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In Praise of Feeling Bad About Yourself

by Wisława Szymborska (1976)

The buzzard never says it is to blame.

The panther wouldn’t know what scruples mean.

When the piranha strikes, it feels no shame.

If snakes had hands, they’d claim their hands were clean.

A jackal doesn’t understand remorse.

Lions and lice don’t waver in their course.

Why should they, when they know they’re right?

Though hearts of killer whales may weigh a ton,

in every other way they’re light.

On this third planet of the sun

among the signs of bestiality

a clear conscience is Number One.

Translated from the Polish by

Stanisław Barańczak and Clare Cavanagh
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PREFACE


More than a decade ago, during an international film festival, I watched the Cambodian documentary film S21: The Khmer Rouge Death Machine (S21, la machine de mort Khmère rouge, Cambodia/France, 2003), which presents the interaction between two survivors of the notorious S-21 execution center in Phnom Penh and their former Khmer Rouge (KR—“Red,” Communist, Cambodian) torturers and guards, mediated by the camera of the director, Rithy Panh, himself a survivor of the Cambodian genocide.1 Soon after I became terrifically amazed by the French-Cambodian director’s entire oeuvre. I later learned that during the Pol Pot autogenocidal regime “a greater proportion of the population perished than in any other revolution during the twentieth century,”2 that the entire strata of the middle and intellectual classes, including directors, actors, actresses, novelists, and technicians, was murdered and the cinema industry demolished. This background made me both more appreciative of and more puzzled over the extraordinary renaissance of the new Cambodian filmmaking, a rare phenomenon in world cinema.

As a cinema trauma scholar, while delving into the Cambodian corpus I found myself in the close but unfamiliar field of genocide and mass murder studies, as well as in a cinematic culture that threatened me, as a Westerner, with being “lost in translation.” However, as an Israeli who grew up during the 1950s on Holocaust narratives and after many years of watching globally made second- and third-generation postgenocide cinema, with many of the questions posed in this book accompanying me for years, I felt I owned at least some of the keys to this fascinating “Eastern” corpus.

What do we expect to see on the cinematic screen when watching a postgenocide (mainly documentary) film? Let me put forward at least some of the prevalent expectations: visual-audial representation of the atrocities, portraits of outstanding characters who acted during catastrophic events, survivors’ testimonies, stories on top-down reconciliation efforts between previous enemies, revelations of hidden and taboo-ized historical events, descriptions of searching for the traces of dead relatives, autobiographical stories of the return to previous scenes of murder and places of birth, intergenerational dialogue, critique of the genocidal regime, and alternative narration of formal history. Do we expect a thorough depiction of perpetrators, let alone any dialogue initiated from the bottom-up by the directors-survivors between themselves and the perpetrators, as in Panh’s film? A direct encounter between Jewish survivor and Nazi perpetrator is unimaginable in post-Holocaust European cinema—thus, S21: The Khmer Rouge Death Machine depicts a scene that never happened in the West. Further, do we expect postgenocide cinema to provide nonhegemonic representation of antireconciliation and transitional justice efforts? Post-KR Cambodian cinema proposes new venues in regard to these major questions.

This book completes a trilogy of books on cinema trauma, as it also completes a journey into this unexpected cinematic terrain. The question of how the violent past lives in the psyche of its survivors, both victims and perpetrators, has been a major part of my research for years. In both Defeated Masculinity: Post-Traumatic Cinema in the Aftermath of War (2009) and Waltzing with Bashir: Perpetrator Trauma and Cinema (2013), the different conceptions of the perpetrator and various relationships between victims/survivors and perpetrators in several cinematic corpora (New German cinema, Vietnam War movies, Israeli and Palestinian cinema) motivate the analysis. In all these corpora the cinema’s role in shaping not only a new lingua trauma but our understanding of the human condition is decisive. Cambodian cinema, attesting to the failure to prevent the genocides and mass murders that took place globally after the Holocaust (from Darfur, Rwanda, Guatemala, and Indonesia to Serbia and Bosnia, to name but a few), provokes new interactions and consequently new questions. Between the cinema’s ability to reinvent itself and the survivor’s fight for life, is the missing picture that of the perpetrator?

