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About the Book

In 1971 the French ethnologist, François Bizot, was arrested in Cambodia by the Khmer Rouge. Imprisoned for three months and condemned to death, he was freed by the intervention of his jailer, a young revolutionary called Comrade Duch.

In 1988, while visiting the regime’s infamous concentration camp, S-21, Bizot discovered that his ‘liberator’ had later been responsible for the death of many thousands of victims. In 2003, at Duch’s trial for war crimes in Phnom Penh, Bizot dedicates his testimony to the memory of his murdered companions, and examines three pivotal issues: what takes place inside the mind of a torturer? How do we acknowledge – yet not condone – his crimes without laying them at the door of mankind itself? And how can we face Duch and those like him without seeing ourselves in the mirror?

Seeking answers, Bizot considers uncomfortable truths with a clarity that is often unnerving, whilst the beauty of his prose turns Facing The Torturer into an unparalleled investigation of the fundamental nature of our humanity.


About the Author

François Bizot is an ethnologist who has spent the greater part of his career studying Buddhism. He is the Director of Studies at Ecole Pratique des Hautes-Etudes and holds the chair in Southeast Asian Buddhism at the Sorbonne. He lives in Paris.
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In fact, ‘recognising’ someone – and even more, after being unable to recognise him, identifying him – is thinking of two contradictory things under the same name; it’s acknowledging that the one who had been the person one remembers no longer exists, and that the one who is there is a person one no longer knows; it’s having to think of a mystery almost as disturbing as the mystery of death of which it is, as it were, the preface and the forerunner. . . .

Marcel Proust, Time Regained

If I were placed in front of that effigy

Unknown to myself, not knowing my own features,

From all the ghastly folds of anguish and energy

I would read my torments, and recognise myself.

Paul Valéry, Mélange


Phnom Penh, 8 May 2009

——Mr François Bizot, can you describe what you saw at the M-13 Security Camp during your detention there, up until your release and return to Phnom Penh?

—— Certainly, your Honour. Nevertheless, I would like to start with one of the final events from my detention at the M-13 Camp. On the eve of my liberation – 24 December 1971 – I was authorised by the accused, Duch, to organise a farewell dinner for my fellow prisoners, tethered together to rods. I carried them bowls of chicken soup, bought with the money that had been confiscated from me at the time of my arrest. I went to each of them. Those who dared to talk to me, said: ‘French comrade! Please don’t forget us’.

Today it’s Duch who is accused and he is the one bound to the bar, so to speak. On this occasion may I evoke the memory of the M-13 prisoners, who I never stop thinking of, in particular my two assistants, Ung Hok Lay and Kang Son, who were later executed in another camp, because they had worked with me.

It is in their name that I wish to testify today.


PART ONE


I.

1963 – Sarah

‘BAR-LE-DUC! BAR-LE-DUC! EIGHT-MINUTE stop.’

A train is arriving in a station – like a wheel of fortune at the end of its spin: the sequence of images slowing down, the window cutting a random frame. I remember the scene as if it were yesterday. The twilight already held the cold of autumn fog. An icy drizzle reflected the light of the bulbs through to the end of the platform. From there ran a ramp that led to the track. I didn’t know yet that I would soon slip on to it to reach the ballast. That night, my life stopped for the first time.

I was with my mother; my father had just died, we were going to visit my sister. Sarah had taken refuge in my arms, worried by the noise. She had hardly ever gone out since I’d brought her back from the Colom-Béchard garrison in Algeria and entrusted her to my parents. With her big angular ears, her smouldering eyes, her bushy tail, her wild instinct – she sniffed everything with her tiny muzzle, ready to jump and escape at any moment.

She was the prettiest thing. I would have fought for her. The habits of my comrades in the 711th Signal Corps Division were familiar to me, but hers were even more so, down to her oddest whims. At night, I would take off her collar and we would sleep in the sand under the same blanket. After my military service, I had remained so attached to her that my father kindly took care of her while I went off travelling. He kept her with him in his office, under the drawing table, where he had placed a piece of linoleum that she dug into, yapping, as if it were her burrow. She calmed down in his presence but would bite my mother’s fingers.

‘What are we going to do with the little fennec now? I don’t know how I’ll be able to look after her all alone,’ my mother said abruptly as we were leaving the cemetery.

