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Cambodia’s Sites of Atrocity
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ABSTRACT
This article examines victim representation in former atrocity sites in
Cambodia. It concentrates on Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek, two
prominent sites for the detention and torture of suspected enemies
of the Khmer Rouge (KR) regime and the subsequent creation of
mass graves. These sites of trauma, memory, and transitional justice
are inextricably linked to the experiences of victims. Yet, the voice
of victims, their visibility, and authentic representations of the past
are not always centred in Cambodia’s atrocity sites. Drawing on
empirical fieldwork in Cambodia and an interdisciplinary literature,
this article interrogates the intersections between selectivity,
visibility, and authenticity in sites of atrocity associated with the
Cambodian genocide. As this paper demonstrates, engaging with
these themes of selectivity, visibility, and authenticity, and by
extension issues of, for example, “who” is recognized as a victim,
“how” responsibility for past horrors is represented, “which” sites
become tourist facing attractions, and “why” certain narratives of
the past are prioritized, is essential to recognizing the rights,
humanity, and dignity of victims and survivors.
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Introduction

This article examines victim representation in former atrocity sites in Cambodia. It concen-
trates on Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek, two prominent sites for the detention, torture, and
eventual execution of suspected enemies of the Khmer Rouge (KR) regime. A minimum of
12,000 men, women, and children were detained and tortured at Tuol Sleng.1 At the
nearby Choeung Ek, a former Chinese graveyard, an estimated 14,000–17,000 of the
KR’s victims are buried in 129 mass graves.2 Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek have sub-
sequently become crime sites at the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia
(ECCC), places of commemoration and memorialization, sites of education, objects of
study, and the focus of considerable attention from international tourists. These sites of
trauma, memory, and transitional justice are inextricably linked to the experiences of
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ocide Studies and Prevention: An International Journal 10, no. 2 (2016): 122.
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victims. As starkly put by one survivor, such sites only exist because of their role in inflict-
ing harm: “[have] no victim, have no Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek.”3 Given the obvious and
deep-rooted connections between sites of atrocity and victimization, we might expect
such sites to “include the experiences and conflicted memories of ordinary citizens
who fought, worked and grieved.”4 Yet, while described by some as having a “victim
focus,”5 the voice of victims, their visibility, and authentic representations of the past
are not always centred in Cambodia’s atrocity sites.6

Drawing from fieldwork in Cambodia and the fields of genocide and Holocaust studies,
memory studies, transitional justice, critical victimology, and criminology, this paper
begins to address this imbalance via an empirical account. It also offers a corrective to
the literature on dark tourism, much of which concentrates on the visitor experience
and curatorial practices and, by definition, pays less critical attention to the politics of
memory and our capacity to “hear” the voice of victims.7 We concentrate on three
themes – selectivity, visibility, and authenticity. These themes have been derived from
the literature and the results of the fieldwork. They allow us to provide a victim/survivor8

- centred focus to our analysis and a conceptual framework in which to probe the ques-
tions of “who” is recognized as a victim, “how” responsibility for past horrors is rep-
resented, “which” sites become tourist facing attractions, and “why” certain narratives
of the past are prioritized. In doing so the paper makes a distinctive contribution
to the literature on the contestation of memory and memorialization in Cambodia’s
atrocity sites.

The paper offers one “slice” of our findings from a collaborative research project con-
ducted by the authors alongside researchers from the Documentation Center of Cambo-
dia (DC-Cam) in 2018.9 The project sought to address five core research questions: (i) how
do victims of the KR regard the public and tourist facing focus of Tuol Sleng and Choeung
Ek? (ii) how are specific victims’ voices and experiences chosen for public display? Which
voices or narratives are silenced? (iii) to what extent do victims retain ownership over their
experiences and narratives? (iv) how are hierarchies of victimhood created, perpetuated,
or challenged? (v) are sites of mass atrocity an appropriate place in which to explore the
complexity of the victim/perpetrator axis?

A qualitative approach was adopted, comprising semi-structured interviews supported
by site visits. Semi-structured interviews were chosen for their capacity to encourage par-
ticipants to “ramble” in their responses and offer feedback within their own frames of

3 Interview 2, 5 January 2018.
4 Paul Williams, Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities (New York: Berg, 2007), 1.
5 Ibid., 32.
6 Rachel Hughes, “Dutiful Tourism: Encountering the Cambodian Genocide,” Asia Pacific Viewpoint 49, no. 3 (2008):
318–30.

7 See John Lennon and Malcolm Foley, Dark Tourism: The Attraction of Death and Disaster (London: Thomson, 2000);
Leanne White and Elspeth Frew, Dark Tourism and Place Identity. Managing and Interpreting Dark Places (London:
Routledge, 2013); Joy Sather Wagstaff, Heritage that Hurts; Tourists in the Memoryscapes of September 11 (London:
Routledge, 2014).

8 The terms victim, survivor, and victim/survivor are used throughout this article. This speaks to the fact that while
some self-identify as “victims,” others reject the term due to its connotations with passivity or vulnerability and
prefer to be known as “survivors.” Others may identify as both victims and survivors. Our use of these terms
reflects these complexities and is an attempt to honour the many diverse experiences and perspectives that arise
from the lived experience of genocide.

9 An independent Cambodian research institute with a focus on memory and justice for victims of the Cambodian
genocide. Thank you to Dany Long and Chenda Seang for their invaluable contributions throughout.
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reference, combining structure with flexibility. A purposeful sampling methodology was
employed with interviewees approached on the basis of their relevance to the research
questions. Participants included victims/survivors of the genocide, former KR cadres,
ECCC staff, site managers, local non-governmental organizations, historians, film
makers, psychologists, and others. In total, thirty-one interviews were completed.10 All
interviewees were provided with a guarantee of anonymity. Accordingly, in the text
that follows, we have used basic descriptors to denote interviewees.11 Interviewees
were asked a range of questions relating to the project themes, including questions
related to the representation of victims and survivors at the sites, the scope for victim
voice and agency in relation to the sites, ownership of the sites and their design and cura-
tion, the relationship between the sites and memorialization, and the ways in which the
past is constructed and understood. While all interviewees were asked questions relating
to these themes, the research instrument was adapted for different categories of intervie-
wee (e.g. victims/survivors; site staff; NGOs and other elite actors etc.). Interviews were
transcribed and transcripts translated by our research partners, DC-Cam. Extracts from
these translated transcripts have been cited verbatim below.

The research team undertook site visits to the Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocide and the
Choeung Ek Genocidal Center (also known as the “Killing Fields”), two popular sites of
tourism and memorialization.12 Where appropriate, we have sought to illustrate our
points with the inclusion of photographs taken in Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek by
members of the research team. The team visited Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek in
January 2018 and again in November – December 2018. Photographs were taken of
the permanent and temporary displays at the sites, in addition to general photos
showing site structures, layout, and visitor interaction with the sites. On the second
visit, the contents of the sites’ audio guides were recorded in detail. Immediately after
the site visits, the team recorded detailed field notes of their observations and reflections.

The article proceeds as follows. We first briefly introduce the case study of Cambodia
and the sites which form the focus of this article. We then turn to an exploration of how
victims’ experiences are represented in the sites, focusing on the three key themes of
selectivity, visibility, and authenticity. Turning first to selectivity, we critically examine
which sites of atrocity have become tourist facing attractions and which crimes of the
KR are visible and represented there. As we argue below, such selectivity has meant
that in Cambodia, many landscapes and legacies of violence are “hidden in plain sight,”

10 Ethical approval was granted by the authors institutional research ethics committee in late 2017. The ethical approval
process involved the submission of a detailed seven-page memorandum covering managing the risks of trauma-trau-
matization; consent; confidentiality and anonymity; data protection; data retention and data sharing; and safety of
the researcher. All participants were provided with a participant information sheet in advance of the interview, trans-
lated into Khmer and read aloud where necessary. The information sheet explained the nature of the research; why
that individual had been asked to take part; the conduct of the interview (including location); how to withdraw from
the project; confidentiality and anonymity; and data storage and retention. Participants who agreed to take part in
the research were then asked to sign a consent form.