[image: ]
FIGURE P.1 The Khmer Rouge in Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture. Courtesy of Rithy Panh.


Perpetrator Cinema: Confronting Genocide in Cambodian Documentary discusses what I call the new perpetrator era and perpetrator cinema in this corpus coming out of Southeast Asia, which has not been researched as yet, and the posttraumatic social practices and ideologies that the films represent in the aftermath of the genocidal catastrophe. Striving to undermine the current dominant trend in cinema trauma research by focusing on the underdeveloped topic of the figure of the perpetrator involves exploring diverse forms of working through societal trauma. Though existing studies contribute to the ongoing endeavor to “locate” the traumatic memory (to use Halbawchs’s classic terminology), the suggested focalization attempts to expose various conceptions of the societal processes and cinematic strategies for coping with them. In other words, by attempting to expand the “testimony model” established during the 1990s, the book examines how the figure of the perpetrator acquires signification through cinematic-cultural interpretation, and how the film text serves as a site of contestations between social and political agents seeking to promote, challenge, or erase certain meanings, messages, or ideas from public circulation. The missing picture, I finally suggest, is not of the perpetrator, but of the survivor-perpetrator encounter. These exceptional interactions become the heart of the new docu-ethics suggested by this book.
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DEFINING PERPETRATOR CINEMA



All evil committed by one person … is evil undergone by another person. To do evil is to make another person suffer. Violence, in this sense, constantly recreates unity of moral evil and suffering. Hence, any action, whether ethical or political, that diminishes the quantity of violence exercised by some human beings over against other human beings diminishes the amount of suffering in the world. If we were to remove the suffering inflicted by people on other people, we would see what remained of suffering in the world, but to tell the truth, we have no idea of what this would be, to such an extent does human violence impregnate suffering.

—Paul Ricoeur1




While my camera’s rolling, his voice is soft. The killer’s never far away.

—Rithy Panh2




THE ERA OF THE PERPETRATOR

Perpetrator Cinema: Confronting Genocide in Cambodian Documentary recognizes and suggests analyzing the recent social-cultural-psychological shift from the “era of the witness” to the “era of the perpetrator.” Studying representations of societal, collective trauma in world cinema through the figure of the perpetrator stands, thus, at the core of this book. How should we define the era of the perpetrator?3 First, taking into consideration our eternal moral obligation to the victims and their privileged position in the post-Holocaust world, I suggest as a point of departure delineating this era according to the historic—and not the symbolic—end of the era of testimony. With the last survivors of the Holocaust passing away, a new era marked by the end of the first generation’s oral (face-to-face) testimonial act is dawning. Nevertheless, it is clear that the global, collective effort to gather archival documents and written testimonies of the Holocaust (as well as all forms of testimony given after each genocide and mass murder event that took place prior to and after the Holocaust)4 continues.5 Given the prominence of the Holocaust in the establishment of trauma studies and related fields of research, the “inauguration” of the perpetrator era reflects on the era of testimony as a period that in a particular, timely aspect has come to its end, rather than as an intellectual-cultural-psychological-social process. Standing as a consecutive as well as simultaneous period of coming to terms with the past, the perpetrator era is being defined not only by the timing determined by the traumatic calendar of the almost seventy-five years that have passed since the end of World War II, but also by giving rise to a new twenty-first-century phenomenon, to which, I suggest, it is obliged.

Moreover, it is my contention that during the second half of the twentieth century, genocide studies and related fields of research, overwhelmed by the indecipherability of the Holocaust and continuing difficulties in bringing Nazis to trial, have reproduced one of the major enigmas of the twentieth century, that of the “ordinary perpetrator.” “For Lanzmann,” Jacques Rancière tells us, “the essential feature of the genocide resides in the gap between the perfect rationality of its organization and the inadequacy of any explanatory reason for that programming.”6 It seems that after Hannah Arendt’s works (in the 1960s), Stanley Milgram’s work (in the 1970s), Christopher Browning’s work (in the 1990s), Daniel Goldhagen’s work (in the 1990s and 2000s), and other seminal—or controversial—works, and beyond research’s enormous efforts in pointing to a multitude of factors to explain and comprehend the Holocaust, the access to this enigma, especially in relation to “banal evil” but also in relation to “radical evil” (to use Arendt’s differentiation), is conceived in research as inherently blocked. Though the question of perpetration triggered a decades-long controversy, the twenty-first century’s emergent (Western) field of perpetrator studies has not, as yet, overcome twentieth-century (under)theorization of perpetrators beyond these paradigms and the blocked enigma.

