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This is an important book that challenges what Michaekéry refers to as the standard
total view (stv) of life under the Khmer Rouge and rethinkspitacticeof ‘forced marriage’
during that eraLeVine’s treatment centers on the family and the ways thatiags and
especially childbirth for many were not the coerced and lating experiences recounted in
much of the literature, but were opportunities to connect tloeddised present to the continuity
of past traditions and to extend imaginative reality theofuture. Her discoveries critique the
western-biased literature on psychiatry and patient treatim€ambodia, arguing that attention
to spirit traditions informs an important aspect of imdial and community healing largely
ignored by mental health professionals. This piece @saplements the growing body of
English language literature that foregrounds religious pimd saditions integral to Cambodian
modern lif¢ as well as the literature on the powerful work of landssapereating social and
personal spaces and enlivening menfobgVine’s insights came through a decade of interviews
conducted in intimate spaces, during which couples sharedheiduthor their experiences of
marriage and childbirth under the Khmer Rouge. What emesgesuanced story of intimate
family ties that span the divide between the living andi#ed and also the divide between the
disruptive traumas of the Khmer Rouge and the restorativemsydf family life. The long-term
engagement with people and their stories gives LeVine’s work a uniquely compassionate quality.

! Earlier French scholars devoted much ink to Cambodia’s structure of ritual and myth. Indeed, LeVine notes that
much of the writing on spirit traditions and ritual is writiarFrench (pg. xvi). Maurice Eisenbruch, however, does
write in English about spirits and traditional healers it psycho-social importance for Cambodian subjects, a
body of literature that would add depth to LeVine’s treatment, for example: ‘The Uses and Abuses of Culture:
Cultural Competence in Post-MaSsime Peace-Building ifambodia,” In After Mass Crime: Rebuilding States
and Communities, ed. Béatrice Pouligny, Simon ChestermaAlbretht Schnabel, Tokyo; New York: United
Nations University Press, 2007, pp. 71-96; ahd Ritual Space of Patients and Traditional Healers mi@dia,
Bulletin De I'Ecole Francaise d'Extréme-Orient 79(2):388; 1992. Other English language treatments of spirit life
are beginning to emerge. Notaldhyportant for LeVine’s story arePavis, Erik W, ‘Between Forests and Families:
A Remembered Past Lifein, People of Virtue: Reconfiguring Religion, Power and MoralitZambodia Today

ed. Alexandra Kent and David P. Chandler, Copenhagen: NIAS, 2608, pp. 129-144; Edwards, Penny,
‘Between a Song and a Prei: Tracking Cambodian Historgasdology through the Forest,” in, At the Edge of

the Forest: Essays on Cambodia, History, and Narrative in Hii2avid Chandler, ed. Anne Hansen and Judy
Ledgerwood, Ithaca: Cornell Southeast Asia Program, 2008, pp. 23a&ridbthe recently published piece by
Yvonne Anne Guillou, An Alternative Memory of the Khmer Ro@gnocide: The Dead of the Mass Graves and
the Land Guardian Spirits [Neak T&outh East Asia Research 20, 2012.

2] am thinking especially of Heonik Kwon, Ghosts of Wakjietnam, Cambridge; New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2008; Greg McCann, Bioregions and Spirit Pldedéng Up Jim Dodge's Long Lost Suggestion
The Trumpeter, 27(3), 2011; and Keith H. Basso, Wisdom SitsateB] Landscape and Language among the
Western Apache, Albuquerque: University of New Mexico RrE336
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There is no pity here, only an empathetic, measuredhandhtful rendering of experiences and
voices.

