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Healing from the Khmer Rouge Genocide by "telling the world": Active Subjectivity and Collective Memory in Loung Ung's First They Killed My Father

Introduction

First They Killed My Father: A Daughter of Cambodia Remembers published in 2000, is the first of the three autobiographical narratives written by Cambodian American writer and peace activist Loung Ung.While After They Killed Our Father: A Refugee From the Killing Fields Reunites with the Sister She Left Behind released in 2005, 1 and Lulu in the Sky: A Daughter of Cambodia Finds Love, Healing, and Double Happiness published in 2012, focus on Ung's and her family's lives after the Killing Fields era, in post-Democratic Kampuchean Cambodia and in America, First They Killed My Father narrates Ung's childhood experience of the Khmer Rouge regime from 1975 to 1979. As both a childhood memoir and a testimonial narrative of personal, familial, and communal trauma, First They Killed My Father exceeds the strict boundaries of autobiography while falling within the "autobiographical mode" (Gilmore 10), in the wake of the majority of literary productions from first and "one-and-a-half" generation 2 Cambodian Americans, who have seen in the genre of life writing a befitting means of telling about their traumatic experience, mostly since the 1980s, 3 as Cambodian refugees started arriving in the United States right before or soon after the fall of Democratic Kampuchea in 1979. Ung's memoir offers a manifold writing space wherein the trauma-shattered Cambodian "I" can make sense of its fragmented, inchoate past through narrativization and where its self-uncovering/self-recovering quest relies both on a private move, from victimhood to survival, and a public move, from silence to testimony. Still, if speaking out-another act of survival 4 -that is, naming, bearing witness to the abuse, and having it recognized by others, is essential in the survivor's healing process, remembering what was endured, what has been overcome, what was lost, and what has resisted chaos, time, and distance proves equally vital. Therefore, this chapter examines the therapeutic, evidentiary, and commemorative functions of Ung's testimonial memoir. It will probe the ways Ung's self-writing contributes to her own and her community's catharsis as it engages the boundary between accuracy and truthfulness traditionally underlying testimonial writing, and hints at the Cambodian American subject's complex national and cultural affiliations.

Representing the Traumatic Past, Telling a Story of Survival

How can one who survived traumatic events and experiences tell and write about one's past? How can a survivor ever manage to convey what fundamentally eschews language and yet incessantly presses for being let out? In The Limits of Autobiography (2001), her essential reflection on "the self-representation of trauma", Leigh Gilmore stresses the survivor's extremely arduous task of speaking out, of sharing with others what confounds utterance.

Reflecting on the ability of the autobiographical genre to rightfully represent trauma, Gilmore points out its limits while at the same time shedding light on its creative productiveness: far from letting autobiography's generic constraints inhibit their self-representation of trauma, the writers whose works Gilmore focuses on decidedly "swerv[e] from the center of autobiography toward its outer limits" (14), exploring the outskirts of the genre, where their traumatic experience can take up residence.

Still, even as those writers "move away from recognizably autobiographical forms", Gilmore observes, "they engage autobiography's central questions" (7). At stake in their choice to test the limits of the genre, is their problematic and polemical crossing of the frontier between truth and "lies" which the autobiographer, as "both unique and representative", is traditionally challenged to respect . In the Author's Note to First They Killed My Father, Ung hints at her paradoxical status as the writer of a childhood memoir and a testimony of the Cambodian genocide, assigning a representative value to her personal, self-representational story and claiming herself as the spokesperson for Cambodian survivors of the Khmer Rouge: "This is a story of survival: my own and my family's. Though these events constitute my experience, my story mirrors that of millions of Cambodians" (10). Nevertheless, rather than letting her trauma narrative be constrained and/or partly negated within the potentially silencing narrow opposition between truth and lies, Ung-like the authors studied by Gilmore-commits herself to privileging personal, subjective truthfulness over historical accuracy, as will be highlighted throughout this chapter.

Ung departs from one of the pivotal limits of autobiography precisely in the passages where she imagines the circumstances of her parents' and her sisters' deaths. Her systematic use of italics in those passages clearly signals her choice to cross the threshold between autobiography and fiction to the reader, and somehow exonerates her, by bracketing the fictionalized passages off, from the potential charge of fabrications unbeknown to the reader.

Such passages unmistakably play a crucial role in Ung's healing process, wording the trauma of sudden and inexplicable loss and helping her to grieve her loved ones more properly by rehumanizing their deaths.

If the italics act as a convention meant to notify the reader about the temporary intrusions of fiction into Ung's autobiography, they function as visual/typographical reminders of the black holes which her relatives' Khmer Rouge-induced disappearances have dug in her memory of the years under the Khmer Rouge. 5 However, at the same time the italics make the loved ones' absences manifest: they literally-or rather, visually-delineate a space wherein Ung can precisely attempt to fill those holes up by imagining the answers she was brutally and irremediably denied under the Khmer Rouge. As Khatharya Um notes, " [d]isappearances and mass graves are especially significant in a Buddhist country because they deprive surviving relatives of the ability to perform the necessary rituals to ensure the transmigration of the soul […] engender[ing] a psychical sense of 'being stuck' not only for the soul of the departed but for the survivors as well" (qtd. in Troeung 208). Crucial to Ung's grieving and healing process is therefore the possibility for her to "reimagin[e] wholeness", in Jacqui Alexander's words (qtd. in Troeung 14), as illustrated by her fictionalized passages which stand out as potent sites for wholeness wherein the bodies and souls of the deceased can be imaginatively recovered.

