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Iterations of War and its Literary Counterforces: Vaddey 
Ratner’s In the Shadow of the Banyan and Kosal Khiev’s Why I 
Write  

 
Y-Dang Troeung  

City University of Hong Kong  

While in Phnom Penh recently, I witnessed the Cambodian government’s escalation of 

violent tactics against a new generation of workers and labor activists, hundreds of 

thousands of whom had taken to the streets in the largest pro- democracy protests in the 

country’s history.1 Alvin Cheng-Hin Lim argues that such repressive actions on the part 

of the Cambodian state represent “the latest iteration of Cambodia’s history of violence, a 

spiral repetition whose previous iterations can be observed to extend back not just to the 

genocidal violence of the Khmer Rouge or the Siamese and Vietnamese invasions of the 

nineteenth century, but even further back to the Angkorean period” (2). Denoting the 

repetition of a process, the concept of iteration, when applied to Cambodian history over 

the longue durée,
2 usefully expresses the historical succession of state violence that has 

led up to the present-day context in Cambodia.  

While it remains true, as Noam Chomsky notes, that for various ideological reasons 

“there has been more investigation of Cambodia from April 1975 through 1978 than for 

the rest of its entire history,” scholars have also begun to call attention to the presence of 

regimes of colonial, humanitarian, imperial, or authoritarian state violence before, during, 

or after the much studied Khmer Rouge era.
3  

The issue of wartime as an ongoing subjective condition for the refugee has been 
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at the center of critical discussions in the field of Southeast Asian American studies. On 

the legacies of the war in Vietnam, Yen Le Espiritu argues that  

it is imperative that we always look for ‘something more’ in order to see and 

bring into being what is usually neglected or made invisible or thought by most to 

be dead and gone—that is, to always see the living effects of what seems to be 

over and done with. We need to see, and then do something with, the endings that 

are not over. (xxi)   

Mimi Thi Nguyen theorizes the concept of the “gift of freedom” as the core proposition 

of liberal war waged by the US empire in the name of refugee rescue and human 

enlightenment. The urgent task we face as critics, Nguyen argues, “is to theorize the 

significant ways in which liberal war and liberal peace as conjoined operations proceed 

under the signs of exception and emergency, and which are neither” (Gift xi). Viet Thanh 

Nguyen importantly reminds us that the refugee condition does not begin and end in the 

United States, for “even before Southeast Asians fled the United States, there were 

already hundreds of thousands of internal refugees in Viet Nam, Cambodia, and Laos” 

(930). Lastly, Cathy Schlund-Vials challenges conventional narratives that bracket the 

discrete “end points” (War 6) of the Cambodian genocide, theorizing the “Cambodian 

Syndrome” as “a transnational set of amnesiac politics revealed through hegemonic 

modes of public policy and memory” (13). As a political analytic, the “Cambodian 

Syndrome” encompasses both the memory politics of Khmer Rouge authoritarianism and 

the United States’ denial of culpability in creating the conditions for the Cambodian 

genocide (13).  
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Informed by these discussions in the field of Southeast Asian American stud- ies, this 

essay explores the notion of iterations of war—the historical repetition or continuity of 

state violence—and its literary counterforces in recent Cambodian American writing. I 

employ the term counterforce to suggest the way in which recent Cambodian American 

writing self-consciously thematizes the ability of art, through its aesthetic, political, and 

therapeutic dimensions, to assist the refugee subject in transforming or escaping the 

temporality of war. Just as Friedrich Nietzsche saw art as counteracting nihilism, 

sustaining and making life possible and endurable,
4 Vaddey Ratner’s In the Shadow of 

the Banyan (2012) and Kosal Kiev’s Why I Write (2011) articulate the despair 

engendered by continuous war while simultaneously asserting the role of art as affirming 

and enhancing life that has been targeted for disappearance.  

As the first work of fiction written by a Cambodian author in the diaspora, Ratner’s In the 

Shadow of the Banyan represents a landmark text in Cambodian American literature. 

Written in a poetic and lyrical style, Ratner’s novel blends elements of genocide 

testimonial and mythic fiction, bringing together these two seemingly contradictory 

forms in a compelling literary example of how suffering can be transformed into art. I 

consider specifically how Ratner’s novel employs narrative mythic time as a creative 

counterforce to the annihilating regime of Pol Pot’s “wheel of history.”
5 This regime 

sought to instate a temporal return of Cambodian society to “Year Zero,” enacting a 

biopolitical destruction of human life and an eradication of Cambodian cultural and 

literary traditions. Over thirty-five years after the Cambodian genocide, which claimed 

the lives of 2.2 million people and created hundreds of thousands of refugees, Cambodian 

Americans are being “returned” to Cambodia through the machinations of the US 
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deportation regime. Concerned with this contemporary crisis, Khiev represents the first 

Cambodian American to express in creative form his experience of incarceration in the 

United States and his subsequent deportation to Cambodia. Khiev’s spoken word poetry 

video Why I Write witnesses the failure of state-sanctioned asylum for Cambodian 

refugees and foregrounds tropes of embodiment and creation to gesture toward an 

agential process of renewal and world-making in the aftermath of multiple displacements.  

The works of Ratner and Khiev address two different yet continuous wartime contexts in 

Cambodian American experience that continue to be little understood by the public. 

Furthering the field of Southeast Asian diasporic studies, these texts also bring into focus 

a new generation of “returning” Cambodian American writers who, by choice or by 

forced displacement, have made Cambodia a new home for themselves a whole 

generation after they arrived in the United States as child refugees.
6 In the Shadow of the 

Banyan and Why I Write also represent a significant aesthetic turn in Cambodian 

diasporic creative expression. As Teri Shaffer Yamada discusses, the first generation of 

Cambodian American writing (exemplified by authors such as Haing S. Ngor, Pin 

Yathay, Someth May, Luong Ung, and Chanrithy Him) consistently employed the 

autobiographical testimonial form and remained “narrowly framed around the tragic 

1975-79 experience of the Pol Pot era in Cambodia” (“Cambodian” 146). Yamada argues 

that, given the context of the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia,
7 

Cambodian American autobiographies throughout the 1990s were propelled by “the need 

for evidence, to substantiate Khmer Rouge atrocities” (150). At the time she published 

her article in 2005, Yamada noted that, unlike Vietnamese American writing that had 

begun to “[move] beyond [the] ‘refugee’ category,” this “development [was] not yet 



 5 

shared by Cambodian Americans” (146).  