In the blink of an eye, I slipped away into the cold of the railway station. I had noticed that the narrow passageway leading down from the platform went along a track that was out of earshot from the surroundings. I remember imagining the look of puzzlement on the faces of railwaymen who would, sooner or later, come across her soft blond fur. I fled back, as if emerging from a cesspool, still reeling in vile disgust at what I had just done – a mixture of impressions, brute force, defiance and horror, all magnified by my father’s death – my eyes welling with tears.

As I write these lines, I am once again overcome by the same repugnance; that day, my confidence was shattered, and it was shattered for ever.

My mother didn’t have to look twice to notice the blood on the sleeve of my raincoat. I felt her eyes rest on me, focus on different parts of my face, as if to discover someone, to take the measure of the man I had become, and perhaps too, poor woman, of her own responsibility in what she was beginning to understand.

Even while my father was still alive, it was clear that I would not stay in France: the beginnings of the life I dreamed of, for which I was eager to change everything, did not lie there. I calmly embraced this desire as a natural urge to go far away into one of those unknown countries that everyone bears within themselves; I was still dazzled by the creative selfishness my childhood had been immersed in, I was shameless, ready for anything.

Back in the shadows of the train, realising that my mother couldn’t look after Sarah, and that my departure was unavoidable – it was an escape to which I clung with every fibre of my being – I considered the pros and cons of my crime, till I regarded it as a necessary and in the end courageous sacrifice. It was up to me to resolve a problem to which no one else could find a solution. As for letting myself off lightly by selling Sarah – during the Algerian War a sand fox was a fashionable pet – the very idea seemed degrading and weak: you only sell things that don’t matter.

Sarah mattered. Sacrificing her was not, in my eyes, a minor crime; far from it. The little animal shared the behavioural traits of all living beings – fear, aggression, a need to nest. Mine was in no way a slight or trivial action; it grew from a resolution no less serious than if I had decided to kill a person. I was convinced that it had been just as difficult to create the fennec as it had been the Homo sapiens. Without much feeling, I had already witnessed from afar the deaths of a good handful of men of my age, chosen with indifference. In war, isn’t it the duty of men to kill their brethren? This had cured me of the belief in any supremacy of human beings; I’d lost any illusion that they, alone, were endowed with a soul, with a spiritual life. It seemed to me that the value of each living being could be viewed as in direct proportion to the amount of suffering one felt in losing it. How could the death of a little pampered, humanised animal – which I pictured emerging from the same layers of the universe as me – affect me less than the death of a complete stranger whom I had no reason to love?

*

General de Gaulle did not allow the hens from his chicken coop to be served to him, because every morning, during his walk in Colombey-les-deux-Églises, he watched them scratch about in the grass as he went by, and thus saw them live. It was the same with me: I could only remain indifferent to the slaughter of an animal if I had never seen it before.

At the time all children had a patron saint. Mine was Francis of Assisi and I was proud of my protector. I fought, as he did, for the integration of all creatures, in a kind of bill of rights for living beings. At my first communion I was given pictures of the wolf of Gubbio and of the Sermon to the Birds; for me, there was no clear-cut separation between the world of animals and our own, and I worshipped the invisible, spiritual, presence that I felt living within them. Though science and philosophy after St Francis insisted on the radical difference between men endowed with reason and ‘animal-machines’, I never felt foreign to the animal kingdom.

My feelings have not changed since then. This way of dividing the living world saddens me. It remains one of the limits, one of the thresholds that I have never been able to cross.

When I arrived in Cambodia in 1965, I silently saw, as everyone else did, live turtles being flipped on the grill; the backs of otters gashed open with machetes in order to keep their fetters intact; the bloody snouts of pigs tied to racks rubbing against the road – every animal a victim of our indifference, of this detachment that separates man from the others, the same detachment that allowed the Khmer Rouge to smash babies’ heads against a tree or wall.

When we kill, let’s say, ‘because we have to’, the important thing is our way of seeing and thinking at that moment – our way of sensing the forbidden, the weight of the danger – without explanation. In the same way, after World War II, I had quickly understood that the meat that rationing had deprived us of for so long was also somehow taboo.

We were living in Nancy then. When I went to the Essey stadium with my father, we would avoid passing by the slaughterhouses, whose stench invaded my child’s brain. I could vaguely sense what it was they did there, even if I was unable to imagine for a second what the walls of that closed empire actually concealed. Later on, the rumour that a multitude of dehumanised people, mostly Jews, had been led to slaughter reached me surrounded by the same aura of mystery – did they have no souls either?