The therapeutic value of such passages lies in the fact that they give Ung's adult self the grieving space she lacked as a child, allowing her to feel and word what was then numbed and repressed by shock and survival instinct: desperate hope for any circumstance that might have alleviated her kin's fear, as she pictures her father being "blindfolded" by a soldier and thankfully "spared from having to see the executions of many others" (132), as well as painful awareness of their dying alone. Yet, though each passage is told from the imagined perspective of the deceased one, thereby highlighting the victim's loneliness in the face of impending death, it allows Ung to stand by her relatives' side as they live their last moments: "In my mind's eye, I see Keav breathing deeply and trying to fill the void in her heart" (118); "My spirit cries and hovers down over [Pa]. My spirit wraps invisible arms around him, making him cry even more" (132). Imagining her sister's and her father's deaths from their perspectives enables Ung to re-humanize their deaths, to restore the materiality and uniqueness of their bodies, voices, and perspectives-thanks to her imagination and to her memories of them-against the anonymizing circumstances of their disappearances. Only then can she start mourning them and hope to come to terms with their irremediable absence: "'Pa,' I whisper, 'I have to let you go now. I cannot be here and live.' Tears wash across my body as I fly away, leaving Pa there by himself" (132).

What these passages strikingly share is their focus on the powerful bonds and the invulnerable love that cement the Ung family despite the Khmer Rouge's relentless attacks on familial ties-the Angkar, the one all-powerful Khmer Rouge party, being imposed as Cambodians' only family in Democratic Kampuchea-and beyond death: "[Pa] focuses his mind on us, bringing up our faces one by one. He wants our faces to be the last things he sees as he leaves the earth" (132). Imagining her mother and her baby sister's last moments before their execution, Ung articulates her mother's yearned-for reunion with her beloved husband: "Biting her lips, she thinks of Pa and wonders if he was this afraid when they took him away

[…] Parts of her will always believe he is alive somewhere. It has been almost two years and still she misses him every minute of the waking hour […] Maybe she would be with him again soon" (193). The passage culminates in a poignant gesture of maternal love as Ung pictures her mother "hug[ging] Geak tight to her chest, as if trying to push her baby back into her belly to spare her from the pain" (193), the fantasized mother-sister regression to prenatal symbiosis both countering the separation of death and releasing the text's healing, enabling power. Ung's shift in perspectives in these passages points to the productiveness and the healing value of self-representational stories of trauma told from the margins of autobiography: by swerving from an autobiographical account towards a plural, familial auto/biographical story, 6 Ung creates a narrative space wherein her family can become whole again.

The potential for wholeness, which those passages evidently carry by allowing Ung's fantasized reunion with her dead loved ones, is what Dori Laub identifies as testimony's potential for repossession in his essay "Truth and Testimony"(74). Ung's testimonial narrative is indeed an act of repossession, whereby she can acknowledge and pay homage to the familial ties, the fundamental human bonds that stood up to the Khmer Rouge's determination to annihilate-kamtech in Khmer-any trace of pre-Democratic Kampuchea society. Ung's childhood memoir offers a self-recovering space where the worst experiences of loss can be countered with the enduring memory of the lost ones' indeprivable love: "I know what it feels like to be loved. Pa loved me and believed in me. […] I do possess the one thing I need to make something of myself one day: I have everything my Pa gave me" (217 my emphasis).

If autobiography provides victims of trauma with the vital narrative space within which they can attempt to make sense of their chaotic, fragmented past and (re)shape it so as to make it sharable and accessible to their readers, the subgenre of the survivor narrative stands for a particularly self-/empowering means of representing the victim's-and his/her community's-traumatic past: not only does it "giv[e] witness" to the survivor's journey out of catastrophe, but it also and most importantly "hold[s] abusers rather than victims accountable" (Rose 4306). It is no wonder then that the "survivor motif", which characterizes Vietnamese American "refugee literature", 7 as identified by Teri Shaffer Yamada, similarly underpins most Cambodian American self-writing narratives of the genocide. As Susan Rose states, "th[is] act of naming and narrating seizes the story from the violator" (4306). Rose's definition of the genre actually articulates what fuels the healing process of survivors of the Cambodian genocide, for whom telling about the past necessitates recovering trust in words which the Khmer Rouge deprived of any liberating and exculpating purpose. Indeed, "writing one's autobiography"-a Khmer Rouge phrase that means confessing one's "crimes" against the Angkar, and naming potential enemies and traitors of the regime-was the only way for the arrested and tortured victims to be finally put out of their misery. Hence, only by reappropriating the autobiographical act, namely by ridding it of its self-accusing and libeling function in order to reassign it its self-revealing power, can survivors relate their experiences under the Khmer Rouge.