11 Please note that in some cases it is not possible to provide further descriptive information without rendering inter-
viewees potentially identifiable. For instance, a relatively small number of staff work at these sites, so to indicate an
interviewee’s specific role would risk identification.

12 While not the primary focus of this article, we also visited Kampong Chhnang Airfield and Kraing Ta Chan Peace
Centre, places of mass atrocity under the KR which also draw visitors, but which differ in terms of their visibility
and recognition of victimhood. While the experience of violence extends across Cambodia, as a matter of practicality,
fieldwork was restricted to the vicinity of the Phnom Penh area. The purpose of our visit was to provide a counter-
point to the focus on Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek. For reasons of conceptual clarity, we do not focus on either site in
this article. The contribution of these sites to our research will be discussed in our other publications.
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while the range of harms that we “see” as opposed to those we do not “see” is carefully
calibrated.13 Closely intersecting with the theme of selectivity is that of visibility. In this
part of the paper, we examine how Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek and their transformation
into internationally visible sites and tourist facing attractions was premised on, for
example, a pragmatic politics of reconciliation, a need to remove the links between the
KR regime and the new Vietnamese-backed People’s Republic of Cambodia (PRK) govern-
ment from visibility, and an attempt to legitimize the new state internationally and
domestically through the narrative concentration of responsibility onto a small group
of specific perpetrators.14 We argue that privileging the “self-evident power”15 of Tuol
Sleng’s iconic photographic display of its victims has acted to further this aim, creating
exhibits and photographs that are graphic and poignant, yet often devoid of history or
geography.16 One particular effect is that it is not immediately evident that the majority
of those imprisoned at Tuol Sleng were KR cadres themselves.17 Third, under the theme of
authenticity and focusing on the display of artefacts associated with the KR regime and its
victims, we argue that applying a more critical lens to the representation of the past in
these sites allows us to see how authenticity can be contested and negotiated. In con-
clusion, we argue that a selective and politically expedient engagement with the past
and Cambodia’s sites of mass atrocity has shaped how victimhood is “produced, per-
ceived and interpreted” in these locations,18 and that more might be done to recognize
the rights, humanity, and dignity of victims and survivors.

Sites of Atrocity in Cambodia

A complete historical account of the Khmer Rouge regime is well beyond the scope of this
paper.19 However, by way of brief introduction, the Communist Party of Kampuchea (CPK),
also known as the KR held power in Cambodia from April 1975 – January 1979. Their
ascent to power followed a period of violence characterized by the loss of over
500,000 civilians during the US’s bombing campaign in the Vietnamwar20 and authoritarian
repression following a right-wing military coup in March 1970.21 While the Khmer Rouge’s
victory in 1975 was initially celebrated by some as heralding a return to peace, what
commenced was a period of severe and widespread suffering. The regime emptied towns
and cities, forcing the population to march into the countryside to undertake forced

13 James Tyner, Gabriela Brindis Alvarez, and Alex Coluuci, “Memory and the Everyday Landscape of Violence in Post-
Genocide Cambodia,” Social and Cultural Geography 13, no. 8 (2012): 854; Rob Mawby and Sandra Walklate, Critical
Victimology: International Perspectives (London: SAGE, 1994), 19.

14 See Rachel Hughes, Fielding Genocide: Post-1979 Cambodia and The Geopolitics of Memory (PhD diss., The University of
Melbourne, 2006).

15 Maria Elander, “Education and Photography at Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum,” in The Arts of Transitional Justice, ed.
Peter Rush and Olivera Simić (New York: Springer, 2014), 55.

16 James Tyner, Landscape, Memory and Post-Violence in Cambodia (London: Rowman and Littlefield, 2017).
17 Rachel Hughes, “The Abject Artefacts of Memory: Photographs from Cambodia’s Genocide,”Media, Culture and Society

25, no. 1 (2003): 23–44; Tyner, Landscape.
18 Clifford Geertz, Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (London: Fontana Press, 1993), 7.
19 For a fuller account, see e.g. Ben Kiernan, The Pol Pot Regime (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996); David Chand-

ler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991). For survivor accounts see e.g. Loung
Ung, First They Killed My Father (Edinburgh: Mainstream Publishing, 2001); Pin Yathay, Stay Alive My Son (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2000).

20 Henry Kissinger, White House Years (Boston: Little Brown, 1979).
21 Ben Kiernan, “Background to the Conflict in Cambodia,” in New Approaches in International Criminal Justice, ed. Kai

Ambos and Mohamed Othman (Munich: Max-Planck Institute, 2003), 176.
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labour.22 While experiences of the regime varied across the country and between different
social and ethnic groups, some common experiences included communal living; the regu-
lation of marriage and familial relationships; the prohibition of religion and cultural rituals;
and limited access to food, rest and healthcare.23 Particular groups, including members of
the former regime, city residents, Buddhist monks, and minority groups such as the Cham,
ethnic Vietnamese, and Khmer Krom were particularly targeted for violence as the regime
progressed.24 Indeed, in the quest to create a “New Cambodia,” the CPK enacted a series
of policies that directly or indirectly led to the deaths of approximately 1,700,000–
2,000,000 citizens – the result of extreme exhaustion, disease, torture, murder, and
execution.25

One of the defining features of “Democratic Kampuchea” (DK) was the establishment of
security centres across Cambodia for the detention and torture of suspected enemies of
the regime, and the subsequent creation of mass graves. The best known of these sites and
those that are firmly on the tourist trail are the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum and the
Choeung Ek Genocidal Center. Tuol Sleng, or S-21, is a former high school in Phnom Penh,
and was converted by the KR in 1976 into an interrogation centre. Its purpose was to docu-
ment and punish perceived criminal offences against the state.26 A minimum of 12,000
men, women, and children were detained and tortured at Tuol Sleng.27 Only twelve are
known to have survived.28 The nearby Choeung Ek, a former Chinese graveyard, was appro-
priated by the KR in 1977 to act as a site of execution and burial for the bodies of detainees
from Tuol Sleng and those who lived in the surrounding areas. An estimated 14,000–17,000
are buried at Choeung Ek in 129 mass graves.29 Beyond Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek, Jarvis
notes that physical remains of the CPK’s victims remain in “every single province, district, sub-
district and almost every village” in Cambodia.30 Final resting places include former wats and
schools, converted by the KR into security centres and warehouses; nearly 400 mass graves;
caves, rivers, and wells; and fields and forests.31 In the following section, we explore the
implications of the selective development of certain sites into tourist-facing destinations.

Selectivity

The concept of selectivity32 can be found in different guises throughout the literature on
genocide studies, transitional justice, victimology, tourism and heritage studies, and

22 Report of the Group of Experts for Cambodia established pursuant to General Assembly Resolution 52/135, UN Doc.
A/53/850, 15 March 1999.

23 Ben Kiernan, The Pol Pot Regime: Race, Power and Genocide in Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge, 1975-79, 3rd ed.
(New York: Yale University Press, 2008).

24 Katheryn Klein, “Bringing the Khmer Rouge to Justice: The Challenges and Risks Facing the Joint Tribunal in Cambo-
dia,” Northwestern Journal of International Human Rights 4, no. 3 (2006): 549.

25 Ewa Tableau, “Khmer Rouge Victims in Cambodia, April 1975–January 1979: A Critical Assessment of Major Estimates,”
Democratic Expert Report, ECCC D140/1/1, 30 September 2009, 1–20, https://www.eccc.gov.kh/sites/default/files/
documents/courtdoc/D140_1_1_Public_Redacted_EN.PDF (accessed 17 June 2021).

26 David Chandler, Voices fromS-21. Terror and History in Pol Pot’s Secret Prison (London: University of California Press, 2000).
27 Case 001, Trial Judgment, para 23.
28 This number is taken from the S-21 audio guide as described in author’s fieldnotes.
29 Fleischman, “Working with the Remains,” 122.
30 Helen Jarvis, “Mapping Cambodia’s ‘Killing Fields’,” in Matériel Culture: The Archaeology of 20th Century Conflict, ed.