The last decade has witnessed a notable shift in the literary terrain of Cambodian 

diasporic writing with the emergence of a wide array of new literary genres (especially 

fiction, poetry, drama, and graphic novels) by and about Cambodians. In addition to the 

large number of Cambodian autobiographies that continue to be published yearly, the 

field has developed in the manner predicted by Yamada with the publication of the texts 

considered in this essay, alongside other important works such as Alice Pung’s 

Unpolished Gem (2006) and Her Father’s Daughter (2011), Chath pierSath’s After 

(2009) and This Body Mystery (2012), Michael Golamco’s Year Zero (2011), Gish Jen’s 

World and Town (2010), May-lee Chai’s Dragon Chica (2011), Madeleine Thien’s Dogs 

at the Perimeter (2011), Patrick Samnang Mey’s Eugénie: The Cambodian Graphic 

Novel (2011), Patricia McCormick and Arn Chorn-Pond’s Never Fall Down (2012), 

Camron Wright’s The Rent Collector (2012), and Laura Jean McKay’s Holiday in 

Cambodia (2013). Although the legacy of the Khmer Rouge remains in varying degrees 

an important theme in these texts, recent writing by or about Cambodians exhibits less 

urgency to be primarily “useful as historical evidence in  

constructing domestic/international support for a war crimes tribunal” (Yamada, 

“Cambodian” 153). Written by the 1.5 generation and by non-Cambodians across the 

globe, this literature exploits the poetic license of nonautobiographical genres
8 to 

articulate new and previously untold stories about Cambodian experience or to tell 

familiar traumatic stories in new forms.
9 Ratner’s In the Shadow of the Banyan and 

Khiev’s Why I Write exemplify this evolution in Cambodian diasporic expression, 
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foregrounding the role of art as a counterforce to violence and inviting an aesthetic 

appreciation of the literary work in its own right.  

Pol Pot’s Wheel of History  

When the Khmer Rouge took over Cambodia in April of 1975, Pol Pot’s “wheel of 

history” was set in motion. Peasantism, primitivism, and anti-urbanism were hallmarks of 

the regime’s genocidal ideology as millions of Cambodians were deported to the 

countryside to work in labor communes, the country renamed as “Democratic 

Kampuchea,” and the nation’s calendar set to “Year Zero.” As Adam Jones explains, the 

Khmer Rouge had the “conviction that no natural challenge was insuperable, no scientific 

accomplishment unattainable, if peasant energies and know-how were tapped” (191). 

Paralleling projects under Mao’s Great Leap Forward and harkening back to those 

developed during the Khmer “golden age” of the eleventh to thirteenth centuries,
10 the 

Khmer Rouge developed a system of irrigation premised on the belief that embankments 

could stop even natural seasonal flooding. Catastrophic consequences ensued as dams 

would collapse, destroying human will and life (Jones 191-92). That such life was 

expendable in the name of revolutionary progress was reflected in one of the regime’s 

party slogans, which warned, “He who does not move forward fast enough will be 

crushed by the wheel of history” (Locard 213).  

As David Chandler explains, Pol Pot used the wheel of history metaphor to rationalize 

not only the ruthless execution of a Marxist-Leninist-inspired labor regime but also the 

writing of a new “teleological, dialectical” history of the Communist Party of Kampuchea 

(CPK) (19). On its victory in April 1975, the CPK “grasped the ‘wheel of history’ (kang 
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pravattesas)” and declared that “Cambodia’s ‘2,000-year’ history” had ended and 

“alternative readings of the past, like the Party’s flesh and blood opponents, needed to be 

smashed or whited out” (19-20). The eradication of Cambodia’s previous history, 

alongside the targeted elimination of all “enemies of state,” was the primary goal of the 

CPK. To his party members, Pol Pot famously implored:  

Our history must be compiled in brief, accessible form. We must compile a 

history of struggle, including short narratives of our peoples’ and army revolution, 

which we can broadcast on the radio, publish in periodicals so that the people may 

study it further, change their perceptions of history and absorb the new narrative 

(reung rat). (qtd. in Chandler 20)  

It is ironic that this new revolutionary narrative expounded by Pol Pot was symbolized by 

an image as ancient as the wheel of history. Henri Locard notes that in several CPK 

slogans “communist doctrine and the ancient Hindu mythology meet” (211). “A concept 

that goes back to the Vedas,” the wheel of time, or wheel of history as it is sometimes 

called, represented “the Hindu system of cyclical time” and was later adopted by other 

religions such as Buddhism (Rocher 96). Under the Khmer Rouge, this image might have 

served as a paradoxical reminder of the nation’s rich literary tradition
11 while 

simultaneously proclaiming the regime’s intent on destroying it. Yamada observes how 

“writing was forbidden among the masses under the Khmer Rouge” and “the majority of 

Cambodian poets were killed or died from disease, starvation, or exhaustion” (“Poetry” 

177). As an iteration of war in Cambodia’s past, Pol Pot’s wheel of history there- fore 

represented a targeted erasure of physical life, myth, literature, and history itself.  
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Against this return to Year Zero, Ratner’s In the Shadow the Banyan employs the genre 

of fiction to return to both an intimate, familial past and a collective, Khmer mythic past. 

Published in 2012, Ratner’s novel has since received over a dozen literary awards or 

distinctions, including being designated a 2013 Pen/ Hemingway Award finalist and a 

New York Times bestseller. The reader response to the novel has been positive, but it has 

yet to receive critical attention from literary scholars. Based on the author’s 

autobiographical experiences as a child survivor of the Cambodian genocide, Ratner’s 

novel conforms to the three-part “Cambodian autobiographical chronotope” that Yamada 

has identified as a distinctive feature of Cambodian American autobiographies 

(“Cambodian” 147). This chronotope or “consistently similar temporal-spatial frame” 

involves the portrayal of everyday life in Cambodia prior to the Khmer Rouge takeover in 

1975, followed by the nearly four-year period of the Khmer Rouge reign, and ending with 

the narrator’s escape from Cambodia in 1979 and ultimate arrival in the United States 

(147). Unlike the earlier autobiographies of Cambodian child survivors, such as Loung 

Ung’s First They Killed My Father (2000) and Chanrithy Him’s When Broken Glass 

Floats (2000), Ratner’s text adds a fourth timescale to the Cambodian American 

chronotope that I would describe as “mythic time”—the spatial-temporal frame of 

classical Khmer myths, legends, and folk- lore that accesses centuries of Cambodia’s rich 

oral and literary traditions. This use of mythic time in Ratner’s novel, while not a new 

feature of Asian American literature,
12 establishes a generic precedent in Cambodian 

diasporic writing.
13 Blending the seemingly contradictory genres of holocaust testimonial 

and “mythic fiction”—“novels and stories...that make conscious use of myth, medieval 

Romance, folklore, and/or fairy tales, but that are set in the real world, rather than in 
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invented fantasy landscapes” (De Lint)—In the Shadow of the Banyan employs the 

creative freedom of fiction to tell a broader story about Cambodia’s past that 

encompasses both a traumatic history of genocide and a Khmer literary heritage about 

which the West knows very little. Ratner harnesses what Jacques Derrida describes as the 

power of fiction “to say everything, to break free of the rules” (37). Such a turn to fiction 

and myth represents not a simple act of preservation and translation but an act of artistic 

creation, as Ratner explains in an interview:  

I wanted [readers] to see Cambodia before it became synonymous with genocide, 

before it became the “killing fields.” It was once a place of exquisite beauty, and I 

try to show that not only by locating readers in the loveliness of the natural world 

but also by immersing them in the rhythm of a people’s thoughts and sentiments, 

in its literature and art. Only when we know what existed can we truly mourn 

what is lost. So, I feel, writing In the Shadow of the Banyan was not just a 

retelling. It was an act of creation, a long journey towards its realization. 