I always remember a conversation with my father in around 1954. We’d just left the cigarette shop that was on the corner, across from the brasserie d’Amerval. He had told me that in the beginning living beings had appeared under water. They had left the water to go on land, and then, as they evolved, had managed to fly into the air. We had agreed that this was Progress – the evolution of life, in several stages, from low to high, towards an ideal end. But some of these creatures, too attracted by the low, had only managed to raise themselves up by clinging to trees.

This group included the most intelligent beings, and most of its members had quickly decided to return to ground, with the aim of building their empire there, even if it meant living as carnivores, and paying a high price for their situation. Their trick was to make their foolishness appear inspired. We, mankind, were their faithful heirs. From that moment on, nothing survived on earth, below ground or in the water that these beings didn’t track down, fool, chase and destroy. Everything had to submit to the voracity of their desire.

Only the birds had escaped this domination, by flying swiftly away, with the splendid lightness of their feathered wings, while the other species had been deprived of their rights. The invention of knowledge, like that of good and evil, dated from that time. Birds had become the only creatures able to dive deeply into the very dream of life, to exist peacefully, far from the world and from gods, at a distance from the human species, from the killing fields and other concentration camps.

Presumptuous and immoderate, men had also tried repeatedly to reach the skies, but the too-great weight of their limbs would bring them back to earth. This tension within them, between weight and lightness, became the most tragic aspect of their condition down below. Since then, the idea of going to the great beyond, to the place where birds disappear, swallowed by the sky, has become the sole goal that they pursue without ever attaining it.

To my child’s mind, this tale said it all: this was why men had endowed angels with wings and why, with their souls debased by their own weight, they were eternally striving for the myth of a lost paradise, whose path to heaven they continually sought.

Like every time in those moments when I walked alongside my father, feeling his hand gently resting on my shoulder, I had the feeling that these words were engraving themselves in my memory, forging what would later become my first adult thoughts.

*

A number of Germans were garrisoned in Nancy, where the rumour of an Allied landing was already gaining ground. I was walking with my mother up the wide path of the Pépinière Gardens, which led to the old oaks of the playground. A little way off, an SS officer was approaching us. When we came even with him, I stuck my tongue out at him. The officer stood stock-still. My mother, frightened, immediately gave me a sharp slap.

‘Madame, why do you hit your son? If I were you, I would be proud of him,’ he said in French, with a click of his heels, before continuing on his way.

That day, from the example of my mother who rarely hit me, and never as hard as that, I understood that fear could push anyone beyond the normal limits of their behaviour.

In the following years, I often heard my parents recount that scene. When we had guests, my father would affect an air of surprise each time before beginning it; and he liked to call attention to the moral of the story which, aside from a few notions about the ardour of my budding patriotism, wasn’t necessarily what everyone had been expecting.

That was my first encounter with a thought that would grow within me over time: even though people were – or precisely because they were – full of good intentions, they could find themselves mixed up in criminal undertakings. To fight them was a necessity that followed a set of rules: a true spirit of resistance forbade any compromise with an enemy officer, however likeable he might seem.

After the Liberation of France, the first books I read told of the adventures of merchants who went to buy slaves in order to resell them like animals in markets. I was revolted by the right they claimed to mistreat their bounty, under the pretext of its animal nature.

Slavery had been shaking humanity since prehistoric times; it took advantage of the use we made of beasts; just as, if I understood rightly, mass crimes had copied their procedures from those of slaughterhouses. A link was growing gradually in my mind between these two realities. How could you not believe that one was the result of the other; that one would not follow on from the other? Some crimes, it seems, affect humanity as a whole, in its very structure and raison d’être.

Looking at things in this way – from a biological perspective – can be disconcerting and lead to a very pessimistic view of man. But this child’s view – the most implacable of all the gazes we direct at ourselves – doesn’t last long; the fear that surreptitiously wells up in us no longer reaches our collective awareness. I hoped but dared not believe that banning slaughter – in Nancy they killed mostly with poleaxes and by exsanguination – might be the only way to remove from man the wish to devour others, and to enslave others to build empires; to make them disgusted with it by killing the very instinct at its root. For me, the eating of animal flesh became the telltale sign of a death wish, the symbol of a progressive devouring of ourselves, to the point of autophagy.