The author has a strong voice and takes a place mahetive. Through this she
complicates Cambodia’s entanglement with the genocidal underpinnings of modernity and
makes important contributions to the literature on the KiReerge and Cambodian studies
more broadly. The author grapples with the disconneuetd®st the stof Khmer Rouge
atrocities and the stories she heard from the peopleashe to know. The widely accepted
notion of “forced marriage” and “forced sexual relations between couples” during Democratic
Kampuchea proved to be not quite accurate renderings of whatneaipjeethe people in her
sample. People described their unions in very positive waysmast of the couples she
interviewed remain happily together into the presentundothis to be true in my own research
as well.The author’s surprise at this discovery drives the research of duk.IShe is not an
apologist for Khmer Rouge atrocities; on the contrarg,des not contest the horrific stories
from this era and adds some chilling details from her intatto's. What she does, however, is to
interjectthe voice of scholarly investigation, which concludes that “images of horror, based on
single-case testimonies [which comprise much of theattee], have interfered with the
completeness of historical accountir(@g. 87). One does not need to question the hardship and
trauma people experienced during these years, but one dstastaft focus away from the
tantalizing trauma of modernity atoward the lived experiences of people in communities and
the working-through of trauna.

LeVine offers a view of marriage and child birth that not alhlyninates the years of
extreme revolutionary social control, but also conn@gth the rhythms of Khmer families
through time—from the past, into the present, and projecting intouh&é. She discovers how
for many, their marriage was what saved them from thetyeand frightening world under the
Khmer Rouge. Through marriage, and especially child birth, peapie reeonnected to the
flow of life and community. The strength of family units renected individuals to ancestors
and parents and also exerted a restructuring force orgitiespiaces of social life erected during
the Khmer Rouge years. LeVine recognized a pattern of accdatimn that seeped into the
communal structure as private space was created for scadethe need to care for infants
created circles of care among new wives and mothers. LeVine’s research suggests that the
physical creation of space that accommodated new farmliegions of high live birth rates
softened the rigidity and accompanied the terror of birtld under the totalitarian system. One
important aspect of this was how spirits, ancestors, arasbtopes figured in the individual
stories. The spirits were important for all of her sulsjefor some because of their inability to
perform the necessary rituals and for others it wagldhger and culturally intimate
performance of forbidden rituals. For all, however, taanection was strong.

This brings out LeVine’s second, and | think more important contribution to thediure
on Cambodia. Her work not only uncovers, but attends to localgengents with spirits and
ritual. She spent extensive timgth her subjects and through this she realized that amaiimg
relationships with ancestral and tutelary spirits deggbrmed the life-cycle events of marriage
and birth for the couples in her study. Further, she fingisthe loss of these important
relationships, with ancestors and with protective spifithe land, was a source of anxiety for
many of her subjects. Through this insight, she firmlyldistaes relationships with the dead and

% See Dominick LaCapra (2009:31)
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with the powerful forces of nature as constitutivgpsycho-social health, and also critiques the
literature on trauma in Cambodia, which ignores this itgmdrdimension of Cambodian reality.
Beyond a critique of the psychiatric literature on Canmodakr insights into spirit practices lead
her to suggest another and quite potent effect of Democratic Khegushe calls this effect,
ritualicide. Offering a nice counterpoint to the contested atiusof genocidé,DeVine notes
how disruptions to individual relationships with spititgl people’s inability to perform

important ritualsvere defining features of life under the Khmer Rouge thairgiraately
entwined with individual traumas.

The stories of hardship and fear that DeVine gatheredtsmubjects speak of their
dangerous and disrupted lives. Individual fears of disconmeftbon their emaciated bodies
coupled with fears of disconnection from the protectivatsmf their home villages. In new
areas people were adrift and could not seek protection frefochl spirits or find sustenance
from the unfamiliar local plantsThis disconnection to place is interestingly countentzéd in
DeVine’s narrative as she returns to the sites of wedding ceremonies and births with her
respondents. In these places, captured on film, peopleiexpe forgotten memories and
reorient themselves to the present in ways that pull #hugriatic memories of the past into the
present through the buildings and people that continughtit the space.

LeVine’s book is a useful, reflexive, and ethnographically rich resource for scholars and
aid workers in Cambodia and for anyone working with trauradtpopulations. Engagement
with the future is not an explicit component of LeVine’s study, but I find it to be an underlying
current for both her interlocutors and for continued Bokbip in Cambodia.
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