Colleen Beck, William Johnson, and John Schofield (New York: Routledge, 2002), 95.
31 Tyner, Landscape.
32 When we use the term “selectivity” we refer to the dynamics of choosing that which will be included in a particular

process (or in this case, site) and the simultaneous exclusion of others.
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memory studies. This diverse literature illustrates that in the aftermath of genocide, selec-
tivity emerges particularly in the context of the narratives of the past that are given space,
the victims we are willing to acknowledge, and the harms that we are willing to respond
to. McCormack for example has noted that selectivity can be found in relation to the limit-
ing of acts identified as international crimes and in relation to “the particular alleged atro-
cities the international community is prepared to collectively prosecute.”33 Likewise, in
truth commissions, choices are inevitably made regarding the use of “window cases” or
thematic hearings or the elevation of politically expedient voices. In the context of heri-
tage development, Lennon and Tiberghien note the importance of considering “which
heritage is interpreted and developed and what histories are overlooked.”34 As explored
in this section, such selectivity is evident in Cambodia in relation to which sites of atrocity
have become tourist facing attractions and which crimes of the KR are represented there.

The Closing Order in the ECCC’s case against the regime’s “senior leaders” (Case 002)
acknowledges that by the end of the KR regime, approximately 200 security centres and
countless execution sites had been established throughout Cambodia.35 A mapping exer-
cise carried out by DC-Cam and the Cambodian Genocide Program established the exist-
ence of 19,471 mass graves, estimated to contain the remains of more than 1,000,000
people.36 Yet, the tourist gaze is almost entirely drawn to Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek.
As detailed above, in part, such selectivity is inevitable when constructing responses to
atrocity. That Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek were prioritized as a matter of practicality
was recognized by a number of our interviewees. For example, one dominant explanation
amongst interviewees was that the development of one site over another was down to
geographical positioning. Simply, the proximity of Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek to
Phnom Penh made them obvious tourist attractions.37 Distance from Phnom Penh was
also highlighted as a barrier to the development of other sites around the country as
“until the roads got built ten years ago, there really wasn’t an option to develop other
sites because there was no way to get tourists to them or people to them.”38 Furthermore,
both Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek had been the subject of preservation measures by the
Vietnamese soon after the fall of the KR, which protected them against physical deterio-
ration. As observed by an interviewee:

A lot of sites have been destroyed because budget limitations, because of political reasons,
because of other things…When the Khmer Rouge collapsed, we still had civil war. It’s
difficult for us to preserve the place when fighting with each other until 1998.39

Yet, the impact as Tyner et al note is that “these highly visible and officially commemo-
rated sites serve to obfuscate other, more mundane sites (and practices) of violence”

33 Timothy McCormack, “Selective Reaction to Atrocity: War Crimes and the Development of International Criminal Law,”
Albany Law Review 60, no. 3 (1996–1997): 683.

34 Lennon and Tiberghien, “Dark Tourism and Selective Interpretation,” 365.
35 Case 002, Closing Order, Co-Investigating Judges, Case No. 002/19-09-2007- ECCC-OCIJ, 15 September 2010, 48; Dy

Khamboly, A History of Democratic Kampuchea (1975-1979) (Phnom Penh: DC-Cam, 2007).
36 Helen Jarvis, “Powerful Remains: The Continuing Presence of Victims of the Khmer Rouge Regime in Today’s Cambo-

dia,” Human Remains and Violence 1, no. 2 (2015): 36–55; Rasy Pheng Pong, “Five Years of the Mapping Project,”
Searching for the Truth, August 2001, 10–12.

37 Interview 1, 5 January 2018; Interview 2, 9 January 2018; Interview 1, 11 January 2018; Interview 1, 8 January 2018;
Interview 1, 9 January 2018.

38 Interview 3, 9 January 2018.
39 Interview 1, 5 January 2018.
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and that everyday “landscapes and legacies of violence … are hidden in plain sight.”40

The consequences are two-fold. First, it has engendered the impression that all violence
was concentrated in Tuol Sleng – a point on which one interviewee was particularly criti-
cal, arguing that in Cambodia, “we do not have the voices of the many, but we have the
voice of Tuol Sleng.”41 For historian Henri Locard, there is a need to focus on the experi-
ence of the “ordinary Khmer people” and the experience of imprisonment and violence
across the country – “It’s a little bit if you study the Nazi Regime, you concentrate on
Auschwitz, Auschwitz, Auschwitz, nothing but Auschwitz. Yes, but what about the
other concentration camps all over Europe? This is a little bit how I feel here.”42 Locard
also raised the concern that the focus on Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek feeds into historical
revisionism and governmental attempts to downplay the extent of violence and imprison-
ment across the country.43

Second, it has meant that other sites of violence and the experience of
victimization across Cambodia have been rendered much less visible, obscuring the
lived experience of millions.44 Speaking on his experience at a forced labour site, one
interviewee argued,

I want all stories to be included related to the Democratic Kampuchea regime… the killings
of the people from all over the country took place in this province… There was not enough
food, just a very limited ration. It means the transfer to work… is not the killing but the over-
work leading to sickness that people died one by one.45

Equally, and as the above quotation suggests, such selectivity determines the victimiza-
tions we “see” as opposed to those we don’t “see.”46 It also renders certain harms unrec-
ognized and – in cases where this invisibility is reflected in responses to atrocity –without
redress.47 Williams for example cautions against the use of one location to relay a history
of atrocity. He notes that “when a historic site is made to stand for some form of historic
atrocity, a focus on physical location might mean that we miss much else of what was
lost.”48 Indeed, Tyner has noted that in the case of Cambodia, structures linked to the
regime’s infrastructure projects, principally sites of forced labour and violence, are
visible only to those who experienced first-hand the horrific conditions occasioned by
the Khmer Rouge.49

A parallel critique can be made regarding the capacity of Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek to
represent the full range of harms that were experienced during the KR regime and the
importance of hearing a plurality of experiences on the past. As one interviewee

40 Tyner et al, “Memory and the Everyday,” 854.
41 Author’s fieldnotes.
42 “I Consider Myself as Somewhat the Voice of Ordinary Cambodians – Henri Locard Testifies,” Cambodia Tribunal

Monitor, 28 July 2016, https://www.cambodiatribunal.org/2016/07/28/i-consider-myself-as-somewhat-the-voice-of-
ordinary-cambodians-henri-locard-testifies/ (accessed 17 June 2021).

43 Ibid.
44 See James Tyner, “Urban Regeneration and Rural Neglect: The Pall of Dark Tourism in Cambodia,” in Tourism, Cultural

Heritage and Urban Regeneration, ed. Nicholas Wise and Takamitsu Jimura (New York: Springer, 2020), 173; Boravin
Tann and Khuochsopheaktra Tim, “Duty Not to Forget the Past? Perceptions of Young Cambodians on the Memor-
ialization of the Khmer Rouge Regime,” Cambodia Working Paper Series (Basel: SwissPeace, 2019), 26.

45 Interview, 15 January 2018.
46 Mawby and Walklate, Critical Victimology, 19.
47 Robert Cryer, Prosecuting International Crimes: Selectivity and the International Criminal Law Regime (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 2005), 193.
48 Williams, Memorial Museums, 86.
49 Tyner, “Urban Regeneration,” 182.
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reflected, there were “tens of thousands of prisoners detained there.”50 The importance of
recognizing the multi-faceted experience of victimhood and the diversity of victims’
voices has become a strong theme in transitional justice.51 On visiting Tuol Sleng and
Choeung Ek, the primary focus on violent death is immediately apparent in the exhibition
descriptions, displays, and audio guides. With an estimated 1,000,000–2,000,000 lives lost,
a focus on death is entirely expected. However, the focus on violent death masks the
range of harms that resulted in victimization and death, such as labour, starvation, and
sexual and gender-based violence. Given that ninety-nine percent of survivors have
reported almost starving to death, and ninety-six percent said they had been forced
into slave labour, this selectivity obscures significant elements of life under the
regime.52 Broader patterns of victimization are also largely missing from the historical nar-
rative. For example, the years leading up to the KR regime saw civilians suffer the brunt of
armed struggle between a repressive monarchy and community insurgents,53 a four-year
US bombing campaign,54 and the authoritarian violence of a right-wing military govern-
ment.55 These victimizations have more recently become apparent with the development
of audio guides available for visitors at Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek.56

