HEARY SENG has seen the

scenes in the Oscar-winning film
The Killing Fields of the Khmer Rouge
trundling into the Cambodian capital,
Phnom Penh, having defeated the govern-
ment army. She has seen the scenes of the
Khmer Rouge driving people out of their
homes and into the countryside. She has
seen the scenes in which they arbitrarily Kill
people. That is, Theary has seen these
scenes in real life — she lived through them.

Theary was around three years old when, in April
1975, the Khmer Rouge drove her family from their
home in Phnom Penh, as part of their move to force
city-dwellers to become agricultural workers. Stragglers
and dissenters in the exodus were shot. Her father,
a teacher who had served in the former government
army, disappeared.

Aged six, Theary lived in a notorious prison where people
were routinely killed, where people were led away never to be
seen again, where guards publicly killed a mentally ill woman
by crushing her skull in a wooden coconut cruncher.

One night her mother was taken away and murdered.

When the Khmer Rouge retreated Theary and the rest of her
family escaped to America. But now, in her early thirties, she
is again living in Cambodia, working as a lawyer.

For many reasons — including the hope that it would be
therapeutic — Theary has written a book of her experiences,
Daughter of the Killing Fields.

When I meet her on her promotional visit to London,
I mention L. P. Hartley’s opening to his novel about childhood
The Go-Between: ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things
differently there.” I wonder how remote or near her childhood
experience seems to her now.

‘T am the daughter of the Killing Fields, but I am not the
refugee, I am not the orphan, I am not the victim of the Khmer
Rouge any more. So in that sense it
is very remote. When people look at
me they don’t think: “Khmer Rouge
victim.”

taped conversations with surviving
family members about their experi-

‘But that experience is also very
close because it is my history. And it
is recent history — it is not a history of
two centuries ago that I’'m reading
about in a book. I still have a hard
time getting my head round that.

‘The past is a foreign country in
many ways. I am no longer the child
that I have written about. But I'm still

ences during the days of the Khmer
Rouge. Listening to these, and the
writing process itself, revealed to her
the intensity and depth of her sadness
about what happened.

‘Speaking as a Christian, I found
healing when I came into contact with
Christ. But there were a lot of
emotions that I never thought about

before, which were unleashed in
writing the book.

Theary Seng.’
When writing the book, Theary
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‘T would like to think I am healed
emotionally, but I have physical scars
from my past and I think the
emotional scars are still there, too.’

Theary has sought healing for
herself and, since her return to
Cambodia, has also been seeking
ways to help the country and its
culture recover from devastation. As
part of this process she has met the
man she holds responsible for the
death of her father and mother and
around 1.7 million other Cambodians.

Her encounter with  Khieu
Samphan, the Khmer Rouge head of
state when Pol Pot was Prime
Minister, is recorded in her book.
‘Surreal” is one of the words Theary
uses to describe the meeting. She also
expresses a sense of disbelief that this
man, who in an open letter to the
Cambodia Daily newspaper denied
that he knew of the mass killings
which went on while he was in power,
is still living freely among the people
he terrorised. Theary responded to the
open letter with one of her own,
calling for him to be tried.

HEARY tells me that

Khieu Samphan should be

brought to justice for what took place.

She also tells me, less predictably, that
she forgives him.

‘That is what I basically told Khieu

Khieu Samphan - Theary holds him
responsible for the death of her parents
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Samphan in my letter. I said that as
a Christian I have forgiven you, but
that does not mean that you should not
be apprehended.’

Theary, who describes her mother
as having been ‘culturally Buddhist’,
cannot pin down the precise
occasion on which she became
a Christian. She
says she feels that
she has been one
since she landed
in Michigan in
December 1980.

In America she
was helped by a
churchgoing family,
but she may have
been exposed to
Christianity through
the aid organisations
that worked in the
Thai refugee camp
where her family lived
before their escape.

Whatever the details
of her journey of faith,
she recalls certain times
when she was stirred by
experiences.

‘My first-grade teacher
would talk about the
Resurrection, and I was so
drawn to it. It resonated
with my experience.

‘Even before that, though, when I
lost my mum, I was introduced in a
very clear, lucid way to the distinction
between the material and
the soul, the physical and
the spiritual. When I woke
up the morning after they
took her, I had a meta-
physical sensation — I felt
like a floating frame.
I didn’t know literally what
had happened to my
mother, but everything
inside me said that she was
no longer on this earth.

