REFLECTIONS: Democratic Kampuchea and Beyond
By Sarah Jones Dickens  
 The Documentation Center of Cambodia will open its exhibition Reflections: Democratic Kampuchea and Beyond at Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum in Phnom Penh, Cambodia on April 17, 2008. The exhibition, which will be housed in three buildings, aims to take museum visitors on an historical-visual journey, starting on April 17, 1975 when the Khmer Rouge entered Phnom Penh and ending in the present day. Featuring photographs taken from the archives of the Documentation Center of Cambodia, the visual documents placed upon the walls give insight into life during Democratic Kampuchea; the torture, execution, and killing in the prison systems; the finding and excavation of countless mass graves; the various ways Cambodians have sought to remember and memorialize the victims; and the ongoing process of and search for justice. 
Reflections raises several questions and may grant some insight into  the historical context of Democratic Kampuchea. For instance, what happened during the sanguinary three years, eight months, and twenty days? What did the Khmer Rouge want to achieve and what tactics did they use in pursuit of those goals? What were the direct effects on people's lives? What types of memorials have been erected to remember those who died? What is being done to bring those leaders most responsible to justice? 
At the same time, the exhibition may raise some questions that will never have answers: How do individuals, communities, and nations recover and re-build their lives? How does one even begin to classify the group of people who killed, tortured, and dehumanized other human beings? Are they perpetrators, bystanders, or too victims of the Khmer Rouge's psychological and physical manipulation, pawns in the Khmer Rouge's larger effort to create a "classless" society?  How did such massive atrocities continue to happen without anyone trying to stop them? In short, what happened to the promise of "never again?" 
Genocide education is important for several reasons. Khamboly Dy, author of the first textbook on the Democratic Kampuchea, "Teaching Genocide in Cambodia," (2008) states  that genocide education is the only way to prevent massive atrocities such as those perpetrated by the Khmer Rouge from ever happening again. Teaching students about what happened during the reign of Pol Pot can foster discussion between students and relatives: students will share historical information taught at school while relatives speak about and relay their own personal stories to the younger generation [Dy]. At the same time, genocide education may also assuage the suffering of the victims because it allows their suffering to be "remembered and acknowledged [Dy]" And, above all, I would argue that genocide education can also foster empathy and compassion among the younger generation, compassion and empathy which are crucial to, and a factor in, a survivor's recovery from massive trauma. 
But unfortunately, genocide education, according to Dy, remains "largely absent from school curriculums in Cambodia," owing to various social, economic, political, and pedagogical challenges. In fact, Cambodian students in the present day study history without a textbook, which raises even more concerns and questions about the manipulation and insufficiency of such education.  
While the classroom setting for which Dy advocates may perhaps represent one of the better methods to teach the youth about the Cambodian genocide, are there other avenues to utilize for genocidal education until the various social, economic, political, and pedagogical obstacles have been overcome? While it is indeed imperative to focus upon reforming high school and university curriculum, changing political leaders' minds, and equipping teachers with the educational resources necessary to carry out such daunting subject matter, implementing the recommendations that Dy espouses will take some time. Is there anything that can be accomplished in the meantime? 
The Documentation Center of Cambodia already educates Cambodians through film, radio announcements, student outreach projects and tours, and magazine distribution. Perhaps it is the case that an art exhibition can informally operate as a "pseudo- visual textbook" to detail and document the countless instances of human rights abuses, the massive torture, and the seemingly infinite number of traumatic experiences that Cambodians, both dead and alive, have endured. But rather than only offering historical information, an art exhibition, like a classroom seminar, can create dialogue and foster discourse on  issues that may never have a "correct" or an "objective" answer. Furthermore, unlike a textbook, a visual exhibition's outreach is not limited solely to students who attend high school or university, but can span generations, cut across geographical boundaries, and touch the lives of those who cannot read or write.  
 Currently there are five exhibits housed on the second floor of Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum, such as Stilled Lives, Victims or Perpetrators?, and Forensic Skulls, but very little historical overview and context have been given to museum visitors. In recent surveys answered by national and international visitors to Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum, most respondents have stressed that there is scant information about the reasons behind the Khmer Rouge and life under Democratic Kampuchea. When asked the question "would you like to know more about the Khmer Rouge regime," nearly all responded with the answer "yes." 
Perhaps it is the case that the new exhibition Reflections is indeed a small yet significant, step, to finding other avenues to teach Cambodians and the international community about Democratic Kampuchea and beyond. If successful, the museum exhibition, like the reformed curriculum that Dy fancies, may inspire future research on the Khmer Rouge, spark discourse amongst survivors and their children, shed light on the extent of the brutality, and encourage participation in the search for "truth" and justice from all walks of life.   