Room in Building A, used for interrogation, Tuol Sleng. 28 November 2018.
Indeed, it is important to acknowledge the additional narratives of harm that have

been made visible by additions to the sites over the years. For example, the Tuol Sleng

50 Interview 4, 10 January 2018.
51 Kieran McEvoy and Kirsten McConnachie, “Victims and Transitional Justice: Voice, Agency and Blame,” Social and

Legal Studies 22, no. 4 (2013): 489–513.
52 Seth Myans, “Scarred, Cambodia Seeks to Salve its Trauma,” New York Times, 1 February 2006, www.nytimes.com/

2006/02/01/world/asia/scarred-cambodia-seeks-to-salve-its-trauma.html (accessed 17 June 2021).
53 Wolfgang Form, “Justice 30 Years Later? The Cambodian Special Tribunal for the Punishment of Crimes against

Humanity by the Khmer Rouge,” Nationalities Paper 37, no. 6 (2009): 889–923.
54 Henry Kissinger, White House Years (Boston: Little Brown, 1979).
55 David Chandler, The Tragedy of Cambodian History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991).
56 Author’s fieldnotes.
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audio-guide (introduced in 201557) refers to forced transfer and forced labour as forms of
victimization and is accompanied by maps of transfers and photographs of forced labour
in Building B.58 The museum’s director has previously indicated that such changes reflect
a desire “to make the museum a more nuanced reflection of Cambodia’s darkest time.”59

Likewise, at Choeung Ek, the audio guide (introduced in 2011)60 notes that thousands
died of starvation and disease, while others were “simply worked to death.” It also con-
tains the story of a survivor who was raped and draws attention to the gendered
nature of torture and execution (especially the act of stripping women).61 Tuol Sleng
has also curated a range of temporary exhibitions, including a “Children of Angkar” exhi-
bition (2017–2018)62 which highlighted policies of forced labour, conscription, and edu-
cation, and a “Sorrow and Struggle of Women” exhibition (2016)63 which highlighted
policies of forced marriage. Other organizations have also played a role in this diversifica-
tion. For example, DC-Cam has contributed a range of photo exhibitions over the past
twenty years,64 and in 2009 collaborated with Sweden’s Living History Forum to
produce an exhibition reflecting on a Swedish delegation’s encounter with the KR
regime’s propaganda.65 While these are important contributions towards constructing
a more nuanced version of the past, they continue to be overshadowed by the emphasis
on violent death. As a result, experiences of harm which fall between “the cracks” can all
too easily be collapsed or silenced.66

Explored further below, Sontag’s work on the visual can be extrapolated to the selec-
tive representation of the crimes of the KR in Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek. Exploring the
unique contribution of photography to the world, Sontag noted that photography intro-
duced a new visual code which expands “our notions of what is worth looking at and what
we have a right to observe.”67 Moreover, drawing on Sontag, Judith Butler argues that
certain images are brought into focus “on the condition that some portion of the visual
field is ruled out,” thus governing “when and where a life counts as human” and therefore
“when and where such a life is grievable.”68 The observations made by the research team
spoke to the creation of such “grievable” and “ungrievable” lives with the promotion of

57 Harriet Fitch Little, “Forty Years After Genocide, Cambodia finds Complicated Truth Hard to Bear,” The Guardian, 16
April 2015, www.theguardian.com/world/2015/apr/16/forty-years-after-genocide-cambodia-finds-complicated-truth-
hard-to-bear (accessed 17 June 2021).

58 Author’s fieldnotes.
59 Fitch Little, “Forty Years.”
60 Choeung Ek Genocidal Center The Killing Fields, Narrowcasters Audio Tour, 7 September 2011, www.

cambodiatribunal.org (accessed 17 June 2021).
61 Author’s fieldnotes.
62 “Children of Angkar,” Tuol Sleng Website, https://tuolsleng.gov.kh/en/exhibition/temporary/children-of-angkar/

(accessed 17 June 2021).
63 “Sorry and Struggle of Women,” Tuol Sleng Website, https://tuolsleng.gov.kh/en/exhibition/temporary/the-sorrow-

and-struggle-of-women/ (accessed 17 June 2021).
64 Including “Stilled Lives. Photographs from the Cambodian Genocide,” “Gunnar in the Living Hell” and “Case 002: Who

are the Khmer Rouge leaders to be judged?” See Stephanie Benzaquen, “Looking at the Tuol Sleng Museum of Gen-
ocidal Crimes, Cambodia, on Flickr and YouTube,” Media, Culture and Society 36, no. 6 (2014): 790–809.

65 Nem Sopheakpanha, “Digesting the Details Long After a Dinner with Pol Pot,” VOA Cambodia, 4 October 2016,
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/digesting-the-details-long-after-a-dinner-with-pol-pot/3535973.html (accessed 17
June 2021).

66 Lisa Mazzei, “An Impossibly Full Voice,” in Voice in Qualitative Inquiry: Challenging Conventional, Interpretive and Criti-
cal Conceptions in Qualitative Research, ed. Alecia Jackson and Lisa Mazzei (London: Routledge, 2009), 17–26.

67 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (London: Penguin, 2004), 3–4.
68 Judith Butler, Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? (London: Verso, 2010). See also Aoife Duffy, “Bearing Witness to

Atrocity Crimes: Photography and International Law,” Human Rights Quarterly 40, no. 4 (2018): 776–814.
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some harms, such as violent death, and the relative invisibility of other harms – starvation,
exhaustion, and sexual violence, creating hierarchies of harm and hierarchies of victim-
hood. This has left some of the survivors we interviewed feeling that their history and
their voices have not been adequately recognized in these sites. Being able to “see the
whole picture of the person when they suffered” was considered essential to promoting
dignity and an accurate memory of the past amongst interviewees.69 As one interviewee
argued, recognizing the full range of harms is also key to establishing “the full truth of
what happened andwhy.”70 Theprocesses of curation and selection that occurwhen repre-
senting the horrors of the genocide may therefore both orchestrate and foreclose ethical
responsiveness to suffering, simultaneously engenderingpoints of high and lowvisibility.71

Visibility

Rafter argues that in terms of understandings of power, social control, rituals of death, and
means of self-empowerment, much can be gained by considering the visual.72 Accord-
ingly, in the quest to take ownership of the past, forms of commemoration and remem-
brance, including the creation of memorials, the display of objects and the accompanying
contextual narrative can become essential tools for new post-conflict or transitional gov-
ernments.73 Reflecting on this point, Lisle notes that “monuments, memorials, exhibits
and installations about conflict always project backwards into the time they are commem-
orating, but their construction is determined largely by present-tense geopolitical con-
cerns.”74 In Cambodia, the demands of political expediency and fostering the
legitimacy of the new regime locally and later in the eyes of the international community
demanded that the new PRK government delegitimate and distance itself from the atro-
cities perpetrated by the KR.75 Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek and their transformation into
internationally visible and tourist facing sites became central to this cause.76 In this
section, we examine how the displays at Tuol Sleng in particular have created a visible
and narrative concentration of responsibility onto five members of the KR while simul-
taneously masking who the dead are, where they died, and why they died. Our under-
standing of “visibility” thus relates to the “visuality” of the past at the sites – in
particular what we are “made” or “allowed” to see,77 and what is also hidden from view.

