against
strangers has been discussed in several literatures.
Gibson and Haritos-Fatouros (1986) studied the
education of Greek torturers and concluded that
what we might take to be monstrous behaviors are
often acts of faithful obedience to an “‘authority of
violence” (Haritos-Fatouros, 1988). As Gibson and
Haritos-Fatouros (1988, p. 52) have noted, ‘“‘the
horror is that torturers are probably not freaks — just
ordinary people.”

Gibson and Haritos-Fatouros (1988) also discuss
how some organizations, namely military ones, are
designed to create obedient followers. Such obedi-
ence includes the execution of orders that require
members to commit acts that might have been
viewed as repugnant before training — an aptitude
that may not be absent from the business world.
Such training incorporates adherence to superior
moral values but also to the importance and expe-
rience of organizational contexts, especially struc-
turally integrated cohesive primary groups, such as
the squad, that exert significant amounts of pressure
over members. Individuals are incorporated in these
organizations through initiation rites and, once ini-
tiated, they are expected to uphold the values of the
primary group and support each other.

As Popkin (1970, p. 162) noted, for revolution-
aries to achieve major objectives they have to focus
first on “local goals and goods with immediate
payofts,” and then gradually orient recruits toward
central goals. Through these processes, primary
group members accept the executives as authorities,
and consequently the executives can mediate dis-
junction, though they will not be likely to close it
completely (Scott 1979, p. 127). Such a process is
tenuous and difficult, requiring skilled leadership.
Yet, it is most likely to produce normative bonds.
Additionally, Gibson and Haritos-Fatouros (1986)
observe, members of these organizations lived in
panoptical worlds, spying on one another, living in
fear, and accepting that suffering is part of their
world: “you will learn to love pain,” one officer
warned. The world of the Khmer Rouge was ex-
pressed by the pineapple metaphor, as a panoptical
system with many watchful eyes regulated by “‘the
principle of an unconstrained and omnipresent gaze”
(Sewell, 2008, p. 1215). Hence, there was a com-

bination of inducements, camaraderie, and control

used to convince members to accept the new rules of
the new game.

The previous description of Greek torturers is not
much different from the case of the Khmer Rouge
soldiers. They too learned that their jobs involved
inflicting pain. And they lived in a state of fear: for
every seven prisoners who were killed at S-21, there
were also two prison guards killed. In this sense,
extreme unquestioned obedience was vital for sur-
vival. Reasons for the execution of comrades could
be trivial. Meng-Try and Sorya (2001) provide
several cases. For example, two workers at the ani-
mal husbandry division of S-21 were executed
because they caused the death of two sheep. Minor
mistakes could be viewed as acts of treason and
therefore as a motive for the death penalty. The
result 1s clear: “everyone was in a constant state of
fear” (Meng-Try and Sorya, 2001, p. 42).

As is normal in these cases, pain was presented as
necessary, justified by considering the nature of the
victims who had been dehumanized. They had failed
the tests of the new revolutionary humanism. Blame,
therefore, was attributed to the victims themselves.
Personal responsibility was diffused because the
punishment came from the revolution rather than
being something done by one person to another.
Victims were faulted for the punishment, and
extraordinary circumstances were invoked to explain
punitive actions (Bandura et al., 1975). Prisoners
were presented as “‘vermin’ or “worms.” In DK,
the situation was not much difterent: the enemies of
the Party were dehumanized: they were “microbes”
or “human vermin” (Short, 2004, p. 254):

Because the heat of the people’s revolution and the
heat of the democratic revolution were insufficient ...
we search for the microbes (merok) within the party
without success. They are buried. As our socialist
revolution advances, however, seeping into every
corner of the Party, the army and among the people,
we can locate the ugly microbes. (Chandler, 1999,
p. 129)

The status of these people were clear since the
moment of victory: “new people” or “April 17
people,” i.e., those from the cities who did not join
the revolution, were less than human, without
privileges or rights (Chandler, 1999, p. 103). As
Chandler explains, victims were viewed as a “‘strata’
rather than as human beings. Often, diabolical
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parables were used for communicating such message
to the victims:

Watch this ox as it pulls the plow. It eats when it is
ordered to eat. If you let it graze in the field it will eat
anything. If you put it into another field where there
isn’t enough grass, it will still graze uncomplainingly. It
is not free, and it is constantly being watched. And
when you tell it to pull the plow, it pulls. It never
thinks about its wife or children.... (Yathay, 1989,
p. 305)

Stereotypes that diminish victims are a powerful
technology of control (Fiske, 1993) and their use-
fulness tends to be well appreciated in totalitarian
contexts. Killing, in this case, was a social impera-
tive, a societal cure (Um, 1998). Once a person was
labeled an enemy, he/she was supposed to be treated
in an anomic fashion, as not belonging to the worthy
ranks of the new society being constructed by the
revolution. Visiting the anomie of violence on every
single enemy was valid, including for one’s parents,
if they were insufficiently revolutionary.