‘My high school years
were awful. Everything
was just culminating and
clashing — my past, my
present, the  different
cultures I had lived in and
the different emotions I
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surrounded by the presence of God.
‘To this day I still relate to the
Psalms because of all the emotions
you find in them. I like the fact that in
a psalm you can have someone
cursing God, but at the same time
concluding that he is the God of
perfect justice and of perfect love.’
The relationship between justice

and love, or more
specifically justice and
——

forgiveness, is some-
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thing that Theary has

experienced. I gained a lot had to think hard
of weight and became about.
depressed. ‘Perfect justice we

will never have on this
earth,” she says, ‘but
we have a legal and

‘I would read the Psalms
and meditate on them -
and one night I felt greatly



Killing Fields by Theary C. Seng is published
10.99

Samphan should be apprehended

Theary (front) with her
mother and brothers,
and (inset) her father

‘Secondly, the tribu-
nal will bring scrutiny on
the various players in
what took place, be it the
United States, China,
Vietnam or whoever else
— but I hope that ulti-
mately it will also force
Cambodians to face the
fact that those crimes
were perpetrated by
Cambodians themselves.

‘We are a people who
don’t want to own up
to our responsibilities.
Even now, people say it
was the fault of the
United States because
they bombed Cambodia
during the Vietnam War,
or it was China because
they were the patrons of
the Khmer Rouge, or
it was the Vietnamese.
All of that may be true,
but it doesn’t absolve
Cambodians of their
responsibility.”

In her book Theary
attempts to sketch the
sometimes mixed-up
political background to
the killings and torture.
However, she also looks
beyond the politics. She suggests that
any human, including herself, is capa-
ble of committing such crimes if they
are conditioned by the wrong social
environment or hateful rhetoric.

UT where do those respon-
sible for the wrong social
environment and hateful rhetoric get
their hate from? Is it a vicious circle?

‘A lot of people say what happened
was uniquely a Cambodian holocaust.
I’ve heard a lot of bright intellectual
individuals saying that this could hap-
pen only with the Khmer, but then I
ask them about the Holocaust, about
Rwanda and all the other atrocities
that have occurred before and since.

‘T think the crimes committed by
the Khmer Rouge could be committed
by anyone, by any society, by any
nation because those crimes stem

Theary says the past
seems both remote
and near

as a moral imperative, as a legal
obligation and for the strengthening of

from original sin. What the Khmer
Rouge did was just a matter of inten-

ARY SENG
tells Philip
lcrow how
)ecame an
Cambodia

human structure in which we can
strive towards justice and ensure that
perpetrators of crime get their just
deserts, even if it is through an imper-
fect human system.

‘As a Christian I would say that, as
part of the healing process, we can
forgive yet still hold people account-
able in the legal system. Khieu

)u have to have both justice
jveness for healing to take

. October 2005

democratic government.

‘Forgiving doesn’t mean letting
perpetrators  roam. Justice and
forgiveness are not of opposing
natures. You have to have both for
healing to take place.

‘But even if the people who
perpetrated crimes are not tried in a
court of law on this earth, they will
ultimately have their judgments.’

In her response to Khieu Samphan’s
open letter in the Cambodia Daily
Theary called for him to be tried. She
believes that the tribunal now being
set up is unlikely to bring about
justice, because of the involvement of
the Cambodian judiciary, which, she
says, lacks independence.

‘Will this tribunal bring about
justice? I don’t think so. Will it bring
about collective closure? No, because
closure takes place in one’s own soul.

‘But there will be benefits to this
tribunal. First, it will provide a forum
in which to discuss justice issues, and
that is needed. Cambodia has still not
talked about what happened. To this
day the Khmer Rouge history is not
taught in schools or by anyone other
than groups trying to generate discus-
sion.

sity, of creativity, of committing a
crime on a more massive scale. The
source of the anger, of the hatred is
our human depravity — it is sin.

‘We need to recognise this in
order to understand any genocide
or crime or just hatred. In
sophisticated society we have
glossed over it with nice
language and convention,
but our nature is still broken

and depraved. It just

happened that in Cambodia

the many factors mixed and brewed

and exploded into what is known as
the Khmer Rouge genocide.

‘When the genocide occurred in
Rwanda we wondered how some-
thing like that could have happened
again. I ask myself that. But
ultimately I am not surprised
because we are living in a broken
world, we are broken people.’

Theary’s faith, however, does not
just present the problem. It pro-
vides the hope of a solution. It is

a hope that moved her to return
to Cambodia and support groups
working to reverse the social fallout
of having its educated people killed
and its infrastructure smashed up.

‘We Christians are not asked to be
little saviours,” she says. “When we
try to save the world we become
exhausted and hopeless. We are only
asked to live out the hope that is
within us. The ultimate victory over
evil has already been won.’
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