As detailed above, the objective of both Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek was to expose the
horrors of Pol Pot’s regime to the wider world and legitimize the PRK.78 Doing so relied on
defining DK as a “fascist” regime and framing the regime’s distorted socialist ideology as

69 Interview 2, 10 January 2018.
70 Interview 1, 8 January 2018.
71 Duffy, “Bearing Witness.”
72 Nicole Rafter, “Introduction to Special Issue on Visual Culture and the Iconography of Crime and Punishment,” Theor-

etical Criminology 18, no. 2 (2014): 127–33.
73 Sarah Kenyon Lischer, “Narrating Atrocity: Genocide Memorials, Dark Tourism and the Politics of Memory,” Review of

International Studies 45, no. 5 (2019): 805–27.
74 Debbie Lisle, “Defending Voyeurism: Dark Tourism and the Problem of Global Security,” in Tourism and Politics: Global

Frameworks and Local Realities, ed. Peter Burns and Marina Novelli (New York: Routledge, 2006), 333–46.
75 George Chigas, “The Politics of Defining Justice after the Cambodian Genocide,” Journal of Genocide Research 2, no. 2

(2000): 245–65.
76 Louis Bickford, Transforming a Legacy of Genocide: Pedagogy and Tourism at the Killing Fields of Choeung Ek (New York:

International Centre for Transitional Justice, 2009).
77 Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials (London: SAGE, 2001), 6.
78 Hughes, “Abject Artefacts,” 26.
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“genocidal,” promoting comparisons with the Holocaust rather than the assassination of
political enemies that at different times had marked the history of the Soviet Union, Com-
munist China and Vietnam.79 Similarly, the connections drawn between the KR and Nazi
Germany served to distinguish the regime’s atrocities from the “legitimate” communism
practised in Vietnam.80 Reflecting these objectives, a 1980 report from the Ministry of
Culture, Information and Propaganda notes that the objective of the Tuol Sleng
museumwas “to show the international guests the cruel torture committed by the traitors
of the Khmer people.”81 Likewise, the display of physical horrors associated with the
regime – photographs of victims taken when they arrived at Tuol Sleng,82 blood
stained cells, and implements of torture further helped to justify the Vietnamese presence
in Cambodia and its image as liberators from the “genocidal clique” of Pol Pot and others
and to legitimize the new PRK government, itself dominated by former KR cadres.83

Indeed, the audio tours which accompany visitors to Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek identify
Vietnam and defectors as the liberators of Cambodia, but contain little recognition of
early Vietnamese alliances with the KR. As Sion suggests, the neatly arranged skulls at
Choeung Ek may even be thought of as providing a “clean” “aestheticized” image of
the past “neatly arranged in a window case,” that furthers the demarcation between
the current political regime and its predecessor.84

What is also notable in both sites is the relative visibility and invisibility of certain forms
of responsibility. Both sites contain exhibitions detailing the membership of the Central
Committee, while references to the fanatic leadership and “absolute control” of Pol Pot
appear at various junctures.85 This focus on senior leadership is also reflective of
broader political strategies.86 Since developing a “win-win” policy to encourage the
deflection of KR cadres through amnesties, reconciliation, and “burying the past” in the
1990s,87 the current government has promoted a narrative that centralizes responsibility
for KR crimes on a small and specific group of perpetrators.88 This strategy has been par-
ticularly prominent in the debates surrounding the remit and personal jurisdiction of the
ECCC; the Cambodian government has consistently resisted the prosecution of any
accused beyond those indicted in Case 001 (Duch) and Case 002 (Nuon Chea, Khieu
Samphan, Ieng Sary and Ieng Thirith).89 As opined by one interviewee, this focus on
senior leaders is popular in Cambodia: “the worst people of all were the ones at the

79 David Chandler, “Cambodia Deals with Its Past: Collective Memory, Demonisation and Induced Amnesia,” Totalitarian
Movements and Political Religions 9, nos. 2–3 (2008): 355–69; Chandler, Voices from S-21.

80 David Chandler, “Tuol Sleng and S-21,” Searching for the Truth, June 2001, 14–21.
81 Judy Ledgerwood, “The Cambodian Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocidal Crimes: National Narrative,” Museum Anthro-

pology 21, no. 1 (1997): 88.
82 The photos were taken by a team of six photographers, led by Khem En. See Elander, “Education and Photography,”

45.
83 Brigitte Sion, “Conflicting Sites of Memory in Post-Genocide Cambodia,” in Death Tourism. Disaster Sites as Rec-

reational Landscape, ed. Brigitte Sion (Seagull Books: London, 2014), 97–120.
84 Ibid.
85 Author’s fieldnotes.
86 Savina Sirik, “Memory Construction of Former Khmer Rouge Cadres: Resistance to Dominant Discourses of Genocide

in Cambodia,” Journal of Political Power 13, no. 2 (2020): 233–51.
87 Suzannah Linton, Reconciliation in Cambodia (Phnom Penh: Documentation Centre of Cambodia, 2004).
88 Rebecca Gidley, “The Political Construction of Narrative and Collective Memory in Cambodia,” Situations 10, no. 1

(2017): 99–118.
89 Paolo Lobba and Niccolò Pons, “Rethinking the Legacy of the ECCC: Selectivity, Accountability, Ownership,” Journal of

International Criminal Justice 18, no. 3 (2020): 599–614.
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top level, the ones who stayed on running the Khmer Rouge regime and they’re the ones
they wanted to see out on trial.”90

This narrative of specific individual criminal responsibility is visible in Tuol Sleng and
Choeung Ek,91 as is a narrative that the ECCC is the appropriate response to the crimes
of the regime. Indeed, Lesley-Rozen has argued that “sites that were originally created pri-
marily to justify Vietnamese occupation… have now been repurposed to serve as expla-
natory devices for the work of the ECCC.”92 Certainly, both sites contain specific (if out of
date)93 references to the work of the ECCC in their displays, audio guides and, in Tuol
Sleng’s case, temporary exhibitions. Similarly, each centres accountability in a way
which emphasizes a small number of individuals as intentional actors, rather than the
structural context and situational conditions which facilitated the torture and murder
of thousands of people.94 This limited focus and association with the ECCC was reassuring
to some interviewees who had visited the sites and who admitted to having played a role
in perpetrating violence during the regime: “I had been named in the past, scared, afraid
of the arrest… now, no longer scared.”95 However, in restricting the narrative of respon-
sibility, these sites also preclude any discussion of differences in experience during the
period or across different areas or groups.96 As noted by Manning, dissonance can
emerge between the memories and perspectives of some survivors and the “projection
of blame – as substantiated and exemplified by Tuol Sleng.”97 Such observations link
to the discussion above in relation to the selectivity of site development, as highlighted
by one interviewee: “it’s not the complete history but we need other factors, we need
other things in order to get a fuller picture of the past.”98

Pertinent to the discussion of restricted responsibility is the fact that there are few indi-
cators that many of those killed had been KR cadres themselves.99 Indeed, as noted above,
though graphic and poignant, the exhibits and photographs displayed at Tuol Sleng are
often devoid of history or geography.100 There is little to indicate who the dead were,
where they died, and why they died.101 Most photographs in Tuol Sleng are displayed
as collectives arranged by a common trait such as gender or age, making them “at first
… indistinguishable,”102 an “aggregate of victims.”103

90 Interview 1, 22 November 2017.
91 Peter Manning, “Governing Memory: Justice, Reconciliation and Outreach at the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts

of Cambodia,” Memory Studies 5, no. 2 (2012), 165–81.
92 Elana Lesley-Rozen, “Memory at the Site: Witnessing, Education and the Repurposing of Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek in

Cambodia,” in Remembering Genocide, ed. Nigel Eltringham and Pam Maclean (London: Routledge, 2014), 133.
93 For example, an information panel about the accused being “on trial” in Tuol Sleng does not indicate that Ieng Sary

and Ieng Thirith have passed away, or that the ECCC’s two cases have been completed. An information panel in
Choeung Ek notes that the four accused in Case 002 “have been kept in detention until their appearance in trial
court.” Authors’ fieldnotes.

94 Williams, Memorial Museums, 134.
95 Interview 1, 14 January 2018.
96 Elander, “Education and Photography,” 58.
97 Manning, “Governing Memory,” 170. See also Lesley-Rozen, “Memory at the Site,” 143.
98 Interview 1, 5 January 2018.
99 See Case 001, Trial Judgement.

100 Tyner, Landscape.
101 There are occasionally Khmer captions which do not appear in English. The captions we had translated revealed

limited detail: “male and female children victims,” “the victim was arrested in 1978,” “the photo was printed in
1983.” Thank you to Ms Boravin Tann for her assistance in this regard.

