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STEPS TO HEAL:
TPO’S WORK WITH TESTIMONY

DR CHHIM SOTHEARA, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR,  TPO

The Transcultural Psychosocial Organization (TPO) is the leading 
Cambodian non-governmental organization in the fi eld of mental health 
and psychosocial interventions. Since its foundation in 1994, TPO’s 
goal is to promote psychological healing for those who suffered under 
the Khmer Rouge genocide and the war thereafter.

Tens of thousands of people were murdered and tortured to death as the  Khmer Rouge 
leaders imposed radical social transformations onto Cambodian traditional society,
brutally challenging the way people made sense of their own existence, their
relationships to others, and to the spiritual world. Today, Cambodians continue to 
carry the burden of having lived through this harrowing history, yet as testament to their 
resilience, courage and tenacity the Cambodian social fabric is healing and the people 
continue to strive, despite high levels of psychological and social trauma.

The Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC) are the fi rst serious
effort to prosecute the senior leaders of the Khmer Rouge. The fi rst trial against 
Kaing Guek Eav, known as “Duch”, head of the notorious Tuol Sleng prison, ended in 
November 2009. On July 26, 2010 Duch was sentenced to 35 years imprisonment. 
The court reduced the sentence to 19 years on the grounds that he had been detained 
illegally for years before the tribunal was established.

Cambodians have said they want justice and accountability for human rights crimes 
committed during the Khmer Rouge era. However, the emotional and psychological 
impact of the tribunal on the wellbeing of survivors is still in question. TPO wants to
address the psychological needs by linking the national symbolic process of the ECCC 
with the opportunity for survivors to refl ect on their past and to speak about their own 
experiences. By providing a space for memory in which individuals can reconstitute 
their identities by refl ecting on the past in a highly personalized way, TPO hopes to 
promote healing in the wake of trauma.

The extracts and images presented here are from interviews conducted in August and 
September 2010. The intent is to give Khmer Rouge survivors a voice and to break the 
enforced silence about their suffering and continuous struggle in coming to terms with 
their past. The views expressed here are from each individual and do not necessarily 
refl ect the opinions of TPO. 

We would like to thank Zélie Pollon and Alan M. Thornton for their wholehearted com-
mitment to this book project, and for their sensitive understanding of those who shared 
their experiences in the process.
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IWITNESS:
THE POWER OF STORYTELLING FOR SURVIVORS
OF THE KHMER ROUGE

ZÉLIE POLLON AND ALAN M.  THORNTON

During the years of 1975-1979 Cambodia suffered one of the most                       
brutal genocidal terrors in the history of mankind. In the name of 
creating a classless society Pol Pot and his Khmer Rouge army killed 
nearly two million people through execution, torture or being worked 
or starved to death. The Khmer Rouge separated families, removed
intellectuals and Buddhist monks, documented meticulously the torture
of thousands of individuals, and sent hundreds of thousands into forced
labor in the countryside. The physical onslaught stopped in large part
when Vietnam invaded in 1979; but for many, the psychological scars 
have yet—nearly thirty years later—to be reckoned with.

This project is about witnessing. It is also about history and about healing. 
In collaboration with the Transcultural Psychosocial Organization Cambodia (TPO) we 
set out to interview and photograph survivors of the Khmer Rouge regime, many of 
whom are civil parties of Cases 001 and 002 of the ECCC.

We wanted to bear witness to their personal stories and document not only what
happened to people in Cambodia during the Khmer Rouge regime, but also to 
acknowledge the lasting psychological impacts that are still present in Cambodia 
today.

In listening to people, we also honor their experiences: the horrors, the injustices and 
cruelty they experienced, as well as their amazing resilience and strength of character. 
The portraits we created are further meant to capture each individual’s dignity, strength 
and beauty. Those who worked with us were brave and articulate. They shared their time
and some of their most painful, intimate experiences as a means to heal, to document
history, and to seek justice. We share here just a sample of voices and images.

This project was made possible in part through a Rotary World Peace Fellowship. 
We hope that the results will contribute to a national search for justice and real 
reconciliation in Cambodia, because it is often only in recognizing and reconciling with 
the past that people can truly move forward.
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SUM RITHY
57, PHNOM PENH

Rithy was twenty one years old when he was arrested and sent to
prison for two years in Siem Reap. Despite torture and repeated traumatic 
experiences, he survived in large part because he could fi x motorbikes.
He fi rst fi led a complaint in 1979, only one of two people to do so. The Siem 
Reap prison complex where he was held has since been transformed into 
a luxury Sokha hotel.

My mother is still alive, and after the regime I had to tell her about my little brother.

