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But if we fail, then the whole world …  will sink
into the abyss of a new Dark Age made more
sinister … by the lights of perverted science.

— Sir Winston Churchill, June 18, 1940

Historians of Nazi medical science,
that “unfolding monstrosity,” in

Robert Proctor’s words, that worked its
way from “racial hygiene, sterilization,
and racial exclusion to euthanasia, abu-
sive experimentation, and the Final So-
lution” are faced with the unanswerable
question of how such evils were possible.
But at least they have the comfort of an
unambivalent moral response. In The
Nazi War on Cancer, an impressive side-
bar to his Racial Hygiene: Medicine under
the Nazis (1988), Proctor grapples with a
more slippery demon: Nazi programs in
health promotion that are oddly conso-
nant with the values of today.

What are we to do with the fact that
it was under Hitler’s regime that a causal
link between smoking and lung cancer
was first made, that Nazi anti-tobacco
campaigns were ahead of their time, that
Nazi physicians identified and attempted
to control exposure to carcinogens such
as asbestos, pesticides and food additives,
advocated an organic, vegetarian diet
high in fibre and low in fat, were the first
to promote breast examination and that,
the destruction of the Jewish intellectual
and scientific community notwithstand-
ing, managed to conduct a certain
amount of “good” science, notably in
epidemiology?

Of course, as Proctor reminds us,
“Nazism took root in the world’s most
powerful scientific culture.” By the
1930s Germany was in the lead of cancer
research, and the German language was
its lingua franca. Germany also had the

highest cancer rates in the world, and
the Reich disliked the implications of
this for economic productivity, military
prowess and the protection of the “germ
plasm” of a master race. Thus, “Cancer
to many seemed to be a political disease,
requiring a political solution.”

Solutions were attempted on the
front of public health, in education
campaigns, disease registers, mass
screening programs and legislation. All
of these efforts drew on the essence of
Nazi ideology, which might be de-
scribed as a counterfeit of reasonable
desires: beauty, freedom, health, vital-
ity. Proctor calls Nazism “a vast hy-
gienic experiment designed to bring

about an exclusively sanitary utopia ... .
[A]sbestos and lead were to be cleansed
from Germany’s factory air and water,
much as Jews were to be swept from
the German body politic.” The
metaphors were powerful and repli-
cated themselves in false and murder-
ous equivalences: Judaism was a cancer,
cancer was like the Jews. Survellaince,
detection, control, eradication: these
were activities applicable to diseases
and to people equally.

Proctor’s account is a disquieting
case study of how public health con-
cepts are tied to ideology and, with ap-
parent innocence, can support malign
sociopolitical agendas. It also demon-
strates, as Churchill was aware on the
eve of the Battle of Britain, that science
is blind to the motivations of its practi-
tioners. Serving any master, any pur-
pose, it marches on.
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The Nazi war on cancer
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They are a terrifying sight: ex-
hausted, emaciated, eyes widened

with fear, bruises marking their fea-
tures, arms and necks chained. These
are victims of the Cambodian genocide,
photographed before they were tor-
tured and executed at a secret prison
known as S-21 by the Khmer Rouge,
the Maoist forces led by Pol Pot in
Cambodia during the reign of terror
that lasted from 1975 to 1979. They are
the subject of Facing Death: Portraits
from Cambodia's Killing Fields, an exhibi-
tion of 100 photographs on view until
Jan. 14, 2001, at the Canadian Museum
of Contemporary Photography in Ot-
tawa, its only venue in this country. In
1998, as a curator at the CMCP, I was
involved in the decision to bring this

painful exhibition to Ottawa. I argued
then, and still believe, that we must not
avert our eyes from these faces.