Examining the cathartic process underlying Holocaust literature, RégineWaintrater insists on the structuring role of the survivor's "personal motif", the "credo" which is to be recurrently featured through edifying episodes as the narrative unfolds and which formulates the "moral" underpinning the survivor's parable. Because of its explanatory value, such "mythical construction" proves foundational to the survivor's self-restoring quest which can thereby rely on his/her symbolical origins, the essential, timeless core of his/her own self which has invariably stood up to the assaults of historical contingencies (122-125). Therefore, by narrativizing her experience of the genocide as a survivor story and expecting her readers to receive it as such ("This is a story of survival," she announces in the Author's Note), Ung hopes to write herself out of the dazed, terror-stricken senselessness of the past (Waintrater 22), towards coherence and wholeness.

Ung's choice of the childhood memoir to tell her story points to the dialectic nature of the act of recollecting for it offers a space where "[her] child self [can be given] back her voice," as the writer herself explains ("Loung Ung Interview"), so that she is able to word, tell her experience of the years under the Khmer Rouge and share it, not only with the readers but also with her adult self. The childhood memoir allows the abused child self and the adult self to become more aware of each other, giving the survivor the opportunity to "reweave the fabric of [his/her] being" (Rose 4082), thereby making recovery possible. As psychologist Elizabeth Waites points out, inherent to an individual's self-recovering, self-integrating healing process is "the development and experience of autobiographical memory, a sense of personal continuity and consistency over historical time" which underpins the individual's sense of inner cohesiveness and sustains his/her exchanges with others (qtd. in Rose 4126). In light of Waites's observations, the autobiography of childhood appears to provide a building site for the writer's autobiographical memory, offering a writing space wherein the "narration of the 'then' [can be] organized and nuanced by the reality of the 'now'" (Davis 11). Indeed, within her memoir, the painful, self-shattering events of Ung's past can be processed and ultimately ascribed ontological significance; her psychological and emotional growth as a survivor can be properly narrativized in light of her present adult subjectivity.

Although her fourteen-year-old sister Keav is actually the first one to be killed by the dreadful living conditions in Democratic Kampuchea, the father's execution four months later stands as the first Khmer Rouge direct attack on the family's structure, as the book title First They Killed My Father suggests. When her father is taken away by soldiers, Ung commits herself to nurturing the destructive, murderous, yet pain-numbing, even revitalizing feelings of hatred and rage towards the Angkar's number one leader, Pol Pot, thereby ensuring her survival: "I hate him for destroying my family. My hate is so strong it feels alive"(134). Such unrelenting hatred and rage, Ung quickly learns, prove to be her main assets in the violence-dominated world of the Khmer Rouge: "I have no time to be weak" (164); "I cannot allow this weakness to control me, or let it seep into my spirit. If this happens I know I will die because the weak do not survive in Kampuchea" (169).

By pointing to the pivotal role of her child self's hatred for the Khmer Rouge in her survival, Ung sheds light both on the cathartic and on the self-transformative, or rather self-disclosing, potential of autobiography. Within her writing space, Ung can forgive her child self's shameful anger and hatred by endowing these emotions with ontological significance as illustrated in one scene, where Ung narrates her nine-year-old self's successful escape from a Vietnamese soldier's rape attempt, again emphasizing how her fierce will to live and her visceral hatred for her persecutors-be they Khmer or Vietnamese-gave her the strength to break away from her aggressor's hold: As the passage stages Ung's destructive feelings as essential life buoys to her orphaned, vulnerable child self, it puts forward the role of life writing and more particularly of childhood memoir in the survivor's development of "a sense of empathy with that self-asother", that child self of hers whom her adult self is ultimately willing to embrace as an integral part of her complex, evolving, multidimensional identity (Rose 4184).

In an interview, Ung points to the writing of that particular scene as a turning point in her journey out of victimhood: "When I was writing that scene, there was a moment after I finished it, I thought, 'I didn't escape a rape, I fought my way out of a rape!' That is very much the seed of my power. To go from being a victim to a fighter, a survivor!" Ung's comments confirm the vital role of narrativization, more particularly in the form of "enabling stories" (Vickroy 8) like survivor narratives, in the victim's healing process: narrativization gives the victim access to, as Jennifer Freyd argues, an "episodic interpretation and integration of previously disjointed sensory and affective memories" (qtd. in Vickroy 9). As Laub claims, for the victim to be able to find his/her way out of a traumatic daze, he/she must engage "in a process of constructing a narrative, reconstructing a history and essentially, of re-externalizing the event" (qtd. in Rose 4026). Correspondingly, narrating this scene enables Ung to extract that particular event from the simmering, self-gnawing, shapeless darkness of her traumatic past, hold it against the light of her adult perception and see its symbolical force, its ontological resonance at last. By narrativizing the traumatic event as another exemplar of her raging will to survive, Ung writes herself into empowering subjectivity and "recover[s] a sense of self and agency" (Vickroy 8): "[T]hat changed my focus. That changed who I am. I am a fighter" (Schnall). Echoing Waintrater's definition of the testimonial act as a dialogue that survivors engage in both with their own wounded selves and with the world (216-217), Ung's childhood memoir exemplifies the dual dynamics of testimonial life writing, which Yamada similarly describes as an inward and outward process, giving way not only to "therapeutic self-disclosure" but also to "political action" (153).

