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For decades there have been debates about the uniqueness of the Nazi Holocaust against the Jews. It is unique, in
terms of its totality, its scale, ideology behind, speed and methods. What makes it universal is that it can be repeated.
After  the Holocaust,  genocides  still  happen and even though each genocide is  peculiar,  it  can be repeated with
different victims and perpetrators. We still do not know, to what extent we learnt the lessons from the Holocaust and
how can we prevent mass atrocities based on this experience. In this context, personalised stories of survivors are
important in developing empathy and education. We can relate to these stories on a personal level.

During the last two weeks in our informal ‘movie club’ we watched and discussed the documentary Amandla about
the impact of music on the anti-apartheid liberation movement in South Africa and Angelina Jolie’s most recent
movie “First They Killed My Father” about the Cambodian genocide.

Both films, different in their genre and aesthetics, have a strong message and moved some of us to reconnect with
their personal stories.   Many of us come from the countries which experienced or still are under the condition of war,
ethnic tensions, dictatorship and repressions and watched the movies in their own way, through their own personal
experience.

Angelina Jolie’s movie, distributed by Netflix, is based on a survivor’s account, the memoir of Loung Ung, then a 7-
year old girl, and her book under the same title which was published in Cambodia some years ago. It is the first large-
screen and significant movie about the Cambodian genocide, after the Killing Fields which was launched in 1984.

It is strongly focused on emotional aspects and an empathetic understanding of what happened in Cambodia forty
years ago. Behind the numbers and factual information, there is a personal story of a child who lost her parents and
suffers from starvation, diseases, slave labour and harsh conditions. The movie does not aim to shock the audience
with drastic scenes, though violence is present in the movie, but the depiction of violence is relatively modest by
Hollywood standards and it is guided by respect to the victims.

The film is made in the local, Khmer language and is available to local audiences throughout Cambodia. This is
another significant aspect, as the traumatised Cambodian society only began to open up to the discussion about this
difficult past and to the process of healing.

“I was born after the Khmer Rouge genocide, one year after the Khmer Rouge, and I do not know so much about that
time. Everything I know I learnt from my mother. Two thirds of the Cambodian population today was born after the
Khmer Rouge and does not know either about that time. What I learnt from my mother I included into my Khmer-
language novel to be published soon”, – said our Cambodian fellow, Silot Uon, after the movie.

Fahim from Afghanistan related the movie to his own life: “Watching this film reminds me of my childhood, and the
experience of my own country. I remember myself at the age of 4-5, when the Russians left, the Mujahedeen took
power, and my father worked at the government at that time. I had to correct my name, to make it sound more
Islamic, to avoid possible consequences. I also remember how the bomb was thrown inside the room. There was one
fragment from the movie which reminded me of this. I have never shared this story before.”

Pilar from Guatemala and Sebastian from Colombia have different backgrounds but can also relate it to their own
experiences of political violence during the continuous civil wars in their countries.

Another Peace Fellow, Karin Augustat, from Germany shared her experience of living in Cambodia twenty years
after  the  genocide:  “I  lived  and worked in  Cambodia  for  four  years.  I  have  seen the society,  where the  whole
generation of the educated people was murdered. It was so strange to see how the older generation was missing and
there were only young people whom I met at high positions in ministries and the administration. Obviously, they did
not yet have the required knowledge, experience and moral engagement.”



The event was facilitated by Ajarn Vitoon Viriyasakultorn,  the Rotary Peace Center Deputy Director and it was
joined  by  several  guests.  One  of  them,  Rafal  Pankowski  of  the  Never  Again  Association,  contributed  to  the
discussion by commenting on the specificity of the Cambodian genocide:

“The Cambodian suffering is so special because it shows the limits of humanity.  The scale of the social experiment
in a negative sense is striking, with the complete destruction of the family as a unit of society, personal property,
religion, culture.”

Another guest of the event, the genocide historian and journalist Vicken Cheterian brought to the discussion some
other universal aspects: “Paradoxically, in modern history, we have different states with modernising projects killing
those segments of their society that can carry a modern project (intellectuals, engineers, architects). In this sense it is
not just the tragic case of Cambodia.”

To sum up, the evening was meaningful, it gave us the possibility to think one more time about our own experiences
and ways how to deal with difficult aspects of the past. I am grateful to everybody who joined and who made it
possible.
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