(“Conversation”)  

Ratner seeks to shift the image of Cambodia as a monolithic place of killing through 

literary acts of the imagination. Her writing remains responsible to his- tory while 

importantly unconstrained by it.  

Ratner’s desire to expand the reader’s perception of Cambodia beyond a single 

association with the horrors of genocide is established in the novel’s first few chapters, 

where readers are introduced to the novel’s protagonist, seven-year-old Raami, the 

daughter of a prince of the Cambodian Sisowath royal family. Living in a wealthy 
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residential compound in Phnom Penh, Raami has been sheltered from much of the 

escalating violence in the country leading up to 1975. The novel’s use of the child’s 

narrative perspective is key to the text’s construction of mythic time, for it is through 

Raami’s vivid, overflowing imagination that the reader is immersed in the beauty of 

Raami’s natural and cultural environment. From Raami’s curious fascination with 

“tevodas”—angels in Khmer mythology (Ratner, In 7)—to her frequent invocation of 

lines from her father’s poetry to describe characters in her surroundings—“A butterfly 

preening herself” (3); “A god waxing lyrical out of silence” (3); “A rainbow gliding 

through a field of flowers” (5)—readers are immediately endeared to Raami’s precocious 

and lively personality, a familiar trait of many child literary narrators. At the same time, 

non-Cambodian readers are immersed in a foreign landscape and invited, in the words of 

Rocio G. Davis, “to rethink accepted Western concepts of childhood” and to “[nuance] 

essentialist notions of the universal child” (5). Raami’s world at the outset of the 

narrative is one saturated with the sensuous sights and sounds of Cambodia’s cultural and 

artistic traditions—“the classical pinpeat music” (Ratner, In 15), the traditional Khmer 

New Year’s rituals (11), and, especially, its literary mythology.  

In the Shadow of the Banyan transports the reader into the mythic time of its most 

prominent intertext, the Reamker, a Cambodian adaptation of the Indian epic poem 

Ramayana. As Judith Jacob explains, the Ramayana has exercised considerable influence 

in Cambodia for over a millennium, and this influence continues in modern times to be 

“more profound than that of any other story” (ix). Written in two parts throughout the 

middle period of Khmer literature (the sixteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries), the 

Cambodian version is not simply a copy of the more famous Indian epic, for the Reamker 
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reshapes the form and con- tent of the original text to suit Khmer-Buddhist themes and 

indigenous Khmer elements (Harris 91). A philosophical allegory of the ideals of justice 

and fidelity, and the balance of good and evil, the Reamker tells the story of Prince Rama, 

his fourteen-year exile to the forest, the abduction and rescue of his wife Sita, and his 

eventual return to the throne. According to Jacob, “the supernatural and the divine 

elements in the story are constantly brought to the fore,” including the characters and 

actions of gods, evil giants, mermaids, warrior monkeys, ogres, and other mystical 

creatures (x). Near the beginning of In the Shadow of the Banyan, a long passage of the 

Reamker is directly reproduced in the novel as Raami is depicted in her habitual act of 

retreating to a quiet corner to read (26). Her fascination lies with a scene in which a war 

breaks out between the inhabitants of the earth and the underworld. In reading the 

Reamker, she is both unsettled by the graphic description of the battle and comforted by 

the introduction of Preah Ream (Rama), the human incarnation of Vishnu. This passage 

in the Reamker foreshadows the impending upheaval in Raami’s world. When Raami’s 

reading of the epic is violently interrupted by the intrusion of the Khmer Rouge, the 

narrative begins to establish its central, oscillating movement between the deep time of 

Khmer myth and the tabula rasa time of the Khmer Rouge’s Year Zero, between the 

private inner life afforded by art and the collective suffering inflicted by Pol Pot’s wheel 

of history. After the arrival of the Khmer Rouge, Raami’s private retreat into the mythic 

time of Cambodian literature is no longer a luxury taken for granted. It is now an 

imaginative refuge that enables her emotional survival.  

In a text where the direct depiction of violence is spare and restrained, the novel’s darkest 

chapter takes place during the monsoon season at the site of one of the Khmer Rouge’s 
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infamous irrigation mega projects where Raami and her mother have been conscripted as 

laborers. Here, Raami observes:  

Day and night seemed caught in a rut, sending us round and round in the same 

monotonous rotation. The only indication that we’d moved forward at all was the 

growth of the embankment, which appeared to have doubled in size and length 

since my arrival, its surface scaly with pebbles and rocks and unbroken chunks of 

hard, dry clay. (278)  

The image of time as a numbing, repetitious cycle of labor readily recalls Pol Pot’s wheel 

of history. However, to Raami the enormous irrigation embankments appear as a “Dragon 

Yiak,” a mythical giant in Cambodian folklore, on whose back she imagines riding (284). 

She associates the mythic Dragon Yiak with the strength of her beloved Big Uncle, who 

becomes a surrogate father for her in the aftermath of her own father’s disappearance. 

Raami’s imaginative projection of Khmer myth onto the manufactured horror of the 

Khmer Rouge’s forced labor regime imbues the narrative with a melancholy beauty that 

intimates the extent of the violence while allowing the reader some narrative distance 

from it. Pol Pot’s wheel of history and Raami’s romantic imagination become, in the 

following passage, conflated metaphors engaged in an epic battle:  

The Dragon Yiak’s grave was melting. Mud ran down its sides, and rains kept 

coming, one storm after another, like waves of flying bullets. We worked day and 

night to keep up with them. When they slowed down, we sped up. When they 

rested, we moved forward. We had to take whatever chance there was. It was now 

the middle of the night. The rains had temporarily subsided. The air was imbued 
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with the pre- monition of new battles. (289)  

Even as the Khmer Rouge has transformed the lush countryside of Raami’s early 

childhood into a scarred, monstrous landscape, Raami continues to use her imagination to 

mentally deflect the violence she witnesses. However, the personification of the monsoon 

rains foreshadows the impending “new battles” that threaten to breakdown what little 

remains of Raami’s childhood innocence.  