Genocide research (both the old school focusing mainly on the uniqueness of the Holocaust and the new one emphasizing mainly colonialism),7 human rights studies (devoted to further research and teaching about the nature, causes, and consequences of genocide), and advance policy studies on prevention of genocide do not admit to this enigma as such. It is my premise that in its relentless search to provide adequate responses in the face of the twentieth-century post-Holocaust genocides such as in Guatemala, Rwanda, Darfur, and Indonesia, this research not only provides a multitude of explanations but, perhaps inevitably, and simultaneously, also further accentuates the repression embodied in this enigma and blocks investigation of the perpetrator. Thus, it creates and reproduces an inevitable paradox vis-á-vis this enigma. As Jean Laplanche suggests, “An enigma … can only be proposed by someone who does not master the answer, because his message is a compromise-formation in which his unconscious takes part.”8 Mastering our understanding of the totalitarian state of mind, especially the mind of a “follower” and the conditions under which evil is committed, is obstructed. In addition, the concept of the ordinary perpetrator serves as a mask to another, unprovoked matter of contention: It works as a displacement of the death toll. Masking the death toll of the genocides in Cambodia, Rwanda, Indonesia, and other places as inherently uncountable consents to an enduring repetition-compulsion of this enigma.

The reasons for the shift from the era of the witness to the era of the perpetrator are many and varied and attest to deep processes that carry neither similar social-cultural-psychological explanatory forces nor the same causal immediacy: First, there is the “ethical turn,” which since the end of the 1980s has recognized the relations of the self with its Others (including representational relations) through validating the continuing power of feminist criticism and theory and the growing influence of multicultural, postcolonial, and queer and LGBT criticism and theory. While maintaining responsibility for the Other without enacting the epistemological violence of the “imperialism of the Same,”9 it has opened the door for nonhegemonic voices, including the perpetrator’s voice. Second, there is the awareness of World War II perpetrators of their final opportunity to be heard directly as they reach the end of their lives and as the events and related atrocities become increasingly distant in time. Third, there is the “discourse of normalization” in contemporary Germany as well as the current “memory battles” in Austria (the Waldheim debate and the questioning of the myth that Austria was a victim of Hitler’s Germany and Nazism), Poland (controversy over historian Jan Gross’s essay published in 2015 in Die Welt saying that during World War II Poles killed more Jews than did Germans, and the publication of his book Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland, published in 2001, which explores the massacre of Polish Jews in July 1941 by their non-Jewish neighbors in the village of Jedwabne in Nazi-occupied Poland), and Hungary (the controversy over the Budapest monument commemorating victims of the German Nazi occupation of Hungary and the debate over Hungary’s wartime leader Admiral Horthy) over their collaboration with the Nazis vis-à-vis their victimage. Fourth, there are the massive archives containing documentation of the atrocities committed under National Socialism and under Communist regimes that became available for scholars following the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Bloc.10 Fifth, there is the end of Apartheid in South Africa through a series of negotiations between 1990 and 1993 that led to further deliberations on perpetratorhood.11 Sixth, there is the International Criminal Court (ICC) at the Hague, which adopted the Rome Statute in July 1998, and began its tenure during the same period, in 2003. Seventh, between 1993 and 2017 the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and between 1994 and 2015 the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) worked to try their perpetrators, following recent acts of genocide in the former Yugoslavia and in Rwanda, respectively. Eighth, the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the United States redefined the study of perpetrators and the War on Terror, extended by the question of collateral casualties. Ninth, the exposure of the Abu Ghraib scandal raised anew questions, such as the causes of fetishized conformity, the responsibility of low-level soldiers, US foreign policy and the US policy of torture, and the culture’s compulsive visual and aural consumption of risk and threat. Tenth, there is the Guantanamo debate. Eleventh, there was the dominant development of and mass global interest in Al Qaeda and ISIS. Twelfth, there is the brain studies debate over the E-Syndrome (that is, Evil-Syndrome) and new advances in neuropsychiatry in relation to antisocial behavior.12 Thirteenth, there is the dominance of a reality TV–inspired celeb culture that celebrates an anti-pleasure-able jouissance simultaneously with unending trau-mania. Fourteenth, there is the debate over false memoirs embodied in fiction works like Fragments: Memories of a Wartime Childhood, by Binjamin Wilkomirski (Bruno Dössekker), published in 1997, on his life as a child during the Holocaust and the trauma envy it triggered.13 Fifteenth, the enormous critical and commercial success of Jonathan Littell’s controversial novel The Kindly Ones (2006), which relates the history of the genocide of the Jews in central Europe as recounted by the unrepentant mind of an SS officer. And sixteenth, there are “Public reconstructions of the past according to victim-perpetrator/good-evil absolutes that fail to take account of the more blurred dynamics behind oppressive state rule and acts of atrocity.”14