Claiming Justice and Action, Constructing a Transnational, Active Selfhood

In her epilogue, Ung formulates her telos as a survivor of the Cambodian genocide: "As I tell people about genocide, I get the opportunity to redeem myself. I've had the chance to do something that's worth my being alive. It's empowering; it feels right. The more I tell people, the less the nightmares haunt me. The more people listen to me, the less I hate" (277). Writing about her experience of the genocide and working as a peace activist undoubtedly offer Ung the opportunity to make amends for the shameful feelings and deeds that ensured her survival: "I do it all because I stole rice from my family and from a dying old woman," Ung muses in an interview, emphasizing the expiatory function of life writing (Tuon 110). However, perhaps more importantly, by telling her audience what the Khmer Rouge did to her and to Cambodian people and how they damaged the country both physically and psychically, Ung can atone for the sin of surviving the loss of her parents, siblings, and friends. In other words, speaking for "those […] who can no longer speak for themselves", to quote Sophal Leng Stagg, another Cambodian American autobiographer (qtd. in Yamada 152), bearing witness to the Cambodian genocide and giving a social and political meaning to her own survival is the only way for Ung to come to terms with her survivor's guilt.

Ung's testimonial narrative partakes in Cambodian artists' project of substituting truth for the self-accusing confessions that prisoners in S21-a former high school transformed into a centre for interrogation and torture by the Khmer Rouge-fabricated under duress in order to provide their persecutors with names of CIA-related spies and traitors. Essential to Cambodian life writers' reappropriation of the autobiographical act is their commitment to truthfulness, which requires both the rehabilitation of their own, inner truth through the therapeutic process of life writing, and of historical truth through the evidentiary act of bearing witness to the Khmer Rouge atrocities. Put differently, parallel to the writer's cathartic move from victimhood to survival, as underscored by Ung herself, what also prompts the Cambodian autobiographical act is, in Yamada's words, the author's move "from the abject, silenced position of victim to the active status of plaintiff" (154), the latter having at his/her command what the former fundamentally lacks, namely "the means to prove" the wounds and losses incurred, as Jean-François Lyotard observes in Le Différend (qtd. in Yamada 152).

Ung's testimonial narrative, "born out of [her] need to tell the world about the Cambodian genocide", as attested to by the author in an interview (Ung 7), follows on from Cambodian survivor Pin Yathay's appeal to international concern for his people's plight and Western action against Pol Pot's regime in 1978, one year after his escape from Democratic Kampuchea. The subsequent lack of juridical response from Western countries evidently accounts for Cambodian writers' continuing act of bearing witness to the Khmer Rouge's crimes against humanity. Since the United Nations recognized the Khmer Rouge as the official representative of Cambodia over the Vietnamese occupation years, the prosecution of the Khmer Rouge leaders was not envisaged until 1991. Yet, even in 2000, the year when Ung's narrative was published, the prospect of an international genocide tribunal was still hampered by the heated negotiations between Prime Minister Hun Sen and the U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan. Hun Sen's strategic prioritization of Cambodia's economic plight over the Khmer Rouge prosecution reveals the reluctance of the Cambodian government and of some of its ex-Khmer Rouge members to unearth the nation's traumatic past. 8 As Cathy Schlund-Vials argues throughout her article "Cambodian American Memory Work", the leaders' plea for Cambodians' forgetfulness and forgiveness fall within state-sanctioned amnesic frames which threaten to deprive the country of a sense of closure.

Ung's "need to tell the world" about the genocide (Lulu in the Sky, "About the Author" 7) thus points to the pivotal role of her American and international readership: as Schlund-Vials notes in her enlightening reading of First They Killed My Father, the evidentiary purpose of Ung's testimonial childhood memoir endows the reader with the informed position of a "juridical spectator" and "a de facto jury member" (War, Genocide, and Justice 2426) before whom the author-as-firsthand-witness is to denounce her persecutors' deeds and whom she is to convince of the necessity for action. Commenting on her use of the present tense to tell her story, Ung acknowledges her wish to reduce the spatial-temporal distance between the readers and her childhood experience of the genocide: "I wanted them to be there,"Ung explains, suggesting the present tense is meant to symbolically subpoena her readers to vouch for her substantial contribution to Cambodian survivors' claims for justice (Brouwer). In a similar vein, her choice of structuring her narrative chronologically, as highlighted by the dates mentioned in the chapter titles, is clearly meant to provide the reader-witness with chronological markers and to endow the text with an evidentiary function.

Nevertheless, although Ung's memoir was generally acclaimed in the United States and overseas, 9 some Cambodian American reviewers, like Sody Lay in a 2001 essay, scathingly criticized Ung's work for its historical inaccuracies. Lay accused her of misrepresenting the Cambodian experience of the Khmer Rouge regime and of undermining the credibility of other Cambodian accounts by overlooking testimonials' standard of absolute veridicality. However, while Lay's response to Ung's text rightly insists on the historical and juridical responsibility of the autobiographer writing about mass trauma, it should not question Ung's full commitment to truthfulness.For want of absolute factual veracity, First They Killed My Father testifies to the writer's pledge to convey her personal experience and "emotional truth" (Tuon 108) of Cambodia's history and to her significant contribution to Cambodian American autobiographers' act of bearing witness to the Khmer Rouge atrocities.