Through a shift in Raami’s narrative voice, readers apprehend the horrifying paradox of 

the Khmer Rouge’s primitivist enactment of “progress.” In language stripped of 

adornment, Raami narrates the death of two innocent children who drown in one of the 

embankments during a monsoon storm. After this loss, Raami feels only the eviscerating 

pain of grief and starvation. She has been reduced to a condition of bare life, which, in 

Giorgio Agamben’s formulation, is “human life included in the juridical order . . . solely 

in the form of exclusion (that is, of its capacity to be killed)” (9). In this living-dead state 

of numbing exhaustion, hunger, and grief, Raami has all but abandoned the myths and 

fables that previously sustained her. Forbidden the “time to mourn” (Ratner, In 293), 

Raami privately retreats, no longer into the imagination, but inward, into a void of 

silence, until the deafening propaganda of the regime becomes all that she hears: “To 

keep you is no gain, to kill you is no loss. Under the rules of Organization we were 

reduced to this dictum. How was I to live by such words? With so many carted away on 

the tiniest pretense, how could any child believe she would live beyond this day, this 

moment?” (296). This passage highlights the extremity of the regime’s near-total 

annihilation of physical and cultural life, for Raami “felt the disappearing of [her] body, 

the deadening of [her] mind” (297).  
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In the novel’s coda that begins with the Vietnamese invasion in 1979, the reader is 

presented with the narrative’s final movement, a return to literature and myth, particularly 

in the personal writing of Raami’s father. Paralleling the earlier scene in which Raami 

pours over passages of the Reamker, she retreats to a private space in the woods to read a 

letter left to her by her father before his disappearance. The letter, tenderly imploring 

Raami to find the will to live, is also significant because of its invocation of Buddhist 

mythology: “Life, I believe, is a circular path. No matter what misery and awfulness we 

encounter along the way, I hold out hope that one day we’ll arrive at a blessed moment 

on the circle again. It is my dream that I live beside you always” (312). The image of the 

circle, an allusion to the spiritual concept of samsara, or continuous movement, 

recuperates the symbol of the wheel of history from its Khmer Rouge iteration and 

returns it to its nonviolent, Khmer-Buddhist association.
14  

With little more than her father’s letters in hand, Raami and her mother undertake the 

perilous journey to the Thai refugee camps, emboldened by Raami’s mother’s astute 

apprehension of the next iteration of war: “‘I see one red flag coming down and another 

going up, one regime after another, they’re all the same. We can’t stay here. This may be 

our only chance. Now there’s a way out, and we have to take it’” (304-05). Just after 

crossing the border into Thailand, Raami and her mother, along with others, are picked 

up by a United Nations helicopter. At first, the refugees recoil in panic on hearing the 

humanitarian workers describe the United Nations as an “organization,” a word that, for 

the refugees, is reminiscent of the Khmer Rouge; however, this fear quickly turns to relief 

and gratitude: “That we had been spotted and discovered out here, in the middle of 

nowhere,” Raami says, “gave everyone the assurance that the world had not forgotten us” 
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(314). The novel ends on a distinctly redemptive note as Raami and her mother are 

airlifted from the jungle. As they ascend away from Cambodia, Raami experiences a 

renewed sense of temporal integration, “letting the past and the present and the future 

join” as she remembers the words of her father: “I told you stories to give you wings, 

Raami, so that you would never be trapped by anything—your name, your title, the limits 

of your body, this world’s suffering” (314). Recovering her earlier penchant for 

metaphorizing her surroundings, Raami narrates: “Indeed I was flying. I could leap into 

words and stories, cut across time and space. Like Papa, I’d become a kind of Kinnara, 

that half-bird creature, escaping from this world to another. I could transform myself. I 

could transcend boundaries” (314). The Kinnara, a recurring mythical creature of the 

Reamker and long-standing symbol of art and female beauty in Cambodian tradition, 

functions as a symbol of rebirth and as the novel’s closing assertion of art as counterforce 

to the annihilating violence of the past.  

The US Prison and Deportation Regime  

Over three decades after the world witnessed the mass refugee displacement that took 

place in the wake of the Cambodian genocide, Cambodian refugees are facing a crisis of 

forced relocation once again, this time at the hands of the US deportation regime. The 

case of Kosal Khiev has come to prominence as a result of his talent in spoken word 

poetry and his prolific cultural production in the past few years. Born in 1980 in Khao I-

Dang refugee camp on the border of Cambodia and Thailand, Khiev arrived in the United 

States a year later with his family. Settling in Santa Ana, California, Khiev grew up living 

in a grim, two-bedroom, public housing apartment with seven other family members until 

he was sent away to a boys’ home at the age of fifteen. This home was later shut down by 
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the state for child abuse (“7”). At the age of sixteen, Khiev was involved in a gang 

shootout, in which two people were injured, and he was subsequently convicted and 

sentenced to sixteen years in prison for attempted murder. On his parole fourteen years 

later, Khiev was classified as an “alien felon” who had committed a crime of “immoral 

turpitude” and was deported as a result of a 2002 repatriation agreement between the 

United States and Cambodia. Khiev’s family, like many Cambodian American families 

struggling with the traumas of the past and the hardships of resettlement and poverty, had 

been living in the United States as legal permanent residents and had not thought it 

necessary to go through the complicated process of obtaining US citizenship. 

Permanently barred from the United States and dropped off in Phnom Penh with no 

passport or identification, Khiev joined the self-described Khmer Exiled American 

community, which currently consists of nearly four hundred Cambodian Americans who 

have been deported since 2001.
15  

While in prison, Khiev had discovered spoken word poetry. Like Vaddey Ratner, who 

has spoken about how stories functioned as a lifeline for her during the Khmer Rouge 

years,
16 Khiev has been candid in interviews about how poetry was something that 

enabled him to survive the violence of his incarceration: “They kept me in this hole 

[solitary confinement] for one and a half years. I almost went crazy....I wrote everything 

out, fears, hopes, dreams and nightmares. . . . In a sense it was my first performance” 

(qtd. in Cheung). In exile, Khiev encountered Phnom Penh-based artist collective Studio 

Revolt, which includes the artists Masahiro Sugano and Anida Yoeu Ali,
17 who helped 

Khiev produce the spoken word video Why I Write. The seven-minute video transforms 
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the intertwined experiential ground of refugee status, incarceration, and deportation into 

multilayered aesthetic text and has already earned a number of international accolades, 

including the winner of the best poem performance on film at the 2012 Berlin Zebra 

Poetry Film Festival. Khiev has performed this piece at international poetry events in 

London, Singapore, and Phnom Penh and has recently published the written text in the 

edited collection The World Record: International Voices from South Bank Centre Poetry 

Parnassus (2013) and in his first book collection of poetry Finding Home (2013). 

