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SESSION ABSTRACT

What happens to people and the societies in which they live in the aftermath of genocide? How are the devastating events remembered on the individual and collective levels, and how do these rememberings intersect and diverge as the rulers of post-genocidal states attempt to produce a more monolithic “truth” about the past? While scholars in other fields have struggled with questions of genocide, truth, and memory, particularly in the context of the Holocaust, anthropologists only recently begun to grapple with such issues, about which they have a great deal to say because of their on-the-ground field experience and attunement to the local understandings. The anthropologists in this panel are producing cutting-edge research on genocide, truth, memory, and representation in four different post-genocidal contexts: Bali, Cambodia, Germany, and Nigeria. Their papers range in focus, examining such topics as the friction between state discourses and personal experience, how people cope, respond, and remember genocides when the state foments a regime of silence or forgetting about the events, how the state attempts to strengthen political identity (thereby increasing their support) by creating emotive institutions and discourses of remembering that link its followers through a shared suffering and rage, and how individual strategies of coping with trauma are affected and ruptured by such state initiatives or silences. 
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>From 1975-1979, Cambodians endured the loss of at least 1.7 million of its 8 million inhabitants, almost a quarter of the population, from disease, starvation, overwork, and outright execution. Not surprisingly, this genocidal violence has figured prominently in terms of both people lives (most Cambodians lost friends, relatives, and family members at this time) and subsequent state-level discourses about the period. What is particularly interesting about the Cambodian case, however, is the fact that these discourses have changed significantly over the past twenty-five years, as the Cambodian government shifted from socialism to a market economy and as its policy toward a continuing Khmer Rouge insurgency changed from one of hostility toward one of accommodation, assimilation, and, now, international justice. This paper traces these transformations in the governmental rememberings and commemorations of Democratic Kampuchea (DK), the genocidal period of Khmer Rouge rule into the present, exploring both the way in which “truth” about the past was produced by the state and how it was understood, resisted, ignored, or interpellated by Cambodians on the local level. In doing so, I will explore a variety of institutions and testimonials, including political invocations of the confession of prisoners tortured and executed during DK, a government sponsored “Day of Hate” in the 1980s, Prime Minister Hun Sen’s embrace of former Khmer Rouge leaders in the late 1990s, and a contemporary NGO’s attempt to “search for the truth” in conjunction with a UN tribunal that is tentatively scheduled to begin in 2005. 