The combination of the practices outlined
potentially results in a mass of obedient people.
These people have been described as robots: the
robot-like behavior of both victims and execu-
tioners in the Nazi and Stalinist regimes has been
pointed out (see Grey and Garsten 2002). The
description is not much different from Short’s
(2004, p. 268) passage on the arrival of the Khmer
Rouge to Phnom Penh: “worn and expressionless
speaking not a single word and surrounded by a
deathly silence.” In conclusion, the creation of
masses of obedient followers appears to be possible,
but there is a price to pay: massive obedience
thrives on a combination of indoctrination and fear,

leading to the creation of either disengaged or
excessively diligent followers, rather than responsi-
ble citizens. Table II contrasts the conditions for the
creation of unconditional obedience in Milgram
and in DK.

Implications for theory and practice

This discussion advances a number of implications
for the creation and sustainability of ethical organi-
zations. We extract these conclusions from the case
of a total institution because these organizations
make more salient processes that take place in subtler
forms in other, normal, organizations (Clegg et al.,
2006; Goftman, 1961). However, as Shenkar (1996,
p. 886) argued “[i]t can be expected that other
organizations, including commercial enterprises, will
manifest some characteristics of a total institution,
though to a lesser extent than the ideal type.”

First, the case of how young soldiers in DK were
socialized offers a number of points of reflection for
organizational scholars, even for those not interested
in total institutions. First, it indicates that organiza-
tional contexts do matter and that powerful sociali-
zation practices may lead ‘“innocent” people to
behave brutally. Just as the “pure” children were
used to make sure that the Khmer revolution de-
stroyed its enemies, some organizations and leaders
select, socialize, and reward employees for being
docile, loyal, and exemplary agents against the
organization or leader’s enemies. The more the
organization invades the private life of its members,
the more it comes close to totalizing and enveloping
the whole lives of its members. When it happens,
people become dependent and vulnerable.

TABLE II

Conditions for obedience in the laboratory and in DK

Milgram

Democratic Kampuchea

Common dimensions of unquestioned obedience

An inclination to obedience
Gradual increase in demands

Limited information in a novel
situation
Diffused responsibility

Culture of obedience
Banalization of violence

Total institutional control

Intense indoctrination

Culture of obedience

Gradual increase in demands and making
wrongdoing banal

Control of access to information

Collective responsibility
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Ethically, to counter tendencies toward total
institutions, one of the major tasks of managers is to
create healthy, transparent organizational spaces
(Bennis et al., 2008; Kets de Vries, 2001) where
people view themselves as agents with a margin for
contribution rather than as small and powerless cogs
in a big machine. Regular organizational scandals
indicate that the understanding of the power of sit-
uations is not as embedded in managerial mindsets as
one might expect it to be. In some organizations, the
leaders themselves are the main stimulators and
feeders of cultures of silence and indoctrination
(Bennis et al., 2008; Kellerman, 2004), refusing to
listen to the inconvenient truths, “‘killing” the bad
news messengers and thus harming employees,
organizations, and communities.

Second, the discussion suggests that ordinary
people may cause problems beyond expectation.
Unethical behaviors may be less the result of “bad
apples” than the result of pressure to conform to
arbitrary power: “absolute power kills absolutely,” as
Rummel observed (1994, p. 3). Following the same
line of reasoning, Bar-On (1989, p. 440) pointed out
that “we cannot make a simple, clear-cut distinction
between Holocaust perpetrators and the rest of
society.” In other words, decent people may be
responsible for negative behaviors when pressed by
their organizational and institutional contexts (Card,
2005). They blindly obey because they wish to
survive in the organizational arena, to keep their job,
or simply to satisty safety/self-preservation, enjoy
stability, or satisty group needs (Kellerman, 2004).
Paradoxically, “[flollowers” dedication to bad leaders
is often strongest when their leaders are very bad, as
opposed to only somewhat bad” (Kellerman, 2004,
p- 25).