Involved in community outreach in Phnom Penh to train a new generation of Cambodians 

in the art of spoken word performance, Khiev reflects the phenomena of “returnees 

introducing non-Khmer practices back to the home country” (Lim 70).
18  

In Why I Write, Khiev’s literary homage to George Orwell’s 1946 essay by the same title 

underscores the unapologetic political motivation and subtext of Khiev’s spoken word 

piece. For Orwell, who chronicles in his essay his personal development as a writer 

responding to the political exigencies of living in an era of totalitarianism, “political 

purpose”—the “desire to push the world in a certain direction, to alter other peoples’ idea 

of the kind of society that they should strive after” (5)—is one of the four great motives 

of writing.
19 Orwell writes of his goal to “make political writing into art,” citing, among 

other motivations, his firsthand witnessing of the violence of imperialism in Burma and 

the false persecution of innocents during the Spanish civil war. His “starting point,” 

Orwell explains, “is always a feeling of partisanship, a sense of injustice” (8). This desire 

to expose the injustice of various regimes of state violence is clearly reflected in the 

audiovisual and textual framing of Khiev’s Why I Write, which begins with a black-and-

white image of Khiev (anonymous to the audience and wearing a hoodie) engaged in the 
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act of tillage. The visual composition here invokes the vast conscripts who tilled the soil 

in the Khmer Rouge’s agricultural communes at the same time that Khiev’s Western 

urban fashion—a hoodie, jeans, and sneakers—communicates an unmistakably Asian 

American selfhood. In the background, the audio track blends the sounds of human labor 

with that of prison doors slamming. As Khiev progressively digs into the soil with a 

wooden stick, his voiceover repeats: “If the world is black and white, then let me bring 

the colors” (Why).
20 At one level, such a statement introduces the poet’s desire to move 

beyond a “largely black/white binary” that often fails to recognize the presence of 

“Southeast Asian (and in particular Cambodian American) gangs” (Schlund-Vials, War 

162) in the United States. At another level, the phrase seeks to expose the reductive 

“stereotypes people bring to their engagements with the stories of the convicted and the 

incarcerated” (Smith and Schaffer 160). A turning point in the opening scene occurs as 

Khiev uncovers a blue marble from the earth—a symbol of fecundity and renewal. In the 

next shot, Khiev emerges onto what appears to be a boxing ring stage—his new creative 

platform in exile where, somewhat ironically, he has been given the freedom to move, 

create, and tell his story for the first time. Casting off his hoodie to reveal his tattoos, 

Khiev’s prepares to deliver his spoken word piece by laying bare the truth of his identity 

and past, written on his body, for the audience to either accept or reject.  

The opening sequence of Why I Write thus uses complex filmic and poetic codes to blur 

the multiple temporalities of the Cambodian diaspora, emphasizing the continuity 

between past and present regimes of violence. The “bones buried in a country called 

home” (“Why” 8) reference both the mass graves of the Killing Fields and the casualties 

of racialized gang war in the United States. The hoodie, as Mimi Nguyen has argued, 
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indexes a history of “collective confrontation with state violence and its agents” 

(“Hoodie”), while Khiev’s tattoos function as a body archive of disavowed Cambodian 

American gangster experience. The act of taping a wire, evocative of a stethoscope, to his 

chest in the form of a red “X” symbolically gestures toward a history of racial profiling of 

Southeast Asian men as the sound of Khiev’s heartbeat establishes the poem’s motifs of 

authenticity and embodiment.  

Oscillating between these motifs and those of loneliness and abandonment, Khiev’s poem 

encodes a history of multiple displacements. Just as Khmer men, women, and children 

were forced to disown their family ties in order to pledge allegiance to a genocidal 

regime that later betrayed them, the deportation of Cambodian Americans represents, in 

Soo Ah Kwon’s words, the “state’s disposal of Cambodian refugees as unwanted 

criminal aliens without taking their full stories into consideration” (108). Khiev’s poem 

presents a narrative in which Cambodian refugees were abandoned to the poverty of the 

urban landscape on arrival in the United States, rendered invisible and stigmatized for 

failing to assimilate as model minority Asians:  

I write for inner-city street kids   

Struggling to find their place in a world too concerned with race 

............................   

I write soap operas   

About single mothers and brothers,   

About the struggle and the hustle 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The bustling city where empty bellies rumble (“Why” 8-9, 13-16)  

As one Cambodian American deportee comments, “our parents were traumatized, didn’t 

know what was happening with us kids. . . . We just got into gangs to protect ourselves. 

We were just kids, thrown in the inner city with Mexicans and Blacks. We’re the product 

of the American system” (qtd. in Cowan 9). In an essay titled “Broken Chains” (2012), 

Khiev similarly explains: “[A]fter going through the war in Cambodia....We were 

dropped down in the States with nothing. We knew no one. Didn’t speak the language. 

How did they suppose we were going to integrate? How was it that they thought we could 

adapt? So for me, I was left to my ways of getting by” (149). Khiev’s artistic work 

witnesses multiple state failures: the failure of the social welfare system to account for 

the degree and scope of the historical trauma endured by the Cambodian refugee 

community; the state’s abandonment of urban Cambodian American youth to what 

Cambodian American rapper PraCh Ly has described as the de facto “war on the streets” 

(qtd. in Schlund-Vials, War 150); and finally, through its deportation system, the state’s 

violation of international human rights protocols, including legal proportionality and the 

protection of refugees (Leitner i).  

Why I Write therefore disrupts easy narratives of assimilationist progress, exposing the 

US prison-industrial complex as a regime that disproportionately targets people of color:  

Lets get back to the cause,   

Lets get back to these walls   

Built to separate and generate hate 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Built to execute and induce waste. (“Why” 72-75)  

As survivors of this system, the routes of Cambodian American deportees are marked by 

passage through some of the most violent spaces of US state control:  

Tehachapi, New Folsom, Corcoran, Pelican Bay, 

All the way to Susanville, High Desert, and back down this way,  

Calipat, Lancaster, Soledad, Ironwood, 

And so many more built into cesspools. (63-66)  

As noted in the paratextual information of Khiev’s book Finding Home, Khiev’s poems 

were written from inside the walls of many of these carceral spaces across the United 

States, from C Yard of old Corcoran to the walls of solitary confinement and the 

California Rehabilitation Center. Urged and cheered on by the popular demand of his 

fellow inmates, Khiev would often perform his spoken word pieces at open mic poetry 

nights. Calling forth a broad audience of the global underclass, the dispossessed, and 

prisoners of color, Why I Write highlights the interlocking military, prison, and 

deportation regimes that have been waging continuous war against subjects such as 

Khiev.  

Khiev’s text also draws attention to a contemporary deportation system that Nicholas de 

Genova and Nathalie Peutz have described as a “complex sociopolitical regime” that is 

geared toward the “production of deportable populations” (3). In the context of the US 

government’s post-9/11 war on terror, deportation has ascended, they argue, “as an ever 



 22 

more pervasive and increasingly standardized instrument of statecraft” (4). Kwon has 

written specifically about how this neo- liberal, racial statecraft has disciplined 

Cambodian Americans, whose incarceration and subsequent deportation has amounted to 

a legal double jeopardy. As Kwon explains, “the expulsion of Cambodian refugees as a 

rightful return of criminals to a country ravaged by civil war fails to acknowledge the 

direct role and impact of US policies on the plight of Cambodian refugees” (111). Kwon 

is refer- ring here to the US military’s illegal bombing campaign of Cambodia in the 

1960s that historians widely accept was a critical catalyst for allowing the Khmer Rouge 

to come to power. “Returning” Cambodian refugees to a country where they have never 

before set foot, where the conditions for genocide and displacement were in part created 

by US war crimes in the first place, has been regarded by most experts as excessively 

punitive. In interviews, Cambodian American deportees have spoken about being unable 

to argue their cases and of being turned away by judges and immigration officials who 

have little regard for the evidence of mitigating factors that could potentially be supplied 

by the personal narratives of deportees (Leitner 7).  