GLOBAL PERPETRATOR CINEMA

As a preliminary definition, I suggest that perpetrator cinema is cinema that deals with a genocidal (or other mass killing) event through focusing on the perpetrator (and/or collaborator)15 figure as the main protagonist/interviewee. Along with the shift from the era of the witness to the era of the perpetrator, we can discern an unprecedented twenty-first-century global boom of films that present perpetrators (and collaborators). It comprises films that relate to three contexts: genocide or mass violence;16 the War on Terror;17 and local crime organization killings in the service of various regimes and gang wars.18 The genocide or mass violence context, which provides the broader framing for this book, includes documentary films such as Malte Ludin’s 2 or 3 Things I Know About Him (2 oder 3 Dinge, die ich von ihm weiß, Germany, 2005), in which a second-generation son of a high-ranking member of Hitler’s government who was executed for war crimes in 1947 follows his father’s and the family history after his mother’s death. The film includes interviews with his still-in-denial siblings, members of the third generation, as well as victim testimonies. Anne Aghion’s My Neighbor, My Killer (Mon voisin, mon tueur, USA/France, 2009) stages the Gacaca Community Court Trials, established by the Rwandan government in an attempt to facilitate the return of Hutus suspected of participating in the genocide of 1994 to their homes and encourage rapprochement between the two ethnic communities by meting out justice on the spot, in the small rural village of Gafumba. Christian Karim Chrobog’s War Child (USA, 2008) is a portrait of London-based black activist and successful hip-hop artist Emmanuel Jar’s return to Sudan, where he had been drafted as a child-soldier into the Sudan People’s Liberation Army. In Walter Manoschek’s If That’s So, Then I’m a Murderer (… dann bin ich ja ein Mörder!, Austria, 2012), sixty-three years after some sixty Hungarian Jewish forced laborers were shot dead by three SS men in the village of Deutsch-Schützen in the Austrian province of Burgenland (where a mass grave was found in 1995), the director interviews the former SS junior squad leader Adolf Storms, who denies his deeds, and seven more interviewees, among them two Hitler Youth who assisted with the crime and two Jewish survivors. Vanessa Lapa’s The Decent One (Der Anständige, Austria/Israel/Germany, 2014) follows a chronology based on diary entries, documents, letters that SS leader Heinrich Himmler wrote to his wife, Margarete, her and their daughter’s testimonies, his mistress’s letters, and his family’s letters. Christian Krönes, Olaf S. Müller, Roland Schrotthofer, and Florian Weigensamer’s A German Life (Ein deutsches Leben, Austria, 2016) shows interviews with 104-year-old Brunhilde Pomsel, a secretary who eventually became the stenographer to Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, who describes her admiration for him, still totally immersed in the state of mind of a follower and denying any knowledge that the Holocaust took place. Ruth Beckermann’s The Waldheim Waltz (Waldheims Walzer, Austria, 2018) is a biographical portrait of Kurt Josef Waldheim, a former UN secretary general, and the controversy surrounding his participation and role in the Nazi regime during World War II, documenting the demonstrations against Waldheim’s fake biographical details covering the war period.19 And Jonathan Littell’s Wrong Elements (France/Belgium/Germany, 2016) presents a group of friends who in Uganda during the late 1980s were kidnapped by the LRA (Lord’s Resistance Army), an antigovernment guerilla movement that abducted more than sixty thousand teenagers over the course of twenty-five years. In an effort to rebuild their lives, these four men, simultaneously victims and killers, set out to revisit the places that robbed them of their childhoods.