If the author's choice of telling her story through her young self's perspective partakes in her cathartic narrativization of the traumatic past, it is clearly strategic as it concurrently serves her social and political purposes by highlighting the continual exposure of Ung's child self to the physically and psychologically violent reality imposed by the Khmer Rouge, hence arousing the readers' shock and outrage. Ung's use of the child perspective first and foremost allows her to forcefully convey the excruciating physical pain inflicted by the Khmer Rouge regime on Cambodians, mostly through starvation, highlighting the pathos of Ung's reality as a little girl starving under the Khmer Rouge, in particularly heartrending passages. Such passages-like the one in which she depicts her child self's strategy to make her daily diet of miserably thin and clear rice gruel last as long as possible-are clearly meant to remind the readers that one of the greatest tortures inflicted by the Khmer Rouge on Cambodians was that of hunger, caused by the ever-reducing portions of food which were served to the population.

In the same way as the use of the child perspective serves Ung's political intent, the presence of the adult voice occasionally discloses the sociopolitical backdrop which Ung's child self is, predictably, neither cognizant of nor interested in.Thus, as essential as its therapeutic function, is the didactic purpose of the autobiographical writing space where the adult writer is finally given the answers she was deprived of as a little girl and where the readers are allowed to share the political knowledge of which the adult writer has, according to Conrad William Watson, "become the repository" (54). The adult writer's political knowledge allows her not only to inform the reader of Democratic Kampuchea's sociopolitical tenets and structure, but also to hint at the role of America's realpolitik and geopolitical versatility in Cambodia's civil war and in the subsequent Khmer Rouge invasion of the country.Recalling her father's explanation of Cambodia's political history to her older brothers soon after the family's forced departure from Phnom Penh, she mentions the American B-52 bombing of eastern Cambodia and Laos authorized by Richard Nixon in March 1969, during the Vietnam War, thereby hinting at the United States' role in the Khmer Rouge takeover.

The juridical dimension of the testimonial writing space is obvious in the chapter entitled "The Execution", which gives an extremely graphic account of the public execution of a Khmer Rouge prisoner released by Vietnamese soldiers to vengeful villagers in 1979, an event which nine-year-old Ung willingly attends until the very end and which the readers are correspondingly required to witness fully. The scene duly takes on the look of a makeshift tribunal, hence serving as what Schlund-Vials calls "an imagined space of justice" (War, Genocide, and Justice 523-540) from where an ethical and a legal prosecution of Cambodia's persecutors can be demanded.

Ung's claim for justice and reparation expands into the activist writer's plea for her readers' humanitarian action, namely for their commitment towards social change and human betterment: "I write because I want my readers to take action", Ung insists in an interview, adding that "peace is an action" ("LoungUng Interview"). Drawing on a Cambodian proverb, "You cannot claim heaven as your own if you are just going to sit under it", the activist writer encourages her readers to commit themselves to securing and strengthening human bonds, which the Khmer Rouge intended to eradicate and which the world's virtual inaction over Cambodia's genocidal years potently damaged.

Through the very act of testimonial and awareness-raising writing, Ung constructs what

Yamada describes as "a socially active form of Americanness", writing herself as a "politically or socially active subject-citizen" (155). Such a subjectivizing gesture of transformation or conversion-of herself into an activist writer and of her readers into potential fellow peace activists-expands beyond English language and American borders, "deploy[ing]" America's domestic ideology of freedom, justice, and peace "transnationally to advocate for universal human rights" (Yamada 160). As an active member of the Vietnam Veterans of America Foundation (VVAF) and the National Spokesperson for the Campaign for a Landmine-Free World (CLFW) since 1997, 10 Ung lives and works in America but also regularly returns to Cambodia where half of her family lives and where she helps her country cope with the devastating effects of landmines.Therefore, her life signals the necessarily transnational and transcultural dimensions of Cambodian American identity, as evoked in the final scene of the epilogue of First They Killed My Father. Narrating her first return to Cambodia as an adult after living in the U.S. for fifteen years, she recalls the distance between her and her kin, worded by a cousin's comment on her dark traveling outfit: "I looked like the Khmer Rouge" (278). If Ung's narrative ends on a hopeful note, describing her older sister Chou's warm welcome despite the geographical and cultural distance that has set them apart for more than a decade, it suggests that Ung's "fantasies of instant connection" with her relatives in Cambodia ( 278) are bound to be challenged by her diasporic experience and subjectivity.

However utopian "instant connection" with those she was forced to leave behind may look to the Cambodian American writer, post-genocidal affiliation to Cambodia is still possible through commemorative writing. As "a daughter of Cambodia", Ung undertakes to memorialize prerevolutionary Cambodia, bearing witness to the resistance and resilience of its cultural foundations. The fact that First They Killed My Father was first published in the U.S. in 2000, the year of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Khmer Rouge takeover of Phnom Penh, stresses Ung's commemorative purpose and engagement in Cambodian survivors' memory work.

Memorializing the Genocidal Rupture

Considering Holocaust survivors, Cathy Caruth acknowledges their unbreakable bond to the deceased (57-181), whose death is somehow felt as the price to pay for their survival and must consequently be assigned meaning. Therefore, Ung's narrative clearly takes on a commemorative function through its written and visual portrayal of the lost family members. Similarly, the 1975 Ung family chart, which precedes the Author's Note, signals the commemorative purpose of Ung's memoir, as it provides both an overview of the family structure right before the Khmer Rouge takeover and points to the devastating impact of the genocide on the Ungs, by naming the deceased. Ung's commemorative writing also includes ethnographic passages describing and explaining Cambodian customs and mores. Indeed, while they provide the non-Cambodian reader with the native informant's cultural knowledge, they offer a memorializing site wherein pre-Democratic Kampuchean traditions can be recollected, reclaimed, and passed on to the post-genocide generations.