102 Elander, “Education and Photography,” 53.
103 Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others.
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This was a deliberate choice on the part of the curator, and a policy which has
extended to banning visitors who found their loved one from writing their name
on their photograph.104 The anonymity of the subjects and relative absence of expla-
natory information appears to suggest that these photographs are “self-evidential” in
nature – that the images alone tell us what we need to know.105 Yet, in Regarding
the Pain of Others, Sontag argues for greater specificity – arguing that compassion
can become abstract when violence is pictured as a universal problem.106 For
those impacted, what matters may be precisely who was killed and by whom. Yet,
the anonymity of the photos means that few questions are answered about the
people who were killed at Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek and precludes discussion as
to why the regime killed so many of its own. As Cowie argues, while “visual
images can be a window into other people’s lives, it is not necessarily a transparent
window.”107

Likewise, some photographs are repeated multiple times within Tuol Sleng, with par-
ticular images given more prominent positions than others. This appears to be largely the
case with photographs of young people – for example Bophana,108 a particularly well-
known victim of the regime whose image appears at least four times throughout Tuol
Sleng, or the photograph of a mother with her young child, both reproduced below.

104 Elander, “Education and Photography,” 55.
105 Ibid., 56.
106 Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others.
107 Matthew Cowie, “Video Technology and Human Rights Fact Finding,” Netherlands Quarterly Human Rights 13, no. 2

(1995): 139, 145.
108 On Bophana, see Elizabeth Becker, Bophana: Love in the Time of the Khmer Rouge (Phnom Penh: Cambodia Daily Press,

2010) and Rithy Panh’s film Bophana: A Cambodian Tragedy, released in 1996. Rithy Panh’s organisation the Bophana
Audio Visual Centre is also named after her.
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Williams suggests that such framing relates to an attempt to create “visual pleasure” in the
tourist experience.109 The number of photographs of women in Tuol Sleng also inaccur-
ately reflects the number of women who were actually held there, as evidence suggests
men were the majority of the sites’ victims.110 As Elander argues, the identification of a
few “prominent” victims frames them as “martyrs” while the complexity around the rest
of Tuol Sleng’s victims – as former cadres – is obscured.111

Photograph of Bophana, taken at Tuol Sleng. 28 November 2018

109 Williams, Memorial Museums, 29, 64.
110 See Julie M. Fleischman, “Analysis of Skeletal Demographics and Traumatic Injuries from the Khmer Rouge,” Forensic

Anthropology 2, no. 4 (2019): 346–65.
111 Elander, “Education and Photography,” 58.
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Photograph of mother and child at Tuol Sleng. 09 January 2018
Indicators of greater complexity around victimhood have increased in the last decade.

For example, the Tuol Sleng audio guide notes that 150 victims had previously been Tuol
Sleng staff and acknowledges that many of the original CPK were ultimately brought to
Tuol Sleng. Similarly, the Choeung Ek audio guide notes that some of those who were
killed were KR soldiers from the Eastern Zone of DK.112 However, this complexity is
rarely visible in the visual exhibitions themselves. This was explained by one interviewee
connected to the sites as being the correct, pragmatic choice in order to encourage
engagement with the sites: “when they hear this is mostly the Khmer Rouge, they
might not want to come or recommend to others.”113 Yet, obscuring this reality creates
a situation where the victims are represented as having “neither real choice nor
agency,”114 limiting the possibilities for engagement with “moral uncertainty” and depriv-
ing the viewer of insights into the complexities that separate “good and evil, life and

112 Author’s fieldnotes.
113 Interview, 16 January 2018.
114 Williams, Memorial Museums, 134.
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death, guilt and innocence.”115 Instead, “there are only perpetrators and victims, no one in
between and no one both.”116

Given that many international visitors will have limited background knowledge of
Cambodian history and politics, there is little opportunity for tourists to critically
engage with the narratives presented at Tuol Sleng or Choeung Ek or to understand
them in respect to their larger context or current relevance117 – especially if they do
not listen to (all of) the audio guide. Rather, sites such as Tuol Sleng have come to act
as a lens through which the interaction between political power, atrocity narratives,
and international audiences is filtered in a very visible way. As detailed above, patterns
of visibility and invisibility dominate understandings of responsibility and victimhood. It
has been argued that Tuol Sleng in particular has tried to achieve this aim through “a
strategy of offending the eye and scandalizing the spirit.”118 In the absence of historical,
social, and political context, the PRK and subsequent government’s use of Cambodia’s
atrocity sites has created the impression that the violence of the KR was exceptional,
unimaginable, and other. As atrocities across the world attest, it is not.119 Yet the visual
experience at Tuol Sleng in particular has contributed to a framing of the past in which
the horrors of the KR regime are separated from present day politics, are capable of
being boxed off and packaged for (predominantly international) public consumption
and in which ethical distancing between political responsibility, victims and survivors,
and the tourist gaze has been created. Such distancing and framing of the horrors of
the KR as something to be gazed upon and left within the confines of Tuol Sleng and
Choeung Ek we argue has the capacity to further create “a built-in estrangement from
the world of other people’s suffering.”120

Authenticity

In the Authenticity Hoax, Andrew Potter observed that authenticity “is something people
definitely want. That is, when something is described as ‘authentic’, what is invariably
meant is that it is a Good Thing.”121 The quest to preserve or engender authenticity,
often through location, the use of genuine artefacts, and interpretations of death and dis-
aster has hence become a key concern for former sites of atrocity.122 That Tuol Sleng and
Choeung Ek represent an “authentic” experience and accurate representations of the
Cambodian genocide has become something of a leitmotif in the literature on dark

115 Ibid., 134.
116 Elander, “Education and Photography,” 59. On approaches to complex victimhood in Cambodia, see Julie Bernath,

“‘Complex Political Victims’ in the Aftermath of Mass Atrocity: Reflections on the Khmer Rouge Tribunal in Cambodia,”
International Journal of Transitional Justice 10, no. 1 (2016): 46–66.

117 Kenyon Lischer, “Narrating Atrocity.”
118 Vincent Sánchez-Biosca, “Perpetrator Images, Perpetrator Artifacts: The Nomad Archives of Tuol Sleng (S-21),” Cinéma

Cie 15, no. 24 (2015): 107.
119 The Tuol Sleng audio guide draws comparisons between torture methods in Tuol Sleng and the US practice of water-

boarding (author’s fieldnotes). The Choeung Ek audio guide also ends on the following note: “Cambodia was not the
first genocide, but we never thought it would happen here. It can happen anywhere … Tragically, it will probably
happen again. So, for your sake, remember us, remember our past as you look into your future” (author’s fieldnotes).

120 Stan Cohen, States of Denial. Knowing about Atrocities and Suffering (London: Polity Press, 2001), 295.
121 Andrew Potter, The Authenticity Hoax: Why the “Real” Things We Seek Don’t Make Us Happy (New York: HarperCollins,

2010).
122 Enxu Wang, Caiyun Shen, Jingjing Zheng, Di Wu, and Ning Cao, “The Antecedents and Consequences of Awe in Dark

Tourism,” Current Issues in Tourism, early access available at https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2020.1782857
(accessed 17 June 2021).
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tourism and promotional materials surrounding both sites.123 For example, writing on
Tuol Sleng, Tyner notes that “Tuol Sleng, as a materialized, authorized discourse, capita-
lizes on the site’s authenticity – it is, after all, the actual building in which prisoners were
detained, tortured, and often forced to confess prior to their execution.”124 The
“untouched experience” is manifested in the physical preservation of the perimeter
fence of corrugated iron and the freedom given to visitors to walk into cells stained
with blood and containing implements of torture in the absence of guards or other
site personnel.125 Likewise, at Choeung Ek, the preservation of approximately 129 mass
graves, the housing of skulls and other bones in the memorial stupa and across the
site at large, as well as the ongoing process of collecting and storing victims’ clothes in
a glass display box are used to testify to the horrors of the past.126

The desire to preserve the sites as evidence was also reflected in our interviews,
with interviewees noting that the sites need preserved “as evidence for the
world”127 and “the best place to show the public about the crimes committed.”128

Indeed, the latter interviewee also noted the role the sites had played in the prose-
cutions at the ECCC, highlighting the value of the authentic preservation of atrocity
sites to broader transitional justice measures. Yet, there may be “strain between auth-
enticity and evidence, on the one hand, and the desire to create an emotive, dra-
matic visitor experience, on the other.”129 Having spent time exploring Tuol Sleng
and Choeung Ek and watching visitors interact with the artefacts and through inter-
views with survivors, we concur with Williams’ proposal. Our observations prompted
us to reflect on three particular aspects of the sites that speak to this “strain”
between authenticity and experience – the display of skeletal remains; the strategic
positioning of implements of torture; and the contested provenance of certain dis-
plays in Tuol Sleng.