As I have suggested in other forums,20 during the twentieth century, the perpetrators of major catastrophes, in particular the Holocaust but also those conducted by other totalitarian regimes, did not confess their guilt. In fact, the convoluted and unstable relations the Germans, for instance, have with their past (i.e., the Historian Debate of 1986, the Wehrmacht exhibition of 1995, Goldhagen’s book Willing Executioners [1996],21 and Oliver Hirschbiegel’s film Downfall [Der Untergang, Germany/Austria/Italy, 2004]) show that in a century dominated by totalitarian regimes, an ethical confession was unimaginable. Dori Laub and Susanna Lee indeed claim, “Memories … in perpetrators … merely serve a defensive function by replacing unbearable conflict or glaring dissonance with a more tamed and acceptable version of experienced events or perpetrated deeds. Such tamed versions may be concurrent … in particular with the perpetrator’s evil deeds, as illustrated by the Germans’ use of deceptive euphemisms while carrying out mass murder.”22 The case of Albert Speer, which Laub and Lee discuss, is a prime example of the creation of distorted truths in order to mask an extremity of evil.

The perpetrators’ confessions23 become “successful” when they are self-incriminating, ideally capturing the confession’s referent, the atrocious deed. When intertwined with the victim’s testimony, they are not a truer depiction of the traumatic event, but rather a truer conveyor of total acknowledgment based on appreciation of the historical-traumatic referent, which the victim, immersed in the trauma, could not grasp. Interviewing perpetrators is shaped not by enforcing a willful introspection aimed at providing a narrative of selfhood, but by a reassessment of values and affirmation of total transparency regarding the content of their confessions.

These cursory plot lines show that in spite of the differences in the historical contexts (most prominently the Holocaust but also the genocides in Darfur, Rwanda, Indonesia, Serbia/former-Yugoslavia, and Uganda), production conditions, specific subject, the local film industry, and cinematic language, among others, these documentaries display the prominent characteristics of perpetrators’ representation.



PERPETRATOR CINEMA—CHARACTERISTICS

Perpetrator films share ten prominent, typical characteristics: First, none of them is based on a direct confrontation between the first-generation survivor and the perpetrator, an extraordinary situation with unique ideological overtones revealed in post-KR Cambodian cinema (which I elaborate later). Even films like Laura Waters Hinson’s As We Forgive (USA, 2010), about Rwanda, and Joshua Oppenheimer’s The Look of Silence (Senyap, Denmark/Indonesia/Finland/Norway/UK/Israel/France/USA/Germany/Netherlands, 2014) (which refers to the mass massacre of 1965–66 of between five hundred thousand and three million alleged communists by paramilitary forces in the service of president Suharto’s regime in Indonesia), which attempt to stage this confrontation, eventually refrain from it and/or its representation. As We Forgive uses crosscutting to connect the reactions of Rosaria, the survivor, and Saveri, the neighbor who killed her husband and four children. Each speaks to the camera about the question of forgiveness during a workshop for reconciliation established in the village in 2004, but we do not see them meet. The film tells the spectators about the process, but does not show Rosaria and Saveri or other survivors and neighbor-perpetrators reconnecting in real time. The editing serves as a substitute for what is yet unbearable and undoable in reality. Does cinema function to mediate, or does it masquerade this unbearable interaction? In The Look of Silence, Adi, the protagonist, a member of the second generation (born in 1968), is afraid to fully confront the commanders of the civilian militia, the village death squad, and the Snake River death squad that operated in his area. Only with the assistance of the director is he able to somewhat confront his own uncle, who, as a prison guard at the time of the massacre, collaborated in the abuse and murder of his nephew, Adi’s older brother. These films stand in contrast to the extraordinary phenomenon of the proliferation of new Cambodian films that structure and promote a direct, live survivor-perpetrator encounter.