Yet, some Cambodian reviewers' scathing responses to Ung's ethnographic descriptions and the ensuing controversy over Ung's cultural authenticity and legitimate claim to representativeness shed light on the paradoxes inherent in (re)constructing Cambodian collective memory. 12 What is at stake is the Cambodian community's sense of cultural and national cohesiveness that is to stem from the necessarily conflicted process of (re)shaping, (re)interpreting, and ultimately agreeing upon a collective past every Cambodian can identify with. In a 2001 review essay, Sody Lay, the Executive Director of the Khmer Institute Web site, blamed Ung for allowing historical and cultural inaccuracies in her text for the sake of "sensationalization and over-dramatization of the Killing Fields experience" (qtd. in Tuon 107). Cambodian American reviewers' criticism mostly targeted Ung's idealized and/or fantasized depiction of prelapsarian Cambodia through her memories of two sites-Phnom Penh and Angkor Wat-that are emblematic of Cambodian identity and culture, as well as her exoticized and ethnically-biased-Chinese-descriptions of Cambodian meals and celebration rituals. In an online review, Sody Lay, SoneathHor, and Grantham Quinn reproached Ung for silencing the troubled 1970s socio-political context-characterized by rampant poverty and the corruption of Lon Nol's government-that had been conducive to the Khmer Rouge takeover, in her portrayal of Phnom Penh a few days before the advent of Democratic Kampuchea, because of her family's privileged position in Cambodian society and her father's political affiliation as one of Lon Nol's high-ranking officials (Tuon 112).

Other reviewers also contested her trip to Angkor Wat with her father, arguing the area was exposed to the ongoing civil war in the early 1970s, and pointed to her miscalculation of Cambodia's Angkorian period (Tuon 107).

As Bunkong Tuon argues in his keen discussion of the Lay-Ung controversy, what brings Ung and her detractors into opposition is their differing approach to cultural identity and legitimacy: while the latter advocates "historical accuracy" as the sine qua non condition for the writer's self-proclamation as a "daughter of Cambodia" whose "story mirrors that of millions of Cambodians" (10), Ung's claim to cultural affiliation and representativeness is her commitment to "emotional truth". In her response to Lay's criticism, she highlights her choice to prioritize faithfulness to her necessarily "shallow, misleading, overly dramatic, and larger than life" child perspective over absolute factual veracity: "For me to correct, fix, add research, historical references, and other adult knowledge to the misinformation in my book meant that I had to step out of the child's shoes to do so. I didn't want to do that" (qtd. in Tuon 114). At stake in the debate, Tuon observes, is the concept of culture: Lay and his followers envisage Cambodian culture as a monolithic sphere (108) that rightful representatives have the responsibility to preserve from any distortion when informing a non-Cambodian audience as well as Cambodia's young generations. Yet, Ung's choice of the child perspective to recount her genocidal experience falls within a heterogeneous and essentially subjective approach to culture (Tuon 109), which sheds light on the modalities of her personal contribution to the (re)construction of Cambodian collective memory.

In his discussion with French historian Denis Peschanski, neuropsychiatrist Boris Cyrulnik foregrounds the role of the "convergence principle" ("principe de convergence") underpinning what Peschanski calls the process of "memory narrativization" ("mise en récit mémorielle") whereby an individual memory turns into a social/collective memory, therefore becoming a "sharable" ("partageable") constituent of a group's history (Peschanski 36).

Highlighting the essential interdependence between individual representations of the past and collective narratives or myths about the past,Cyrulnik brings to light the transformations that personal memories undergo within the blurry, malleable area surrounding "the spyglass" ("la lorgnette") of "hypermemory" ("hypermémoire") or traumatic memory, which remains characteristically dazed, 13 that is, fixed on traumatic events . Such transformations attest to the vitality of memory and occur to make individual memories "converge" with collective-familial, social, cultural-narratives of the past (Peschanski 31,39).

In light of Cyrulnik's observations, Ung's idealized description of Phnom Penh before the Khmer Rouge takeover-while it does reflect her naïve, politically unaware, and historically inaccurate child gaze on the city and Cambodian society, as Lay and Ung herself contend (Tuon 112,114)-takes on a collective value. Though it might misrepresent the complexities of Cambodian society by silencing its complex economic and political ills, it evidently provides a narrative space for communal mourning. What is mourned and commemorated through Ung's nostalgic portrayal of the capital's hustle and bustle, before it was evacuated overnight, is the Cambodian people's characteristic joie de vivre. The child perspective is particularly useful in that regard, as its typical sensory perceptual facet 14 serves to highlight this cultural trait. The first chapter, entitled "Phnom Penh April 1975", opens with a richly sensorial depiction of the awakening city:

Already at 6 a.m. people in Phnom Penh are rushing and bumping into each other on dusty, narrow side streets. Waiters and waitresses in black-and-white uniforms swing open shop doors as the aroma of noodle soup greets waiting customers. Street vendors push food carts piled with steamed dumplings, smoked beef teriyaki sticks, and roasted peanuts along the sidewalks and begin to set up for another day of business. Children in colorful T-shirts and shorts kick soccer balls on pavements with their bare feet, ignoring the grunts and screams of the food cart owners. The wide boulevards sing with the buzz of motorcycle engines, squeaky bicycles, and, for those wealthy enough to afford them, small cars. [START_REF] Hirsch | s concept of "postmemory" "characterizes the experience of those who grew up dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are evacuated by the stories of the previous generation, [and] shaped by traumatic events that can be neither understood nor recreated[END_REF] As Ung longingly portrays the Phnom Penh she used to know as a young child-a lively city saturated with noise, activity, colours, and smells, promising the curious, hungry child the joy of myriad flavors-the reader cannot help contrasting the ebullient capital with the ghost city it was soon turned into by the Khmer Rouge. The spectre of the capital's impending downfall-foretold by the date of the chapter title "April 1975"-looms over the child narrator's ease and enjoyment within this familiar environment: "I am used to the traffic and the noise" [START_REF] Hirsch | s concept of "postmemory" "characterizes the experience of those who grew up dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are evacuated by the stories of the previous generation, [and] shaped by traumatic events that can be neither understood nor recreated[END_REF]; "the city always seems to be one big traffic jam […] Sitting on [Ma's] lap I bounce and laugh as the [cyclo] driver pedals through the congested city streets" [START_REF]impersonal remembrances of interest to the group" which the individual, as a group member, is also able "[to help] evoke and[END_REF]. Then, as she recounts her child self's daily enjoyment of the many tempting street food carts, Ung points to her constant craving for food as the iconic sign of Cambodians' relationship to food: "Though my stomach is full, I still crave salty snack food […] Cambodians eat constantly, and everything is there to be savoured if you have money in your pocket" [START_REF]impersonal remembrances of interest to the group" which the individual, as a group member, is also able "[to help] evoke and[END_REF]. Still, again, lurking in that particular memory is the starvation that she is to suffer from and that is to kill millions of Cambodians under the Khmer Rouge. Ung's choice of the child perspective necessarily implies a specific memory selection process: what her sensory-focused child narrator will recollect and what she will forget or will not be cognizant of shape her representation of Cambodians' collective past. However, by memorializing what was lost and taken away, even eradicated by the Khmer Rouge-colors, food, spontaneity, life-Ung narrates personal memories that cohere with the Cambodian people's experience of irremediable loss and rupture, offering a space where Cambodia's prerevolutionary era can be mourned.

Similarly, the value of Ung's memory of her visit to Angkor Wat, if not historical, is evidently emotional-it conjures up the special bond she shared with her father-and mostly commemorative, since it points to the ancient Khmer Empire's faith in its god-blessed invulnerability (Ponchaud 123,151), which wars and the fall of Angkor in the fifteenth century shook and which the Khmer Rouge regime irremediably shattered. In one passage, Ung's evocation of the architectural wonders of the temple and the hearty welcome she felt from the gods-"I […] yelled, 'Chump leap sursdei, dthaipda!' ('Hello gods!') Then wrapped my arms around Pa's leg when the gods answered me: 'Dthaipda! Dthaipda! Dhtaipda!'" (88)-contrasts with the sense of (divine but also inter/national) desertion she starts to experience soon after the Khmer Rouge takeover: "I wonder where the gods go now that their homes have been destroyed" (89).

Cyrulnik observes that one can remember things one did not actually experience without lying, for personal memories are always the products of un/conscious "reconstructions" from memory material, most often unbeknown to the holder of such memories (Peschanski 30).

Therefore, for a person's memory to grow out of a traumatic daze, "[historical] inaccuracies and fabrications"-the objects of Lay's concern as regards Ung's story (qtd. in Tuon 110)need to occur. Since culture is not monolithic but heterogeneous and ever-changing, collective memory is necessarily shaped and processed through the individuals' experiences of and relationships with the "other"-the group they belong to, the collective representations and myths validated by their peers, historical documents, and so forth (Peschanski34-35). As stressed by Amritjit Singh, et al, "[w]e 'remember' not only things that have actually happened to us personally, but also, and perhaps even more importantly, we 'remember' events, language, actions, attitudes, and values that are aspects of our membership in groups" (Singh,et al. 17). Indeed, through her commemorative depictions of Phnom Penh, Cambodia's present-day capital, and of Angkor Wat, the nation's most treasured vestige of the Khmer Empire's capital city and power (from 802 CE to the fifteenth century), Ung acknowledges her community's common experience of immeasurable loss and ruptured identity by paying homage to what is no more. Thereby-and despite the inaccuracies and fabrications spotted in her narrative by her detractors-she reasserts her cultural and emotional affiliations to her people, claiming herself as a true and legitimate "daughter of Cambodia".

As Jeffrey Olick contends, memory should not be treated as a measurable phenomenon but rather as a "sensitizing concept". As memory is "a process and not a thing, […] somethingor rather many things-we do, not something or many things we have", its many representations should not be validated or dismissed solely on the basis of "accuracy" or "authenticity" (qtd. in Resende and Budryte 325). Acknowledging that collective memory will "tak[e] many forms and serv[e] many purposes, ranging from conscious recall to unreflected reemergence, from nostalgic longing for what is lost to polemical use of the past to reshape the present" (qtd. in Davis, "Mediating Historical Memory in Asian/American Family Memoirs 504), Mieke Bal comprehends collective memory as an ongoing process spurred by various-sometimes conflicting-personal and collective intentions, and which therefore yields multifarious representations of the past. Correspondingly, Ung's memories of prerevolutionary Cambodia reflect her attempt to reconcile both her private and intimate, and her public and familial/communal healing gestures, which necessarily challenges Lay's and other Cambodian reviewers' sterile demand for strict historical accuracy and cultural authenticity.