 He was eight years old and he stole a papaya. They buried him in the earth and

then slit his throat. When he tried to climb out, they slit his neck again and killed him.

Because he stole a papaya.

I came to TPO on my own. I had to fi nd a way to talk about what happened, about my

experience. At the beginning I didn’t think about it all. Even when I passed the prison,

it didn’t affect me. At the beginning I forgot even the name of the prison guard. Then,

in 1990, I remembered his name. That year my family situation was so diffi cult that I started 

to remember. We were so poor, and in 1983 Pol Pot soldiers burned my house…

It brought back memories of my time in prison. One of my strongest memories is the stink 

of dead bodies. Today if I smell fi sh or dead animals then I smell it again. It smelled so 

terrible and we couldn’t escape. We couldn’t walk far enough to get away from the smell. 

All survivors want justice, and most people just want to know the answers. I want the

top leaders to tell the truth, then survivors would feel justice, even the perpetrators might 

feel justice. Like how many people were brought into the prison, how many were killed? 

Duch knows. Even the concrete and the rats coming into the prison knew what hap-

pened. It makes me and the other survivors mad when he lies. Why lie? Once they tell 

the truth there will be justice for everyone. There will be justice for me.„

su�M riTÞIÞI
Gayu 57 qñaM mkBI PñMeBj
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x XGH IJ-.  /,vv¹T 0 -.  /x X ¤º  '» E¼2 ½¤ !!=R7>ç I/& '  ̀ !3/i GŸ¾ JŠ£  /J  V=i 'Y >ç I/< =7¿L VO 
'tG·V¸T  ̀ 3E%-.  / ,v˜À \ Á '=o*3E6i 'c*6_Â X!=R7>ç I/ 423³ª Vµr ¼2 ½¤ !>ç I/­£  G7>? @'‘2 Ÿ¾ J
Š£  /JÃÃÃ kV)™ ³ª Vµr >ç I /'tG·V¸ŽVJ:"¸E%123423>ç I/0 GH IJl*GT  ̀ !bJ< /ca6Y =7Š£  /J=/_*6GH IJ
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SUM RITHY
57, PHNOM PENH

Rithy was twenty one years old when he was arrested and sent to
prison for two years in Siem Reap. Despite torture and repeated traumatic 
experiences, he survived in large part because he could fi x motorbikes.
He fi rst fi led a complaint in 1979, only one of two people to do so. The Siem 
Reap prison complex where he was held has since been transformed into 
a luxury Sokha hotel.

My mother is still alive, and after the regime I had to tell her about my little brother.

 He was eight years old and he stole a papaya. They buried him in the earth and

then slit his throat. When he tried to climb out, they slit his neck again and killed him.

Because he stole a papaya.

I came to TPO on my own. I had to fi nd a way to talk about what happened, about my

experience. At the beginning I didn’t think about it all. Even when I passed the prison,

it didn’t affect me. At the beginning I forgot even the name of the prison guard. Then,

in 1990, I remembered his name. That year my family situation was so diffi cult that I started 

to remember. We were so poor, and in 1983 Pol Pot soldiers burned my house…

It brought back memories of my time in prison. One of my strongest memories is the stink 

of dead bodies. Today if I smell fi sh or dead animals then I smell it again. It smelled so 

terrible and we couldn’t escape. We couldn’t walk far enough to get away from the smell. 

All survivors want justice, and most people just want to know the answers. I want the

top leaders to tell the truth, then survivors would feel justice, even the perpetrators might 

feel justice. Like how many people were brought into the prison, how many were killed? 

Duch knows. Even the concrete and the rats coming into the prison knew what hap-

pened. It makes me and the other survivors mad when he lies. Why lie? Once they tell 

the truth there will be justice for everyone. There will be justice for me.„
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PRAK SINAN 
55, KAMPOT

Sinan was imprisoned in Kampot province for three months, and forced
to marry a man she did not know and did not love. Her most important 
claim against the Khmer Rouge regime leaders is that because of the 
forced hard labor she has never been able to have children.

We went into the forest to collect vegetables. I lifted my head and saw a man- 

 go on a tree. I really wanted the mango so I climbed the tree. From up high I

saw Khmer Rouge soldiers bringing about thirty victims, mostly women and children.

I saw the soldiers kill all the people. They stripped them fi rst, took off all their clothes.

To kill the children they would take them by the leg and throw them against a tree.

For the adults they used a big stick and hit them on the back of the head. They had

a big hole in the ground and they put the bodies in the hole after they hit them… I felt 

my spirit leave my body and I lost consciousness… After that, when someone would 

disappear I would imagine that that’s what was happening to them.

As for reparations, anything that can help people psychologically would be helpful.