The prominent display of bones has long been associated with Choeung Ek, both in
relation to the mass graves that mark much of the physical landscape, but also those
which “appear” in seemingly randomplaces as a result of topographical changes and are col-
lected for safe keeping by staffmembers.130 The rationale for the display of remains is two-
fold. First, to physically evidence something of the sheer scale of loss and the absence of care
or dignity with which bodily remains were dealt with. Where there is little media coverage of
an atrocity, as was the case in Cambodia, “human remainsmay be rare evidence in situations
where there was otherwise little media entrusted to account for what was occurring.”131

Second is the attempt to capitalize on the inherent power of the body.132 Renshaw for
example argues that “The dead body as witness holds a power that little else can match
because of its authenticity; the materiality of dead bodies enables representations of the

123 The Lonely Planet guidebook advises, “Tuol Sleng is not for the squeamish” (cited in Sion, “Conflicting Sites,” 98).
124 Tyner, “Urban Regeneration,” 176; Hughes, “Abject Artefacts.”
125 Hughes, Fielding Genocide.
126 Hughes, “Memory and Sovereignty”; James E. Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New

Haven: Yale University Press, 1993).
127 Interview 1, 9 January 2018.
128 Interview 1, 11 January 2018.
129 Williams, Memorial Museums, 8.
130 See Bennett, To Live Amongst the Dead; Kenyon Lischer, “Narrating Atrocity.”
131 Williams, Memorial Museums, 39.
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past to be made without apparent authorship or mediation.”133 Indeed, “corpses are often
made integral to the understanding of an event.”134 To this end, the visible display of skeletal
remains assumes prominence, for the “authority of bodies is one that no other document or
artefact can claim: they were once people.”135

Yet, just as Verdery points to the use of the dead for political purposes in Eastern Europe –
“Dead people come with a curriculum vitae or resume – several possible resumes, depend-
ing on which aspect of their life is being considered,” human remains have been “made to
work” in Cambodia.136 Memorials or memorial sites, Dwyer and Alderman remind us, are
important symbolic conduits not only for expressing a version of history but for casting
legitimacy upon it as well.137 Perhaps unsurprisingly given the context, in Choeung Ek,
the bones of the deceased quickly became political artifacts, acting to authenticate the
crimes of the KR.138 Thus, as Guillou explains, human remains, such as those on display at
Choeung Ek, were not made physically visible as an act of memorialization or to promote
reconciliation, but “became the best proof of the genocide and therefore a symbol of the
legitimacy of the newly installed Vietnamese-based government.”139 As Verdery puts it, “if
one wants to revise the past… it is comforting to have actual bones to hand.”140

At Choeung Ek, forms of manipulation of human remains continue today.141 This is both
part of the attempt to consolidate the government’s preferred narrative of the past and to
continue to “sell” Choeung Ek as a site of dark tourism. One of the ways in which this has
been done at Choeung Ek is through the “strategic” placing of human remains at key junc-
tures and points of visibility on the tourist trail around the site.142 It would be clear to almost
any visitor that the human remains exhumed at the site have been – to varying extents –
disarticulated, collated and relocated (the placing of skulls in a stupa (see below) is a particu-
larly striking example of this). However, while one might (perhaps) expect some disruption
of remains during the establishment of a site such as Choeung Ek, observations by the
authors and others suggest that some disruption continues. Writing in 2018, Caroline
Bennett noted that every day at around 2pm, “a group of cleaners and caretakers gather
to sweep leaves and other debris from themass grave pits, and to collect bones and clothing
emerging from the soil,” and how during one visit, “a fragmented femur lay fully exposed in
a chained off area that the day before had been empty except for leaves and dirt.”143 During
the fieldwork on which this paper is based, a member of the research team had a similar
experience, observing on one visit a collection of human teeth on a small metal tray at

133 Layla Renshaw, Exhuming Loss: Memory, Materiality and Mass Graves of the Spanish Civil War (Abingdon: Routledge, 2011).
134 Williams, Memorial Museums, 39.
135 Tyner, Landscape.
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142 For a fuller discussion on this point, see Bennett, To Live Amongst the Dead.
143 Ibid., 250, 251.
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the edge of a path. These teeth had not been there when the same researcher had visited
the site three days previously. These observations suggest that themediation and staging of
human remains continues to be practiced at Choeung Ek as a form of “staged authenticity”
and means through which to “improve” the tourist experience.144

The visible display of bones and skulls inside Choeung Ek’s memorial stupa is a further
point of contention regarding the use of skeletal remains.145 The stupa, pictured below, was
erected in 1988 and contains more than 8,000 skulls and bones which are visible through
glass windows on all four sides of the structure. At first glance, the veneer of Buddhist authen-
ticity is compelling and thememorial is seen as a culturally sensitive place of remembrance.146

In practice, it is “wholly antithetical to Khmer religious practice.”147 According to Khmer Bud-
dhist beliefs and funerary practices, people who die suddenly should be buried or cremated
on site, as quickly as possible after death.148 Violent deaths are considered to be particularly
problematic and are believed to necessitate immediate cremation to allow “the spirit to
move into the next karmic realm.”149 This point was stressed by one survivor, who explained
that “Some people believe that if we don’t cremate them, the victims will not rebirth.”150

144 Dean McCannell, “Staged Authenticity: Arrangements of Social Space in Tourist Settings,” American Journal of Soci-
ology 79, no. 3 (1973): 589–603.

145 For a fuller discussion see Brigitte Sion, “Conflicting Sites of Memory in Post-Genocide Cambodia,” Humanity: An Inter-
national Journal of Human Rights, Humanitarianism and Development 2, no. 1 (2011): 1–21.
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147 Tyner et al, “Memory and the Everyday,” 860.
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150 Interview 1, 6 January 2018.
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From this perspective, Choeung Ek’s stupa, complete with the comingled remains of multiple
uncremated individuals who are neither separated by age or sex fails to offer its residents a
dignified and traditional Buddhist rite of passage. Yet, as the interviewee continued, “If we
cremate the remains, how could the world see it?”151 These conflicted feelings were
wechoed in other interviews: “if the bones are cremated, all evidence will be gone. If we
keep, we disrespect the victims who died.”152 Another interviewee noted the importance of
considering not only those who died but those who are left behind: “the cremation or the
preservation has nothing to give the value to the victims… The important thing is our
feeling. We pay the respect to them…we keep the evidence alive.”153 Tyner has suggested
that the physical remains of those who died at Choeung Ek have become “commodities” in
the quest for tourist revenue and “continue to represent the ‘historical erasure’ of Cambodia’s
victims.”154 Certainly, this point was raised by interviewees: “you sell the skull and the bones
of the victim to show to the visitors rather than to respect.”155 As these quotations suggest,
the stupa at Choeung Ek speaks to a host of complex and mixed emotions with regards to
the balance between preservation, commemoration and the culturally appropriate treatment
of the dead.156

151 Ibid.
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154 Tyner et al, “Memory and the Everyday,” 861.
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Human remains are not of course the sole vector of authentic or inauthentic represen-
tations of the past in Cambodia. The display of instruments of torture (shackles, chains,
and iron rods for example) in Choeung Ek and Tuol Sleng is a case in point. Williams
alludes to “the sticky question of authenticity” and the use of physical artefacts:

if the museum conceives of objects as tools or even props supporting a historic story, how
necessary is it really that all objects displayed have a provenance definitely known to be of
the event, linked to a certain person and place? This idea… points to the importance of dra-
matic effect in making the history contained in any memorial museum sharp and compelling.
In this, memorial museums are implicitly subject to the notion that being faithful to docu-
mentary evidence and serving the historical imagination may pull in different directions.157

Choeung Ek’s display of torture implements associated with the regime more broadly
rather than the site itself exemplifies this tension in the historical imagination.158 Their
inclusion serves as a visceral means of driving home the brutality of the regime as experi-
enced beyond the perimeters of the site itself. Yet, such a reminder is arguably unnecess-
ary given the emotive and tragic nature of the surroundings in which they appear, and
perhaps speaks more to the design and promotion of a site that capitalizes on the
darkest aspects of our imaginations rather than the rights and dignity of the deceased.