What the Lay-Ung controversy nevertheless brings to light is the essential cultural dialogue that needs to take place within the Cambodian community, through the production of Cambodian testimonial and auto/biographical texts. As these narratives, in Marita Sturken's words, "are told outside official historical discourse", acting as "counter-memories to history" (qtd. in Davis, "Mediating Historical Memory in Asian/American Family Memoirs 507), they play an integral part in the (re)construction of collective memory, offering diverse representations of the communal past, acknowledging a collective cultural location emerging from individuals' subjective experiences.

Still, for such a dialogue to prove fruitful, such texts should not be approached as fixed or unchanging material but rather as evolving memory supports that take shape through the very act of reading itself. In her valuable study of Asian North American autobiographies, Rocío Davis foregrounds the pivotal role readers play in collective memory through their reception of the texts, advocating Gillian Whitlock's "connected reading" as the prerequisite for the "enactment of historicized subjectivity". Drawing on Whitlock's concept, she invites readers to take a dialogic and participative approach to the texts produced within a group or a community so that they engage in a process of "supplementation rather than completion, for complexity rather than closure, for the making of truth rather than its revelation" (qtd. in Davis,Begin Here 29). Such a reading strategy should help the readers of Ung's memoir to see how "its emotional truth complements the historical facts produced in other texts" (Tuon 108). All in all, although the Lay-Ung controversy points to the Cambodian community's rigidity with respect to issues of cultural representativeness-which is accounted for by the context of unresolved justice still affecting Cambodia and the lack of straightforward historical evidence against the Khmer Rouge-it reveals the vitality of Cambodian collective memory.

By commemorating and attesting to the survival of traditions and rites that were targeted by the destructive Khmer Rouge ideology, First They Killed My Father contributes to the creation of a "post-Democratic Kampuchean citizenship" which claims the genocidal rupture as an integral part of itself (Schlund-Vials War, Genocide, and Justice). As a peace and human rights advocate, Ung draws her readers' attention to the indelible scars of the Khmer Rouge regime, sensitizing the international community to the devastating damage caused by landmines in her native country. Consequently, as the title of her memoir suggests, what defines Cambodian post-genocidal identity is the act of "remembering" not only the genocide, but also what used to exist before the Khmer Rouge and what has survived the Killing Fields era, as well as "[national and international] amnesiac policy, time passages, [and] geopolitical distance" (Schlund-Vials, War, Genocide, and Justice 2699), so that the irremediable rupture inflicted by the Khmer Rouge regime never fades into denial and oblivion.

Conclusion

First They Killed My Father brings to light the dual life-writing impetus spurring first and one-and-a-half generation Cambodian American testimonial autobiographies, of which HaingNgor, 15 DithPran, 16 Someth May, 17 Chanrithy Him 18 are, like LoungUng, the most notable representatives. Through her survivor childhood memoir, Ung performs both a cathartic and a socio-political gesture, engaging in a self-disclosing, self-empowering, and cotransformative process whereby she can heal, write herself into survival and transnational activism by bearing witness to the Cambodian genocide, claim juridical action, and encourage

"

  Help! Monster! Somebody help me! Monster!" I yell as tears stream down my face and snot drips from my nose to my mouth. Dark, thunderous, powerful hatred rises in me as I scream and call him names. With a surge of anger, I twist and snap my left leg out of his grip. "I hate you!" I yell into his bewildered face as my leg crashes into his chest. His face winces in pain. He gasps for breath and lets go of my other leg. "Die! Die!" Screaming at the top of my lungs, I kick him in the groin with all my hatred. He doubles over and falls to the ground, screaming like an injured animal. My legs push me up and I run as fast as I can without stopping. (214-215)

  The eight-page black-and-white photo album displayed in the 2009 Mainstream Publishing edition of First They Killed My Father is equally divided between pre-Democratic Kampuchea and post-Democratic Kampuchea family pictures and thereby points to the rupture which the Khmer Rouge regime inflicted on family life and structure. However, while the first set of pictures-similar to an ancestor worship altar-shows the happy, carefree faces of those who disappeared under the Khmer Rouge, the next set of photographs-opening on the only reminder of the genocidal years, showing Loung, her brother Meng, and her sister-inlaw Eang upon their arrival at the Lam Sing refugee camp in Thailand-attests to the Ungs' resilience and successful reconstruction of the family structure through marriage and childbearing. More importantly, those photographs suggest the lasting impact of the Ungs' genocidal experience on the next generations, acting as "sites for […] intergenerational memory" which "contain […] the work of postmemory"11 (Schlund-Vials, War, Genocide, and Justice 2633), and their equally essential contribution to the family's and the Cambodian community's memory work. Such a memorializing project is meant to resist the Khmer Rouge's order to deny familial affiliations since it honors the very foundations the Khmer Rouge relentlessly attacked.