Given this context of state silencing, Khiev’s challenge to “Take a step back and imagine 

the bigger picture” (“Why” 83) provokes the audience to reflect on the broader 

sociohistorical contexts of the lives of Cambodian American deportees—contexts that 

have been occluded in the state’s putative legal construction of deportation cases. Khiev’s 

attestation to writing “the real” (84) foregrounds the poet’s aim to not only expose the 

truth of injustice in an Orwellian sense but also resist dominant discourses that, in Peter 

Nyers’s words, “imprint the qualities of speechlessness, invisibility, and emptiness onto 

the (nonpolitical) body of the refugee,” thereby casting it as “something less than human” 
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(xvi). Yet, as Sidonie Smith and Kay Schaffer argue, while the “subject of human rights,” 

such as the refugee, “is commonly understood as the victim-subject, deserving of dignity” 

(161), “personal narratives coming from the convicted and incarcerated” are even less 

likely to be accepted by the public since “many Americans believe that [prisoners] 

deserve whatever punishment they receive” (160). In telling stories of the abuses of 

incarceration, “inmates and their advocates confound the identities of victim and 

perpetrator, confus[ing] the alignment of innocence and victimization” (162). Described 

on his website as a “survivor of the US prison system” (Spoken), Khiev, a former refugee 

and a convicted prisoner, must navigate this binary of innocence and victimization in his 

poetry and everyday performance of self.  

Asking for recognition within this vexed context of narrative articulation, Khiev deploys 

in the video Why I Write the signs of the body to command an affective response from the 

viewer, whose distrust and fear of the refugee- criminal is enlisted by the poet to be 

transformed into anger and rage at the system. Khiev’s embodied performance encodes 

his multiple dislocations: from his tattoos to the red target on his chest, Khiev’s body 

bears the scars of empire, state profiling, incarceration, and deportation, while the 

rhythmic, fluid movements of his performance insist on his refusal to be contained. 

Despite the overlapping regimes of state power that have violently sought to regulate 

Khiev’s freedom of movement, Why I Write represents an attempt through art and 

aesthetics to escape from the enduring wartime temporality inhabited by the refugee. As 

Khiev has stated in an interview, “Cambodia’s resilient. I’m resilient as well. I survived. 

Cambodia survived. Now it’s like two survivors that found each other” (qtd. in Jackson).  

Vaddey Ratner’s In the Shadow of the Banyan, the first fictional Cambodian American 
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novel to emerge in the diaspora over thirty years after the Cambodian genocide, and 

Kosal Khiev’s Why I Write, the first spoken word account of the contemporary Khmer 

Exiled American experience, returns us once again to Le Espiritu’s call to “see, and then 

do something with, the endings that are not over” (xxi). At stake in this understanding of 

the enduring effects of war is the battle for justice in the contemporary moment, a time 

when Cambodian American deportation is on the rise, when the Extraordinary Chambers 

in the Courts of Cambodia continue to struggle to bring Khmer Rouge leaders to justice, 

and when Hun Sen’s government continues to violently suppress democracy in 

Cambodia. The resistance against these regimes is being waged from multiple sites, 

including the literary and artistic. Set alongside each other, the texts of Ratner and Khiev 

disrupt hegemonic narratives of the “gift of freedom” that designate Cambodia as the sole 

source of human rights abuses and the United States as the granter of freedom. As Smith 

and Schaffer note, “while the government, the media, and the people of the United States 

report and expose rights violations elsewhere [in places such as Cambodia and, in some 

cases, through the consumption of novels such as Ratner’s], they frequently have 

difficulty acknowledging rights violations at home” (157). As narratives that call 

attention to human rights violations on both sides of the Pacific, the texts of Ratner and 

Khiev invite a critical meditation on how regimes of state violence have been co-

constituted across time and national space, reinscribing social, legal, and psychic barriers 

that perpetually threaten to limit the freedom of refugee subjects. Still, as Erin Goheen 

Glanville has eloquently stated, despite the “impediments to rerooting that occur in 

refugee migration,” refugee narratives “remind us that life can grow in blocked 

passageways” (136). As works of art, In the Shadow of the Banyan and Why I Write 
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illustrate precisely how literature can affirm the resilience and beauty of such life.  

Notes  

I would like to thank the peer reviewers and editors at MELUS who provided generous 

feedback on this essay. I am also grateful to Kosal Khiev, Anida Yoeu Ali, Cathy 

Schlund-Vials, Donald Goellnicht, Thy Phu, Vinh Nguyen, Phanuel Antwi, and 

Madeleine Thien for their interviews, written feedback, or informal discussions at various 

stages of this essay’s development that helped improve it significantly. For CP.  

1.         I was in Phnom Penh for most of December 2013, when daily demonstrations led 

by the opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) were taking place in 

a bid to force Prime Minister Hun Sen to step down following disputed election 

polls in July 2013. Numbering up to 500,000 on 22 December 2013, these 

protestors were later joined by striking garment workers dissatisfied by a 

minimum wage increase (Ponnudurai). On 3 January 2014, military police 

officers fired on protestors, murdering four people and forcing an end to the labor 

strikes (Wong).    

2.         The longue durée is Fernand Braudel’s term that he defines as “the endless, 

inexhaustible history of structures and groups of structures. For the historian a 

structure is not just a thing built, put together; it also means permanence, 

sometimes for more than centuries (time too is a structure). This great structure 

travels through vast tracts of time without changing” (75).    

3.         See especially Penny Edwards, Cambodge: The Cultivation of a Nation, 1860-
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1945 (2007), for a discussion of the French colonial period; Taylor Owen and Ben 

Kiernan, “Bombs over Cambodia” (2006), for the US bombing in the 1960s; 

Benny Widyono, Dancing in the Shadows: Sihaouk, the Khmer Rouge, and the 

United Nations in Cambodia (2008), for the United Nations Transitional 

  Authority of Cambodia (UNTAC) period; and Simon Springer, Cambodia’s 

Neoliberal Order: Violence, Authoritarianism, and the Contestation of Public 

Space (2010), for the contemporary context.  

4.         In formulating this argument, I am influenced by Friedrich Nietzsche’s argument 

in The Will to Power (1901) of art as “the single superior counterforce against all 

will to negation of life” (53). Nietzsche emphasized the importance of aesthetic 

appreciation over ethical criticism as a response to the nihilism of his era.    

5.        Cathy J. Schlund-Vials writes that the wheel of history served as “a state- 

produced metaphor configured along a paradoxical, ahistorical axis of ‘progress’” 

(War 2).    

6.      Having made several trips to Cambodia since 1992, Ratner, a descendent of the  

Sisowath line of the Cambodian royal family, returned to live in Phnom Penh 

from 2005-09 with her husband and daughter. As she explains in an interview:     

Living there—while at times difficult because of its proximity to the 

past— helped tremendously with the writing of In the Shadow of the 

Banyan. . . . [W]e bought a piece of land in Siem Reap and built a house 

there, which for me was very therapeutic, a willful act to counter the 
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destruction I had helplessly witnessed as a child.    