157 Williams, Memorial Museums, 33
158 Author’s fieldnotes.
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Indeed, depictions of torture and torture implements in the sites were critiqued by some
interviewees, with one arguing “it is not the purpose of education, it is just attractive for
tourists.”159 The same interviewee even queried whether visceral displays might be coun-
terproductive, by showing forms of torture that visitors could “learn and they can practice
and they can try it.”160 However, it should be noted that others valued that these sites
captured the worst extremes of the regime’s violence and placed emphasis on evidencing
what happened in broad terms rather than on the specific occurrences of the site itself.161

Similar challenges exist in relation to Tuol Sleng. Tyner argues that “At one level, the
museum seemingly provides an ‘authentic’ experience, one where visitors can enter
into cells or interrogation rooms just as the rooms were when prisoners were actually
detained and tortured.”162 Indeed, Tyner claims that “The power of Tuol Sleng, as a mem-
orial site, lies in its purported authenticity.”163 We do not dispute these points. Rather, the
capacity to see, hear and feel the interior of Tuol Sleng is central to its capacity to act as a
site of truth telling.164 However, as Chhabra explains, “authenticity is often staged and
commodified to meet the needs of the tourist.”165

In Tuol Sleng further commodification is evident in the inclusion of facilities to improve
visitor comfort – the changing of a prison block into bathroom facilities and the introduc-
tion of shops selling gifts and soft drinks. Views on this differed amongst our interviewees.
Some accepted these changes as necessary to facilitate visitors, as one pragmatically
stated: “that’s okay for the selling of the water because the visitors need drinks.”166

Others considered changes an affront to the authenticity of the site and indicative of the
attempt to use the legacy of mass victimhood for profit making purposes. One interviewee
for example argued, “There are so many changes that it loses its originality,”167 while
another opined, “they can build a nicer building but it’s not meaningful, the memory is
not about the expensive place and so on but it’s about the memory of what happened.”168

Another worried that enabling food to be sold could show a lack of respect for victims: “it is
not a place that they go to enjoy… eating and chatting… it shows disrespect.”169

Two closely interlinked displays in Tuol Sleng were problematized by our interviewees
on the grounds of authenticity. The first was the inclusion of Vann Nath’s paintings depict-
ing torture. At least one of the paintings has been verified by the ECCC as accurate and
accepted as a way to “acknowledge the suffering.”170 The authenticity of the paintings
has however been queried by survivors who testified at the ECCC, with one witness

159 Interview 2, 8 January 2018.
160 Ibid.
161 Interviews 2 and 3, 14 January 2018; Interview 1, 9 January 2018.
162 Tyner, “Urban Regeneration,” 178.
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describing the paintings as coming “from the heart” of the victims, who might be “too
emotional,” “so we don’t know whether those paintings are really 100% accurate…
80% or so might be.”171 The second display that drew criticism was the gallows-type struc-
ture positioned in the courtyard outside Block C and occupying a prominent space in the
site. Signage beside the structure and the site audio guide note that the gallows were orig-
inally used by the school’s students during physical exercise but were appropriated by the
KR as a mechanism by which to torture prisoners, principally by hanging them upside down
and dipping their heads into one of three pots of rancid water underneath.172 As illustrated
in the photograph below, the display includes a human figure, placed next to the pots of
water. On one level, this display may be thought of as having a performative dimension.
Sather-Wagstaff and Knudsen and Waade assert that tourists not only gaze at physical arte-
facts but are bodies performing at specific sights.173 According to Tiberghien and Lennon,
by weaving a tactile body, movements, actions and emotions into the notion of performa-
tivity, visitors can authenticate places through their emotional connection to them.174 Tuol
Sleng’s gallows may therefore be thought of as representing a prime site for such emotional
authentication, both of the site itself and its role in the construction of the broader narrative
surrounding the KR regime and political transition.

Yet the authenticity of Tuol Sleng’s gallows structure was questioned by some of our
interviewees, who claimed that this structure was not present in Tuol Sleng during the
regime and suggested that instead a gallows type structure may have been present else-
where in Cambodia.175 It is important to note that the use of the structure was verified in

171 Ibid.
172 Author’s fieldnotes.
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the ECCC’s Case 001: torture was found to include “plunging detainees’ heads in a water
jar and lifting by the hands tied in the back.”176 Furthermore, as noted above, the court
accepted as evidence of this Van Nath’s painting, and the signage at the structure
reflects Vann Nath’s testimony to the court.177 Competing perspectives can also be
found in the scholarly literature. For example, for Eggert, the wooden structure is a “his-
toric witness”178 to the violence perpetrated at Tuol Sleng, while Williams believes it to
detract from “the site’s faithfulness to history.”179 Whether the gallows were there or
not, this dispute over the presence and use of the structure and the accuracy of paintings
displayed in the museum speaks to the ways that memories of the past can be sites of
“collision” or contest,180 and the notion that authenticity “is a quality that… varies
according to who is observing the object and in what context.”181

Conclusion

This paper has interrogated the intersection between victimhood and selectivity, visibility,
and authenticity in two Cambodian sites of atrocity that have become popular tourist des-
tinations. Throughout, we have sought to make an empirically grounded contribution to
the existing literature on the use and management of atrocity sites, bringing the experi-
ences and perspectives of victims and survivors into view. Drawing from our field research
as well as diverse bodies of literature, we have aimed to contribute a victim-centred analy-
sis which highlights the myriad complex relationships that exist in Cambodia between
political narratives of the past, recognition of victimization and perpetration, and the pres-
ervation of “authentic” evidence for visitors and future generations.

As this paper has demonstrated, Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek are physical and
emotional repositories for many of the horrors of the past. The positioning of such
sites as “must see” venues for international visitors raises critical questions regarding
how victims and victimhood are represented and engaged with. Selectivity in represen-
tation can lead to the creation of “grievable lives” and “grievable harms” while simul-
taneously filtering out the broader context of violence and other forms of victimization.
As a result, victims/survivors of violence may consider these sites to tell a valuable, but
partial, story, while international visitors’ understandings of past harm may be shaped
by and limited to what they have learned at these places. This selectivity can be com-
pounded by the visibility of only certain, politically expedient aspects of the past; this
can mask complicated narratives of responsibility. Selective visibility in this context can
preclude a more complete understanding of past atrocities and the choices that face
those that are caught up in such violence and human rights abuses. Moreover, political
considerations and efforts to render these sites “tourist friendly” can result in physical
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artefacts and human remains being used in ways that raise questions around the balance
between authenticity, evidence preservation and respect for the dead. Taken together,
the complexity of the past and the full range of harms and forms of victimization can
be rendered invisible.

Such conclusions invite reflection around the relationships between these Cambodian
sites of atrocity and the victims and survivors connected to those sites. We are not arguing
that theirs are the only views to consider. As this paper has highlighted, sites of atrocity
speak to many diverse purposes and audiences. If one such purpose is to provide a con-
textualized account of a past political regime, then other views may play an important
role. Victims and survivors cannot be expected to account for more than their own experi-
ence, or to have insights into the objectives and intentions of violent regimes. Nor do we
wish to suggest that victims and survivors will speak with one voice, easily incorporated
into site management and design. As we have argued, part of the challenge lies in captur-
ing the multitude of experiences endured throughout periods of atrocity. In the Cambo-
dian context, additional complexity arises in the context of victim-perpetrators; if it is
accepted that Khmer Rouge cadres were also victimized, then questions arise as to
whether/how their views are also acknowledged.

While recognizing these challenges, we argue that the views expressed by our intervie-
wees suggest that, where possible, more might be done to recognize the voice and
agency of victims and survivors. This might be through the development of diverse
sites to better recognize the breadth of harms or through constructive engagement
with survivors and victims’ families around the commercialization and alteration of
sites. Our research suggests that Tuol Sleng and Choeung Ek were appreciated by partici-
pants for their role in preserving evidence and educating visitors about Cambodia’s
violent history. Yet, it also suggests that more might be done to recognize the rights,
humanity, and dignity of victims and survivors.
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