At the same time, a photographic exhibition also has the ability to affirm and legitimize past experiences by those who suffered under the Khmer Rouge, perhaps the more crucial and fundamental aspect of Reflection. The photographs exhibited in Reflections may indeed have the power and ability to produce a "having-been-there"[1] effect, which Roland Barthes theorizes in Camera Lucida. Pointing to the existential connection between the "necessarily real thing which has been placed before the lens" and the photographic image, Barthes states that "every photograph is somehow co-natural with its referent,"[2] or that the object in the photograph is "necessarily" real because without the "thing placed before the lens there would be no photograph" [Barthes,  76]. According to Barthes, the photograph is an affirmation that the object placed before the lens "has once been there" even if one can "no longer touch the object."[3] Furthermore, Susan Sontag in On Photography expands this notion of the indexical nature of the photograph and provocatively asserts that the photograph is different from other artistic genres precisely because the photograph has a "special status with regard to the real."[4] 
Why is it that a photograph can produce a "real effect" or can serve as visual evidence? Abigail Solomon-Godeau, in a groundbreaking critique of photographic modernism entitled Photography at the Dock (1991), provides insight into the reasons why photography may be be afforded this aforementioned "special status:" "Unlike hand-made images in which the depicted image lies on the surface of the paper or canvas, the image in a photograph appears to be in it, inseparable from its ground; conceptually, you cannot lift the image from its material base."[5] 
There have been, of course, criticisms of the modernist school of photography.  Many critiques of modernist photographic theory argue that the photographs do not produce the "reality effect" that Barthes stresses, but believe instead that photographs are subjective documents, whose truth and reality are bound to, and limited by, the cultural, psychological, and social processes in which the images are situated.[6] John Tagg, in The Burden of Representation warns that we cannot look into some "magic" of the medium, but instead we must be aware of " the conscious and unconscious processes, the practices and institutions through which the photograph can incite a fantasy, take on meaning, and exercise an effect."[7] (Tagg, 4). 
Tagg's views are indeed  distinct from those of Barthes and Sontag. Given the technological advances of the 20th and 21st century, with digital photography and the ability to crop, adjust,  and cut/paste objects or people into a photograph, the concerns raised by Tagg seem even more valid. But there still seems to be some type of evidentiary quality, or proof, that exists in photographs regardless of their subjective surroundings. Listen to Sontag:  "Something we hear about but doubt, seems proven when we're shown a photograph of it…A photograph passes for incontrovertible proof that the thing happened. The picture may distort; but there is always a presumption that something exists, or did exist, which is like what's in the picture [Sontag, 5]."
While it is indeed the case that one should be critically aware of the external factors that produced a specific photograph or the institution it sits, perhaps a photograph, or an exhibition of photographs, can begin to counter the doubts, legitimize the stories, recognize the suffering, and offer visual evidence that support oral testimony told by survivors. Given the fact that it appears that genocide education will not be in schools in the near future, perhaps a museum education can create a context to educate students, Cambodian citizens, and the international community. And, at the same time, a museum can create a social context and a safe place for survivors and individuals who did not live through the Khmer Rouge to come together and bear witness to instances of massive atrocity. Judith Lewis Herman in Trauma and Recovery argues that "to hold traumatic reality into consciousness requires a social context that affirms and protects the victim and that joins victim and witness in a common alliance."[8] I would put forth the argument that the visual documents in the exhibition have the power to provide a social forum for survivors to come collectively together to forge a partnership with other survivors as well as "outsiders," a partnership that allows survivors and "outsiders" from different generations, geographical locations, and cultural backgrounds to share past experiences, and above all, to have those experiences affirmed and legitimized.  
Reflections: Democratic Kampuchea and Beyond will open on April 17, 2008 at Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum. It is curated by Olivia Altaris, Sarah Jones Dickens, and Sayana Ser. 


[1] Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography. [New York: Hill and Wang, 1981], 85. 
[2] Ibid., 76. Barthes distinguishes between the "Photograph's Referent" and the "referent of other systems of representation" i.e. painting (76). Unlike the referent of other systems of representation, Barthes writes that the "photograph's referent" is not the "optionally real thing to which an image or sign refers" but rather it is the "necessarily real thing which has been placed before the lens" (76) (his emphasis). For Barthes, he reasons that the object in the photograph is "necessarily" real because without the "thing placed before the lens" there would be no photograph" (76).
[3] Ibid., 76. 
[4] Sontag, 86.
[5] Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Photography at the Dock: Essays on Photographic History, Institutions, and Practices (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1991), 180. 
[6] For example, see Solomon-Godeau, xxiv. Specifically Solomon-Godeau writes: "For the postmodernist artist or critic, photographic pictures can never be isolated, free-floating entities offering window-like views on the reality outside. On the contrary, photographic pictures are understood to participate in the construction of social reality, and unless specifically manufactured to do otherwise (as in critical art practices) photographs can only function affirmatively. Furthermore, because photographic pictures are always encountered in specific viewing situations—reproduced in magazines or newspapers, even hung on gallery and museum walls as celebrations of the art of documentary—viewing relations are inseparable from contextual determinations, and viewing relations are themselves traversed by the lived experience of class, race, gender, and nationality." 
[7] John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories (Amherst: Univ. of Massachusetts Press, 1988). 
 [8] Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The aftermath of violence—from domestic abuse to political terror (New York: Basic Books, 1992), 9
Copyright 2008 DC-CAM