Third, pressures for obedience have a potential for
dysfunction that organizations would do well to
avoid. Among others, they may include excessive
zeal, alienation, and lack of accountability. The
panoptical environments found by Covaleski et al.
(1998) in professional service firms help to explain
the corporate scandals that affect this type of orga-
nization. For those managers wishing to control
from the top down, the risks are significant but not
obvious: people will obey in a disengaged way or
with excessive zeal. When tightly controlled systems
are founded on fear, the risks are even greater.
People will adhere mechanically or strategically.

Their alignment with vision and values will be
superficial or, as discussed, they may accept that
aligning with the powerful is the best strategy.

This last point is consistent with Hinton’s (1998b)
explanation of the collaboration of ordinary people
in genocidal processes: when fear is widespread and
prevalent, people may fear being moderate. Fol-
lowers, in these contexts, may not only respond as
“disciplined” (Foucault, 1979) automatons follow-
ing orders, but rather as collaborators with a certain
degree of agency within the parameters of the situ-
ation. They may choose to show an excessive zeal to
demonstrate their alignment with “The Organiza-
tion,” for example, with the Angkar, to use that
Kampuchean term that actually means “the Orga-
nization.” Most often, this will be expressed not in
some vague ideological commitments but will be
experienced at the level of mateship, the primary
group, the small, face-to-face communities within
which people spend most of their time, which
provide their prime identity, such as the cadre or
squad. It is in such groups that we should expect to
find social cohesion when all else has been destroyed
or snatched away. These primary groups provide
islands of solidarity in a sea of anomie and if that
solidarity is founded on violence to outsiders to the
group, then it serves to affirm group solidarity.
Pressures for total obedience and degrees of agency
may vary. Some literature indicates that it was
admissible for cadres across DK to have some degree
of agency, whereas comrades working in places such
as S-21 were submitted to extreme pressure to
comply. As described by Cheam Soeur, a guard, the
place was “‘extremely frightening” (Vannak, 2003,
p- 126). However, in normal organizations, a certain
degree of agency always exists, a reason why a
wide range of followership patterns may be found
(Kellerman, 2004).

In the case of DK, the combination of a culture of
“natural inequality,” the experience of fear and
survival together with the need to show one’s loyalty
in order to keep face and gain honor, as well as “‘role
narcissism’’ (Hinton, 1998a), all reveal how uncon-
ditional obedience may actually involve a dimension
of agency and a space for the expression of individual
dispositions (Blass, 1991). In fact, the Khmer Rouge
ideology glorified violence, daring, and role narcis-
sism, and comrades expressed their loyalty by
showing these attributes. It should also be considered
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that the Khmer Rouge built their ideology upon the
foundations of a pre-existing resentment of peasants
against urban populations. If many “‘blank and poor”
recruits acted as fanatics (Hinton, 1998c), their
fanaticism was built on something existentially real
in terms of their experience. As noted by Clayton
(1998, p. 2), “the anger of the oppressed, once
roused, was difficult to contain.”

organizations, empowerment to
achieve goals in the absence of clear accountability
may lead to goal achievement in unexpected and not
necessarily positive ways (Ordofiez et al., 2009).
Good organizations require significant amounts of
freedom, not strict control, and psychological safety
rather than fear. Uses of fear may be subtler but may
be no less effective in normal organizations. One
recent episode from Sorkin (2009) illustrates the
case. During a summer staff meeting at the US

In normal

Treasury Secretary’s home, his wife interrupted the
gathering to offer refreshments. Hank Paulson
responded for the others: “they don’t want anything
to drink.” When she returned with water, nobody
took any, for fear of countering the boss. A small and
trivial example, perhaps, but indicative of a culture
that is organizationally imbued. Difterently, other
leaders promote cultures where people feel free to
speak truth to power (Bennis et al., 2008) — by
fostering trust, motivating people to speak and to
protect the organization from ethical perils, and
stimulating ethical courage.

Work by authors such as Hamel (2007) and
Carney and Getz (2009) shows that most organiza-
tions may be philosophically closer to the total
institutions described here than one may have sus-
pected or wished for [see also the Shenkar (1996)
paper about Chinese State Enterprises]. They
socialize their employees to obtain obedience and
they are rewarded with obedience in return. The
problem with organizational obedience of this type
is that it often results in poor organizational contexts,
i.e. contexts devoid of any spirit of community,
organizational support, and psychological safety. As
Leavitt (2007) put it, big organizations are often
unhealthy environments for human beings. The
creation of healthy environments requires the
questioning of a number of assumptions about
organizations and organizing. With this article, we
have contributed to this discussion by considering
the practices used by the Khmer Rouge to create

unconditional obedience to authority and their
strange similarities with common organizational
practices that are at odds with the desired behaviors
of contemporary leaders (Caldwell and Dixon,
forthcoming). As discussed, some clear parallels,
summarized in Table III, may be established be-
tween their extreme measures and their milder
organizational equivalents.