I thought that we would one day come to remember slaughter houses as the mark of another age, with the same shame with which we remember the slave trade. Regarding the definition and limits of other, non-human, living beings my imagination has hardly gone beyond those initial intuitions. But I found the idea wonderful that man has descended from apes. One of my ancestors had ventured forth, leaving the virtuous shade of the tall trees, and imposed his rule by subjugating other creatures: this allowed me to better understand ‘what we are here below’.1

*

We didn’t talk about these things amongst ourselves, but I observed later, in Algeria, that the hearts of my regimental comrades weren’t much more sensitive than my own when faced with the body of a fellah, a local peasant, whereas we were devastated by the death of a comrade we were used to seeing, moved by feelings that could sometimes be surprising, like the ones now that made me cry in the train. I bewailed my fate, overcome by my shameful act: I had sacrificed Sarah in order to purge myself of the repercussions of my father’s death. But killing her without its being viewed as morally wrong, without incurring any punishment, was the starting point of an awakening whose impact has never stopped quietly trailing me, leaping out at any moment, as if I had acted under orders, according to a ‘superior reason’ – perfect and unwavering, glued to my skin and to my soul.

I would never stop in Bar-le-Duc again without lowering my eyes and falling into a silence, the same resigned silence my mother had learned to observe.

The pain caused by these thoughts lingers on, as does everything that remains from that journey, though I didn’t begin to learn the lesson until much later. When faced with the unavoidable, my mother indeed fell silent, and her silence that day covered the noise of the train axles grinding for the rest of the journey. We never spoke about Sarah again; not at my sister’s house or at any other time. The silence that she shrouded me in is not like the silence one might keep to avoid talking, or condemning; nor is it the silence that we all keep about our inner lives. It is the crueller silence of a resignation that holds us prisoner.

I never told this story to anyone, but its memory pursues me, an image endlessly reawakened. Sarah’s death became a passageway that opened on to a bottomless pit inside me; and understanding this gave me the key to a great many enigmas. The fear will stay with me until the end of my life. I swear that the action was unbearable and that I had to force myself to do it, in conditions that were both horrendous and easy. I shiver at the thought: I flung her with full force against the wall. At the very second I felt this strength come to me, she stopped moving, overwhelmed by fear, magnetised by my decision, or perhaps overcome by the tenderness I had for her and that she could still feel.

I came away dumbfounded. The experience revealed to me the secret – that my mother, like everyone else, had grown used to keeping safe in silence: what separates man from other beings is his natural ability to disregard his emotions.

A new era was dawning, and I was in Year Zero; I was going to have to learn how to live without my father. On the way, the heady dreams and illusions of my youth evaporated one by one into thin air. I would need to start afresh, prepare myself for a new beginning that would require other sacrifices, other betrayals.

*

As quickly as possible I had to go and travel the world, get away from the burden of constraints, identify the real moments in life, learn to recognise the importance of the setbacks that mould our consciousness – realities that never shed light on pleasant places – and each time to improvise new homelands in the eyes of my travel companions. Then I unwittingly stumbled across a few pivotal books that made me change course and brought me back to France. I returned there to study, then set off again, this time for Cambodia’s temples; the Angkor Conservation Centre became the setting for the first stages of my research on Khmer Buddhism.

On 10 October 1971, in the prime of life, I was arrested in a monastery by militia of the Cambodian guerrilla, sentenced to death, and taken to a camp (‘M-13’). My daughter Hélène, who was just under four, was left by the roadside. However, the commander in charge of my torture went to great pains to have me freed after three months. Some time thereafter, he was appointed head of security in Phnom Penh, in charge of interrogating and wiping out thousands of enemies of the revolution. At the end of the hostilities, my former ‘liberator’ disappeared into the countryside until, one day, he was recognised and identified as the ‘butcher of Tuol Sleng (S-21)’2 and he in turn was arrested. He had not forgotten me and wanted to see me again. Immediately afterwards, I wrote a memoir of my imprisonment at M-13 in the forest under his iron rule. In The Gate I recalled and discussed the ambiguous relationship that had brought us together – without worrying for a second that I might be betraying the past by using words overly anchored in the present. My only goal in the book was to describe what a young, thirty-year-old French man remembered living through in an extermination camp and what he perceived of the torturer.

I was able to exchange messages with him, and then to see him in prison. I sent him my book. During this time, the machinery of criminal prosecution was set in motion to judge the conspiracy of the Khmer Rouge before a court of international law: the torturer was charged with crimes against humanity and with war crimes.

I now feel a compelling need to go back to my encounter with Duch: it dealt a brutal and premature blow, and inflicted upon me an extreme existential, psychological and emotional shock; I have never stopped feeling the after-effects, spaced out and growing over time – 1971, 1988, 1999, 2009 – like tests that I had to pass to emerge from the shadows towards a new awareness.