Most people here, especially those over 30 years of age, suffer psychologically.

They work hard to get over it. I don’t know if some of them would be brave enough to 

tell their story like me. But they call me. And they tell me.

I always thought since the regime that no leader would let this happen to the people…

During the regime, the government killed people but now they grab their land, and 

Cambodian people depend on the land to make a living. Now they kill the people by taking 

their land. „
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forced hard labor she has never been able to have children.
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 go on a tree. I really wanted the mango so I climbed the tree. From up high I

saw Khmer Rouge soldiers bringing about thirty victims, mostly women and children.

I saw the soldiers kill all the people. They stripped them fi rst, took off all their clothes.

To kill the children they would take them by the leg and throw them against a tree.

For the adults they used a big stick and hit them on the back of the head. They had

a big hole in the ground and they put the bodies in the hole after they hit them… I felt 

my spirit leave my body and I lost consciousness… After that, when someone would 

disappear I would imagine that that’s what was happening to them.

As for reparations, anything that can help people psychologically would be helpful.

Most people here, especially those over 30 years of age, suffer psychologically.

They work hard to get over it. I don’t know if some of them would be brave enough to 

tell their story like me. But they call me. And they tell me.

I always thought since the regime that no leader would let this happen to the people…
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SAM SOKHUN
60, KAMPOT

In early 1971 Pol Pot chose two medics to work on the front line, 
including Sokhun. He was assigned to bandage the injured and
write letters to the family members of dead soldiers. “That was a very 
diffi cult job,” he said. After dressing the wounds, soldiers would be 
sent to a small hospital in the forest.

One day we did a medical experiment on a twenty fi ve-year-old man. He was

 one of the ‘new people’. We injected adrenaline into his heart to see the effects. 

We didn’t mean to kill him, but we put too much and he started shaking and died. 

They tried to bring him back, but he overdosed.

Another time we arrested a woman and brought her in for experimentation.

We injected her with phenergan and morphine to make her unconscious. She didn’t 

become unconscious so someone hit her on the back of the neck. Then we cut the 

body to check the breast, the abdomen, the buttocks, the whole body. We only did

this to ‘new people’ to show to the medic students.

After one battle, Pol Pot accused one of the soldiers of being a spy. I saw my assistant 

sharpening a knife and I asked what he was doing. He said he was preparing to

cook a dog! Then they brought in the soldier and shot him. There was a grave

nearby already dug. My assistant cut his body open and took out his gall bladder.

He dried it and then put it in wine. Then we were asked to come drink it. It was

supposed to be a kind of medicine but I don’t know for what. The leader drank the

wine and his eyes became yellow and reddish. He looked aggressive and mean.

I was afraid there might be a virus in there so I drank just a little bit.

I’ve never told anyone my background before, but I feel happy to be telling the truth. 

I know a lot, and when I die I don’t want it to end there. „
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 ̀ s@́ µ 4¶  m#cCX:4sM N /H?U4?j… +@E F 2O&  ?@M Nsr.$? CHs?j1 “@V 0@® .T O 2RJ pC$HcU4
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SAM SOKHUN
60, KAMPOT

In early 1971 Pol Pot chose two medics to work on the front line, 
including Sokhun. He was assigned to bandage the injured and
write letters to the family members of dead soldiers. “That was a very 
diffi cult job,” he said. After dressing the wounds, soldiers would be 
sent to a small hospital in the forest.

One day we did a medical experiment on a twenty fi ve-year-old man. He was

 one of the ‘new people’. We injected adrenaline into his heart to see the effects. 

We didn’t mean to kill him, but we put too much and he started shaking and died. 

They tried to bring him back, but he overdosed.

Another time we arrested a woman and brought her in for experimentation.

We injected her with phenergan and morphine to make her unconscious. She didn’t 

become unconscious so someone hit her on the back of the neck. Then we cut the 

body to check the breast, the abdomen, the buttocks, the whole body. We only did

this to ‘new people’ to show to the medic students.

After one battle, Pol Pot accused one of the soldiers of being a spy. I saw my assistant 

sharpening a knife and I asked what he was doing. He said he was preparing to

cook a dog! Then they brought in the soldier and shot him. There was a grave

nearby already dug. My assistant cut his body open and took out his gall bladder.

He dried it and then put it in wine. Then we were asked to come drink it. It was

supposed to be a kind of medicine but I don’t know for what. The leader drank the

wine and his eyes became yellow and reddish. He looked aggressive and mean.

I was afraid there might be a virus in there so I drank just a little bit.

I’ve never told anyone my background before, but I feel happy to be telling the truth. 

I know a lot, and when I die I don’t want it to end there. „
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