Milgram’s work and our analysis of DK’s children
of the revolution suggest, in summary, a framework
for examining unquestioned obedience. The
framework is depicted in Figure 2. It departs from
the dimensions of unquestioned obedience drawn
from Table II, which collapse the implications from
Milgram and DK. We suggest that these dimensions
may be attenuated or intensified. Attenuators in-
clude the existence of a culture of accountability, a
system of checks and balances, psychological safety,
authentic leadership, and an appreciation for diver-
sity, sincerity, and transparency (e.g., Bennis et al.,
2008; Edmondson, 1999; Pirson and Lawrence,
forthcoming). Intensifiers include the strength of
psychological distance between people and their
leaders, bad or destructive leadership (Einarsen et al.,
2007; Kellerman, 2004; Padilla et al., 2007), proce-
dural opacity, a culture of fear, cynicism, and dis-
trust, and the lack of a sense of community at work.
The way these dimensions interact, we suggest,
will contribute to the level of obedience that will
actually be displayed in the organization. Leadership
responses will in turn reinforce attenuators or
intensifiers that will further reinforce or weaken the
level of obedience. Our framework may be further
tested empirically.

Final comments

If Milgram shocked the world with a theoretical
experiment, Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge regime
shocked the world with a practical experiment by
showing, in a specific societal context, how far
unconditional obedience could go. Milgram con-
ducted his experiments in the controlled laboratory
environment of the 1960s and indicated that, while
people obeyed, many showed signs of distress and
psychological suffering. As Benjamin and Simpson
(2009) have observed, Milgram’s experiments can be
described as experimentum crucis, i.e., experiments
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TABLE III

Creating obedience: a contrast

Total institutions: DK

Normal organizations

Cultures of obedience

Institutionalization

Indoctrination

Action

Explanation: Extreme obedience is explicit
and unquestioned. Disobedience shall be
punished. It is cultivated through carrots and
sticks

Tllustration: Khmer Rouge comrades were
entitled to use violence against others, if they
disobeyed, the same measure of violence
would be used against them

Explanation: People belong to the institu-
tional space. Their idea of happiness is
defined by the institution. In this case
happiness would result from egalitarianism
among ‘“‘the same great family” of
Kampucheans, as Pol Pot put it (Pot, 1977)
Illustration: The values of the revolution
represented the idea of happiness for the
whole nation

Explanation: Indoctrination relies on hard
methods, is visible and often painful
Illustration: Members are socialized to be able
to stand the pain they will later inflict on
others

Explanation: Members are prepared to do
whatever it takes

Illustration: Vermin should be removed from
society; violence is necessary and useful

Explanation: Members are expected to learn
the ropes. Organizations expect obedience
rather than disobedience

Illustration: organizations exert strong pres-
sures combining rewards and punishments, in
order to establish conformity and obedience
(Covaleski et al., 1998; Janis, 1982)

Explanation: The organizational space is a
fundamental part of one’s professional iden-
tity. One’s happiness partly depends on the
acceptance of the organization’s view on
happiness

Illustration: the organization is a happy family
whose future well-being will depend on the
participation and dedication of all

Explanation: Indoctrination relies on soft
methods, is mostly transparent and works
through persuasion. It is potentially very
intense. People are pressed to conform and to
“duplicate” the organization within
themselves (Covaleski et al., 1998, p. 294)
Illustration: Control by hierarchies is replaced
by mutual vigilance and soft forms of pan-
optical control (Barker, 1993)

Explanation: Members are prepared to do
almost anything to facilitate success — as,
sometimes, relaxing ethical imperatives, and
bullying

llustration: Corporate scandals often involve
people doing unethical or illegal things for
the benefit of the organization

designed to respond to a question of major impor-
tance, in this case, the way blind obedience leads
people to inflict severe pain on strangers. Pol Pot
experimented with Utopia in the totalitarian and
egalitarian Kampuchea of the 1970s. He showed that
people obeyed, especially the “blank and poor,” and
built their identities around membership within the
totalitarian organization that controlled their lives,
an observation that has also been found with child
soldiers in other wars, in different parts of the world
(Singer, 2005).