Unlike Ratner who has the freedom to travel back and forth between the United States 

and Cambodia, Khiev is permanently barred from returning to the United States, where 

the majority of his family resides. He has discussed the challenges of adjusting to life 

in Cambodia as a deportee:  

In my head I am with my mum or in solitary confinement where I spent 

one year and a half. I spent half of my life in jail and sometimes I wished I 

could go back because I don’t know how to live here, dropped in this 

country Cambodia I didn’t know anything about. But I am trying my best 

to live my life here now. I live in moments. At this moment I am here. 

(“7”)  

7.          Established in 2006, the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia 

(ECCC) is the UN-backed war crimes tribunal tasked with prosecuting top Khmer 

Rouge leaders for genocide and other crimes against humanity. The ECCC’s Case 

001 concluded in July 2010 with the conviction of Kaing Guek Eav (alias Duch); 

on 7 August 2014, the ECCC delivered its verdict in Case 002/01, sentencing 

former senior Khmer Rouge leaders Nuon Chea, eighty-eight and Khieu 

Samphan, eighty-three to life imprisonment. For more on the role of the ECCC in 

Cambodia’s contemporary memory politics, see Alvin Lim, who argues that the 

“tribunal has become a key site for the unfolding of the ‘dialectic of remembering 

and forgetting’” (110).  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8.         In making this point about the flexibility of fiction and poetry to go beyond 

historical truth, I do not discount the creative dimensions of autobiography. For 

more on this, see Micaela Maftei’s discussion of “autobiographical writing as a 

new, creative construction; albeit one that has a strong link to past events” (9).  

9.         Writing about recent Vietnamese American literature, Tim August similarly notes 

that “with the 1.5 generation making enough cultural and capital gains to finally 

shake off the image of the refugee, an exciting new generation of artists is 

searching for forms that pay homage to earlier generations without being defined 

solely through them” (98).    

10. See Ben Kiernan (540-44) for a comprehensive discussion of the Khmer Rouge’s 

cult of antiquity as an element of its genocidal ideology.    

11. Ian Harris writes about Cambodia’s “rich vein of traditional literature, most of 

which has been directly inspired by the Buddhist tradition” (103).    

12. Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among 

Ghosts (1976), Nora Okja Keller’s Comfort Woman (1997), Larissa Lai’s When 

Fox is a Thousand (1995), Hiromi Goto’s The Kappa Child (2001), and Monique 

Truong’s The Book of Salt (2003) are prominent examples of the use of myth in 

Asian North American literature.    

13. While Ratner’s novel represents the first work of Cambodian fiction to employ 

myth in this way, a precedent can be found in Luong Ung’s memoir Lucky Child 

(2010). For an excellent analysis of how Ung uses the myth of the Cambodian 
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princess (nagi) figure, see Schlund-Vials’s “Between Ruination and 

Reconciliation: Dragon Princesses, Cambodian American Heroines, and Loung 

Ung’s Lucky Child” (2010), in which she argues that “Ung tactically revises this 

creation myth to speak to a post-Democratic Kampuchea era wherein ‘dragon 

princesses’ once again are needed for nation building” (50).    

14. The concept of samsara is Hindu in origin and plays a part in many South and 

Southeast Asian belief system, including Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism.    

15. For more on the deportation crisis in the United States, see Daniel Kanstroom, 

who argues that the term “US deportation diaspora” can be used to describe “the 

hundreds of thousands of (former) long-term resident deportees who were raised 

and acculturated in the United States,” but who are “now widely scattered” due to 

forced displacement (9). Since 2001, sixteen hundred Cambodian Americans have 

been given deportation orders by the US government (Schlund-Vials, 

“Cambodian” 171).    

16. In an interview, Ratner comments:    

In Cambodia, under the Khmer Rouge, when I was lost in a forest or 

abandoned by my work unit among vast fields because I moved too 

slowly, I would recall the legends my father or nanny had told me or those 

tales I’d been able to read myself. . . . Stories were magic spells, I felt, and 

 storytelling, the ability to tell and recall something, was a kind of 

sorcery, a power you could use to transform and transport yourself. 
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(“Conversation”)  

17. Studio Revolt has also recently released Cambodian Son (2014), a feature-length 

documentary film about Khiev’s story.    

18. As Alvin Cheung-Hin Lim explains, “an unexpected example of this [cultural 

introduction of non-Khmer practices] is African-American break dancing, which 

has found roots in Cambodia through the intervention of K.K., a Khmer refugee 

deported from the United States” (70). K.K. founded what has now become a very 

popular club called Tiny Toones, which trains hundreds of Cambodian youths in 

the art of break dancing.    

19. The other three motives discussed by George Orwell throughout his essay are 

sheer egoism, aesthetic enthusiasm, and historical impulse (4-5).    

20. These lines are transcribed from the video source Why I Write and do not appear 

in the published text version of the poem “Why I Write” in Finding Home. All 

subsequent quotations from the poem in this essay will refer to the published text 

version.    

 

Works Cited  

Agamben, Giorgio. Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life. Trans. Daniel Heller-    

Roazen. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1998. Print.  

August, Tim. “The Contradictions in Culinary Collaboration: Vietnamese American 



 31 

Bodies in Top Chef and Stealing Buddha’s Dinner.” MELUS 37.3 (2012): 97-115. 

Print.  

Braudel, Fernand. On History. Trans. Sarah Matthews. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1980.  

Print.  

Chandler, David. “S-21, the Wheel of History, and the Pathology of Terror in Democratic 

Kampuchea.” Cambodia Emerges from the Past: Eight Essays. Ed. Judy 

Ledgerwood. DeKalb: Southeast Asia, 2002. 16-37. Print.  

Cheung, Helier. “Kosal Khiev’s Journey from Prison to Poetry.” BBC News. BBC, 10 

Feb. 2014. Web. 12 Feb. 2014.  

Chomsky, Noam. “Noam Chomsky Replies to Žižek’s ‘Fantasies.’” ROARMAG.org: 

Reflections on a Revolution. Rational International, 22 July 2013. Web. 8 Feb. 

2014.  

Cowan, Sylvia R. “Forced Return: The Deportation of Former Cambodian Refugees from 

the US.” The Newsletter 50 (2009): 9. Web. 2 Sept. 2013.  

Davis, Rocio G. Begin Here: Reading Asian North American Autobiographies of 

Childhood. Honolulu: U of Hawaii P, 2007. Print.  

De Genova, Nicholas, and Nathalie Peutz. “Introduction.” The Deportation Regime: 

Sovereignty, Space, and the Freedom of Movement. Durham: Duke UP, 2010. 1-29. 

Print. 2004. Print.  

De Lint, Charles. “A Personal Journey into Mythic Fiction.” The Urban Fantasy 



 32 

Anthology. Ed. Peter S. Beagle and Joe R. Lansdale. San Francisco: Tachyon, 2011. 