The Cambodian genocide remains
one of the most horrific atrocities of the
past century. In April 1975, following a
bloody five-year civil war, Pol Pot's
forces seized control of the country and
initiated a brutal campaign to reinvent
Cambodian society. Among other
strategies, they evacuated people from
all towns and cities to serve as agricul-
tural labourers, banned all printed ma-
terials and systematically persecuted
Buddhists and ethnic Vietnamese. Stu-
dents, intellectuals and professionals
were particular targets. Only 40 of the
approximately 270 physicians who re-
mained in Cambodia after 1975 sur-
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Unbearable witness
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vived by 1979. In total, an estimated 1.5
million men, women and children —
approximately one-seventh of the coun-
try's population — died as a result of
working conditions, starvation, malnu-
trition and lack of medical care.
Roughly 200 000 of that number were
executed as enemies of the state. No
Cambodian family was left unscarred.1

The Khmer Rouge reserved what
were perhaps their most gruesome tac-
tics for S-21, the secret detention cen-
tre established at a former high school
in Tuol Sleng, a suburb of Phnom
Penh. In what had been classrooms,
captives — largely party members ac-
cused of treason — were interrogated,
tortured and executed as "counterrevo-
lutionaries." Of the 14 200 men,
women and children incarcerated at S-
21, only 7 survived. The Khmer Rouge
maintained detailed files on each de-
tainee; these included a (forced) confes-
sion and an identification photograph.

If the Khmer Rouge intended these
photographs as evidence that their "en-
emies from within" had been crushed,

today they stand as one of the most vis-
ceral condemnations of Pol Pot's
regime. The victims portrayed are of-
ten young; most are men, but women
and children were also executed at Tuol
Sleng. According to historian David
Chandler, the majority were rank-and-
file party members drawn under suspi-

cion for such “misdeeds” as
missing their families.2  These
were ordinary people trapped
in a nightmare.

We know about the mak-
ing of these photographs
largely from Nhem Ein, S-
21's chief photographer, who
discussed his experiences
with Robin McDowell of As-
sociated Press.3 The son of
poor bean farmers, Nhem
Ein joined the Khmer Rouge
at age 10. Five years later he
was sent to Shanghai to be
trained as a photographer,
filmmaker and cartographer.
On his return, at age 16, he
was named chief photogra-
pher at Tuol Sleng, in
charge of five apprentices.
Over the course of less than three years,
he photographed and oversaw the doc-
umentation of thousands of people.
Among them was a close relative,
whom Nhem Ein, fearing for his own
life, did not acknowledge. He was also

charged with photographing
some prisoners after their
deaths and producing propa-
gandistic images of Cambo-
dian society.

According to Nhem Ein,
captives were brought to Tuol
Sleng in blindfolds and
chained or roped together. An
identification number was
pinned on each prisoner.
(These numbers do not repre-
sent a catalogue of S-21's en-
tire human sacrifice: they
were recycled every 12 hours.
Consequently, the same num-
bers are repeated in numerous
photographs.) Immediately
before a photograph was
taken, the captive's blindfold
was torn off, adding to his or

her sense of disorientation and fear. As
many as 600 people arrived at S-21
daily and, as Nhem Ein confirmed,
“Those who arrived at the facility had
no chance of living.” Nhem Ein ex-
posed, developed and printed film
against a background of incessant —
and unanswered — screams and pleas.

The identification photograph would
eventually be added to the prisoner's
file, a tidy summary of a life destroyed.
The Khmer Rouge's emphasis on bu-
reaucratic record-keeping and Nhem
Ein's story exemplify what Hannah
Arendt famously described as the "ba-
nality of evil" in Eichmann in Jerusalem.4

Whereas evil had previously been
framed as deviance, Arendt suggested
— more disturbingly — that it could be
produced by the mindlessly obedient
actions of ordinary people.

In 1979, after Vietnamese forces
drove the Khmer Rouge from power,
the former high school was trans-
formed once again, this time into the
Tuol Sleng Museum of Genocide. In-
terrogation rooms were left intact,
blood still staining the walls and floors;
maps, paintings depicting torture, ex-
tracts of forced "confessions," pho-
tographs, victims' clothing, torture de-
vices and mounds of bones fill the
compound. 

But, in the intervening years, the de-
tailed files were dispersed, rendering
the subjects of many of the pho-
tographs anonymous. The approxi-
mately 7000 negatives left at Tuol
Sleng were covered with mildew and
dust in old file cabinets. Between 1993
and 1996 two American photographers,
Christopher Riley and Doug Niven,
working in association with Cornell
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I have seen the future, brother;
it is murder.