These dates on their own won’t mean anything to the reader, but they make up an indivisible pattern for me. As they unfold, I see a sequence of sketches that trace out an odd and tragic, phantasmagorical composite drawing, but my mental reflexes prevent me from recognising the face behind it. Sometimes I can decipher it in fits and starts, like a bout of fever that allows a child to grow, when it doesn’t kill it. The shock was such that, every time I had to disinter the past, some of my memories arose in such a way as to make me doubt I had ever had them, while others rocked me with the full force of the present, like a boat breaking free from its moorings.

*

1971

Had it been only my detention at the M-13 camp, I would have been left with the impression of simply having had to overcome a personal battle; a battle without any real enemy, I alone facing myself. While imprisoned, my sole obsession was not to miss any signs that might have been a forewarning of my death, like movements in water foretelling an incoming yet still invisible tidal wave. I would have emerged wounded and guilty from the experience, but so relieved that the euphoria I felt at the time of my liberation would have swept everything away, even down to the face and name of the former maths teacher to whom I owed my life. Then and there, I sincerely believed that this story was behind me, that it was over, and that after the war I would be joyfully reunited with my two companions at M-13 – Lay and Son – and resume my research with them.

1988

It was much later, when I recognised the photo of the Khmer Rouge torturer whose prisoner I had been, that a second wave of awareness radically changed things: it was he who had organised the deaths of thousands of people in the horror of Tuol Sleng. It was as if a film of my detention were playing before my eyes, slightly differently – a film shot in slow motion, image by image, as the precise memory of my old fellow detainees at M-13 came back to me in flashes, in the gazes of all the victims whose photos were pinned to the walls of this other detention camp.

As if in a dream, the image of ‘Duch’ – I had indeed forgotten his name – appeared to me again too, but this time I saw more than ever the duality that defined him – his face sometimes laughing and open, sometimes hermetic and cold – already disembodied, in a dichotomy that he himself was not able to grasp. ‘No man … can wear one face to himself, and another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be true.’3 There remained no doubt about this after Tuol Sleng. I let myself once again slip with him into the hollow of that ‘grey zone’4 which both separated and bound us to M-13 – that place of paradoxes where I had been given the opportunity to understand him and to be terrified. Now his nauseating spectre was approaching me, dressed in faded rags held together with shreds of cloth. The rumbling of his voice turned into a shrill moan, which sounded to me like the echo chamber for all human lamentations. I had never heard anything like it: the immensity of his misery stifled any shadow of pity in me. I immediately fled from Tuol Sleng, while meditating on the meaning of things I had seen the seeds of, without recognising them.

And while my memories were recrystallising, I realised that this vision would never again leave me, that I would have to live with it for ever.

1999

When Duch reappeared alive, I got caught again with the same hook, but in a more insidious – though equally tragic – way. Two journalists had found him and immediately recognised him from old photos.5 The former revolutionary denied nothing, delivered a frank account of his role in the executions, and told of his recent conversion to Christianity. It was no surprise to him: God being in everything we didn’t understand, and in everything we didn’t want to do, the only explanation for his crimes had to be his own guilt. The time of reprisals had thus begun. Shortly thereafter, I received in Bangkok the tape recording of his first set of recollections, in which he admitted his share of responsibility for the death of ‘about forty thousand people’.

In truth, he was no longer part of my thoughts: his self had been overwhelmed, absorbed by the magnitude of his role and actions. The trap, prepared long ago, closed down on me like the magnetic pieces of a Chinese puzzle, silently and with the power of a jaw snapping shut. I saw the elements of the infernal puzzle arranging themselves in my head: although he’d shown me some other part of himself, Duch’s biography was reduced to that of the ‘Tuol Sleng torturer’.

I could no longer remain silent: the revolutionary individual, the committed ‘specialist’, the unmasked man, the demanding and moral being, every face of the man I knew jarred with the others, and yet they were to be taken as a whole. His metamorphoses assumed the gravitas of those ancient tragedies that explain nothing, whose meaning is obscure, but whose sole theme remains the portrayal of life forces, with man struggling in the heart of danger.

I set out to write in haste. I had noted very little during my time in M-13, so my account would be nothing more than a shaping of fragile memories; however, our feelings change colour and blur at such speed that even an immediate and rudimentary capturing of what we have lived through is enigmatic in its own right. An author needs some distance from his subject.

The hardest thing was to go back over my doubts; the most wonderful to sometimes rediscover the freshness of a given moment – turning and re-turning it inside myself, like blood going back through my veins.

2009

On the eve of testifying at the Khmer Rouge trial, I wanted to return one last time to
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