15-21. Print.  

Derrida, Jacques. “‘This Strange Institution Called Literature’: An Interview with Jacques 

Derrida.” Acts of Literature. Ed. Derek Attridge. New York: Routledge, 1992. 33-

75. Print.  

Edwards, Penny. Cambodge: The Cultivation of a Nation, 1860-1945. Honolulu: U of 

Hawaii P, 2007. Print.  

Goheen Glanville, Erin. “Rerouting Diasporic Theory with Canadian Refugee Fiction.” 

Rerouting the Postcolonial: New Directions for the New Millennium. Ed. Janet 

Wilson, Christina Sandru, and Sarah Lawson Welsh. New York: Routledge, 2010. 

128-38. Print.  

Harris, Ian. Cambodian Buddhism: History and Practice. Honolulu: U of Hawaii P, 2005. 

Print.  

Jackson, Elizabeth. “Radio Current Affairs Documentary: Kosal Khiev—Spoken Word 

Poetry.” ABC News. ABC, 17 Jan. 2012. Web. 15 Mar. 2015.  

Jacob, Judith M. Introduction. Reamker (Rmakerti). Trans. Judith Jacob. London: 

Routledge, 2004. ix-xiii. Print.  

Jones, Adam. Genocide: a Comprehensive Introduction. New York: Routledge, 2006. 

Print.  

Kanstroom, Daniel. Aftermath: Deportation Law and the New American Diaspora. 



 33 

Oxford: Oxford UP, 2012. Print.  

Khiev, Kosal. “Broken Chains.” Phnom Penh Noir. Ed. Christopher G. Moore. Bangkok: 

Asia Document Bureau, 2012. 149-53. Print.  

—. “7 Questions with Kosal Khiev.” Interview by Julius Thiemann. The Phnom Penh 

Post. Post Media Co., 23 Nov. 2012. Web. 8 Feb. 2014.  

—. Why I Write. Dir. Masahiro Sugano. Studio Revolt, 2011. Web. 12 Feb. 2014. —. 

“Why I Write.” Finding Home. Singapore: Red Wheel Barrow, 2013. 7-10. Print.   

Kiernan, Ben. Blood and Soil: a World History of Genocide and Extermination from 

Sparta to Darfur. New Haven: Yale UP, 2007. Print. 

Kwon, Soo Ah. Uncivil Youth: Race, Activism, and Affirmative Governmentality. 

Durham: Duke UP, 2013. Print. 

Le Espiritu, Yen. “Thirty Years Afterward: The Endings That Are Not Over.” Amerasia 

Journal 31.2 (2005): xiii-xxiii. Print. 

Leitner Center for International Law and Justice. Removing Refugees: U.S. Deportation 

Policy and The Cambodian-American Community. Leitner Center for International 

Law and Justice, 2010. Web. 9 Feb. 2014. 

Lim, Alvin Cheng-Hin. Cambodia and the Politics of Aesthetics. London: Routledge, 

2013. Print. 

Locard, Henri. Pol Pot’s Little Red Book: The Sayings of Angkar. Chang Mai: Silkworm,  



 34 

Maftei, Micaela. The Fiction of Autobiography: Reading and Writing Identity. New 

York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013. Print.  

Nguyen, Mimi Thi. The Gift of Freedom: War, Debt, and Other Refugee Passages. 

Durham: Duke UP, 2012. Print.  

—. “The Hoodie as a Sign, Screen, Expectation, and Force.” University of Illinois at 

Urbana-Champaign GWS News. University of Illinois Board of Trustees, 15 July 

2013. Web. 12 Feb. 2014.  

Nguyen, Viet Thanh. “Refugee Memories and Asian American Critique.” positions 20.3 

(2012): 911-42. Print.  

Nietzsche, Friedrich. The Will to Power. 1901. Trans. Walter Kaufmann and R.J. 

Hollingdale. New York: Vintage, 1968. Print.  

Nyers, Peter. Rethinking Refugees: Beyond States of Emergency. London: Routledge, 

2006. Print.  

Orwell, George. “Why I Write.” 1946. Why I Write. New York: Penguin, 1984. 1-10. 

Print.  

Owen, Taylor, and Ben Kiernan. “Bombs over Cambodia.” The Walrus Oct. 2006: 62-69. 

Print. 

Ponnudurai, Parameswaran. “In Largest Protest Since Polls, Cambodians Demand Re-

Election.” Trans. Samean Yun. Khmer Service. Radio Free Asia, 23 Dec. 2013. 

Web. 12 Feb. 2014. 



 35 

Ratner, Vaddey. “A Conversation with Vaddey Ratner.” Vaddey Ratner, n.d. Web. 18 

Mar. 2015. 

—. In the Shadow of the Banyan. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2012. Print.  

Rocher, Ludo. “Concepts of Time in Classical India.” Time and Temporality in the 

Ancient World. Ed. Ralph M. Rosen. Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania Museum of 

Archaeology and Anthropology, 2004. 91-110. Print.   

Schlund-Vials, Cathy J. “Between Ruination and Reconciliation: Dragon Princesses, 

Cambodian American Heroines, and Loung Ung’s Lucky Child.” Transnationalism 

and the Asian American Heroine: Essays on Literature, Film, Myth and Media. Ed. 

Lan Dong. Jefferson: McFarlane, 2010. 46-62. Print. 

—. “Cambodian Americans.” Asian American Society: An Encyclopedia. Ed. Mary Yu 

Danico. Los Angeles: Sage, 2014. 169-73. Print.  

—. War, Genocide, and Justice: Cambodian American Memory Work. Minneapolis: U of 

Minnesota P, 2012. Print.  

Smith, Sidonie, and Kay Schaffer. Human Rights and Narrated Lives: The Ethics of 

Recognition. New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2004. Print.  

Spoken Kosal. Spoken Kosal, 2015. Web. 18 Mar. 2015. Springer, Sim on. C am bodia’s 

Neoliberal Order: Violence, Authoritarianism, and the Contestation of Public 

Space. London: Routledge, 2010. Print. 

Widyono, Benny. Dancing in Shadows: Sihanouk, the Khmer Rouge, and the United  



 36 

Nations in Cambodia. Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2008. Print. 

Wong, Chun Han, and Sun Narin. “Four Dead in Cambodia Garment Strike. The Wall  

Street Journal. News Corp., 3 Jan. 2014. Web. 18 Mar. 2015.  

Yamada, Teri Shaffer. “Cambodian American Autobiography: Testimonial Discourse.” 

Form and Transformation in Asian American Literature. Ed. Zhou Xioajing and 

Samina Najmi. Seattle: U of Washington P, 2005. 144-67. Print.  

—. “Cambodia, Poetry of.” The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics. Ed. 

Roland Greene. Princeton: Princeton UP, 2012. 176-78. Print.  

 

 

 


	Y-Dang Troeung
	City University of Hong Kong
	Pol Pot’s Wheel of History
	The US Prison and Deportation Regime
	I write for inner-city street kids 
	Notes
	Works Cited