—Leonard Cohen, “The Future”

In 1931 the International Institute of
Intellectual Co-operation was in-

structed by a committee of the League
of Nations to arrange for an exchange
of letters, intended for publication, 
between representative intellectuals to
promote discussion of the concerns of
the league. One of the first to be ap-
proached was Albert Einstein; the per-
son he, in turn, chose to correspond
with was Sigmund Freud. Einstein had
met Freud five years earlier in Berlin, at
the home of Freud’s youngest son, and
they had discussed their work and re-
spective fields. Einstein believed that
Freud could shed light on “a question
which seems the most insistent of all the
problems civilization has to face.” And
so it was that in 1932 the scientist who
redefined for 20th-century humanity its
understanding of the physical world
posed the following question to the

physician who had changed its percep-
tion of the psychological one: “Is there
any way of delivering mankind from the
menace of war? It is common knowl-
edge that modern science has come to
mean a matter of life or death for civili-
sation as we know it.” Although the
building of the atomic bomb was still
some years away, Einstein had already
discovered the science that would make
it possible and feared its catastrophic
potential. He asked Freud “to bring the
light of [his] far-reaching knowledge of
man’s instinctual life to bear upon the
problem” and hoped that his “most re-
cent discoveries might blaze the trail for
new and fruitful modes of action.”

Einstein was concerned about the
role of elites in promoting war, the
“small but determined groups, active in
every nation, composed of individuals
who, indifferent to social considerations
and restraints, regard warfare, the mani-
festation and sale of arms, simply as an
occasion to advance their personal inter-
ests and enlarge their personal author-

ity.” This phenomenon was later termed
the “military–industrial complex” by US
President Dwight Eisenhower. In Ein-
stein’s view, the elites were able to wield
power because “the schools and press,
usually the church as well [were] under
its thumb” and so were able to “whip up
the hatred and destruction of the masses
into a collective psychosis.” Thus Ein-
stein invoked the language of psychiatry
and madness to describe the propaganda
machine already operating in Nazi Ger-
many. He proposed the establishment,
“by international consent, of [a] legisla-
tive and judicial body to settle every con-
flict arising between nations” but
lamented that “we are far from possess-
ing any supranational organization com-
petent to render verdicts of incon-
testable authority and enforce absolute
submission to the execution of its ver-
dicts.” However, as Einstein observed,
there are “strong psychological factors”
that “paralyse” efforts to enforce the
peaceful coexistence of nations. And so
he sought Freud’s counsel. 

Instinct and survival:
an exchange of letters between Einstein and Freud

Room for a view
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University, cleaned, catalogued and
printed the negatives. They subse-
quently presented them in a range of
journals, the 1996 book The Killing
Fields4 and in the current exhibition,
which has been shown in Europe and
the United States.

Thus, over the past four years, these
tragic images have been brought to a
wide public. Along the way, they have
also engendered a good deal of contro-
versy. Largely, critics have been con-
cerned either that the exhibition dimin-
ishes the gravity of the subject by
presenting the photographs as art or, by
reproducing them, effectively replicates
the Khmer Rouge’s subjugation of its
victims. It does neither. Instead, Facing
Death informs a wide public about
those atrocities and, equally, functions

as a critique. The exhibition acknowl-
edges that photographs operate at a
number of levels, not solely as aesthetic
works (although art itself can be a pow-
erful means of critique). Reproducing
photographs or words is not tanta-
mount to endorsing their original mes-
sage: all forms of expression are open to
multiple interpretations. In this case,
the anguish and fear apparent in these
photographs provides a devastatingly
vivid account of the Cambodian geno-
cide. Moreover, the publication and ex-
hibition of these photographs provide
important — if wrenching — resources
for people of Cambodian descent who
want to find information about missing
family members and to address the
nightmare of those years. In short, Fac-
ing Death tries to fulfil the moral imper-

ative articulated by the Primo Levi in
his memoirs of Auschwitz: to tell the
story, to bear witness.
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