Understanding Pol Pot’s DK may be helpful to
understanding attempts at radical change: ““it doesn’t
seem to work without terror,” point out Essers et al.
(2009, p. 129). In this article, we explored how
terror may be implemented by a mass of adherents to
the revolution. The Kampuchean process also illus-
trates the fact that radical change agents may view
fear as a necessary ingredient of rapid transformation,
an observation that also exists in business firms — as
indicated by the 2009 suicidal wave at France

Telecom. Textbook ‘‘decaffeinated” models of
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Figure 2. A framework of unquestioned obedience.

change (Contu, 2008) may not cover the full spec-
trum of change management in the “‘real world.”
Despite the obvious differences, there are lines of
continuity between the total institutional spaces of
the psychology laboratory, DK, and corporate life.
People can be compelled to inflict violence on
others in the name of science, ideology, or profit.
Necrocapitalist practices such as those denounced by
Banerjee (2008) indicate that a potential for evil can
be found in the business world (see also Kellerman,
2004). As he observed, contemporary forms of
accumulation may “involve dispossession and the
subjugation of life to the power of death” (Banerjee,
2008, p. 1541). The outsourcing of military forces
(Singer, 2003) and the recourse to violence to gain
and secure control of natural riches (Banerjee, 2008)
are examples of how organizations can become
exploitative and create total institutional spaces to
protect themselves and their interests from citizens —
a practice that eventually spoils the good name of
management and organization, ignores the rights of
citizens, and threatens democracy (Barley, 2007).
We contributed to the business ethics and orga-
nizational literature by studying how the implica-
tions of Milgram’s experiment help researchers to
understand the events in Cambodia under the
Khmer Rouge regime. This article suggests that

leadership may not only be necessary when dealing
with extreme contexts (Hannah et al., 2009) but
that, also, in some cases, it can itself cause extreme
contexts.

There are several justifications for the importance
of this discussion. First, it contributes to the analysis
of blind obedience in a setting that is still poorly
understood by organizational researchers. Scholars
have approached the case of DK from several dis-
ciplinary domains but not from that of organizational
research. The importance of the organization of
extreme violence at the societal level, however,
indicates that 1970s Cambodia is a space that de-
serves to be studied from an organizational view-
point.

Second, the article combines a number of ele-
ments that are original to this case and that, for this
reason, complement other cases of genocidal lead-
ership and organization. The radicalism of the
Kampuchean revolution was so extreme that it
provides some original insights on the process of
obedience. For example, the dismantlement of the
family created an institutional context that is unique.
As we discussed, this can lead the process of obedi-
ence to new heights, especially if, as was also the
case, strong indoctrination was supported by a
culture of fear and violence promoting anomic
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behavior and a sort of role narcissism which indicates
that blind obedience may actually involve a measure
of agency within the field of constraints where
agents operate, in which they form a new primary
group solidarity. In other words, blind obedience in
real world settings may be a complex combination of
indoctrination, fear, anomie, role narcissism, and
primary group formation. It is not simply “blind.”
We therefore tried to contribute to opening up the
black box of unconditional obedience.

Third, we see in this endeavor a moral justifica-
tion. Milgram’s studies and Burger’s (2009) recent
partial replication suggest that people should be
aware of the persisting dangers of blind obedience.
Organization may require some voluntary accep-
tance of obedience, but there is a limit. As observed
by Pfeffer (2009), an anti-authoritarian orientation
among scholars has been historically a force for
theory development. We aim to contribute to that
lineage, with due modesty. Educating people on the
risks, personal and collective, of passing this limit,
may require the study and consideration of cases in
which groups of people, for varied reasons, obeyed
orders that violated the well-being and dignity of
other human beings. The justification that they were
only following orders may not provide a good
explanation of the process. For Eichmann-type
arguments to be avoided (Arendt, 1994), one needs
to be aware of the process and to explore why so
many people acted in the same way in different
settings, from Nazi Germany to DK and beyond,
including Abu Ghraib and the wars that child sol-
diers are still fighting as we write these words.

Finally, our discussion helps to understand why it
is important to incorporate social psychological re-
search into the teaching of business ethics courses
(Card, 2005). Individuals may be caught in such
strong contexts that their ethical reasoning is dis-
solved with the “‘erosion of agency.” Ethical theory
may not be enough to promote ethical behavior,
because, in certain contexts, individuals lose auton-
omy (both psychologically and substantively) in
decision-making. As Card (2005, p. 404) pointed
out, ““[e]thical theories are not decision-procedures:
they are not algorithms for determining and carrying
out a morally acceptable course of action.” It is
necessary, through appropriate corporate ethics
programs, to help leaders and organizational mem-
bers in general to understand how the features of the

situation may capture their ethical reasoning — thus
making them more aware of the situations condu-
cive to the banalization of evil.
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