Second, in contrast to cinema rendered solely through the victims’ testimony, which is defined ontologically through the subjective truth of suffering and the testimonial act, perpetrator cinema, directly or indirectly reflecting on the question of guilt, is defined epistemologically through recognition of the deed and accountability. Third, and moreover, we can discern a tension between recollection and the (perpetrator’s) recognition. In this regard, and in spite of their significance when taking into consideration the years that have passed since the violent event, memory processes do not exceed the priority of the episteme in shaping the diegesis. Fourth, the films stage anew the twentieth-century paradox of the enigma of the ordinary man: the understanding that the enigma is incomprehensible when it is attributed to Evil, but might be comprehensible in a specific context, revealed through new documents and/or accounts and testimonies. The tension between the philosophical dimension of ethical responsibility and its practical dimension haunts the films.

The fifth characteristic of perpetrator cinema is the tension created by the sudden closeness of both the director and the spectator to the perpetrator (or his or her symbolic “surrogates”—family members, personal items, recorded voice, and so on). This intimidating intimacy might stand in contrast to the attempt (and fantasy) of access to the perpetrator’s subjectivity. As James Young suggests, “The taboo on portraying the subjectivity of the perpetrators serves a further function in that it quells the fear that to imagine the crimes from their perspective would somehow ‘reperpetrate’ them.”24 Sixth, if the film is mainly based on an interview, it is mostly conducted in the format of “talking (heads) with Evil.” Seventh, a lacuna is revealed at the heart of most of the films due to the perpetrators’ (or the surrogates’) denial of their deeds, resulting in a failed confession. The lacuna threatens to erupt and break the usually fragile dialogical or “contractual” surface between the interviewees and the director. Eighth, the narrative that aims at refutation of denials, lies, self-justification, self-deception, evasions, and other strategies typical to perpetrators’ reactions is built upon multilayered structures that include a proliferation of strategies like archival materials, illustrations, animation, historical documents, and experts’ opinions meant to assist the director in revealing the truth. Ninth, thus, the subject of the Third, usually the dead, is inserted into the narrative, exorcizing the trauma. Tenth, since in most of the cases the perpetrator is nonaccessible, the (real or symbolic) “death-known-in-advance” structure creates a tension with the investigative impulse that typically, following public and political debates or scandals, motivates the making of the film.

Defining perpetrator cinema neither as a genre nor as a global new wave but rather as a phenomenon with certain characteristics demands considering it a symptom of this era. Is it a symptom of Western civilization’s failure, transmitted as a twentieth-century “legacy” to resolve the “ordinary perpetrator” enigma? Barbara Harff and Ted Robert Gurr show that genocides and politicides (killings of people in groups targeted because of organized political opposition) between 1945 and 1980 may have caused over twice as many deaths as wars during this period. Such state killings claim up to 2.6 times the number of lives lost in the aftermath of natural disasters between 1967 and 1986.25 Similarly, Rudolph J. Rummel argues that four times as many people have been killed in democides (“the murder of any person or people by a government, including genocide, politicide, or mass murder”) of citizens in the twentieth century than have been killed in wars.26 Recognizing that the post-Holocaust ethos of “Never Again” has been repetitively violated during the second half of the twentieth century, collapsing the ethical into the political, might attest to Western guilt that is reflected in this new phenomenon: The films (and literature) are cultural products that, in a direct antithesis to past submission of all morality decrees to the political, turn the previous horror, sublimated through the obsessively documented testimonial age, into a new form of global memory, that of the perpetrator (or his or her surrogates). As Andreas Huyssen claims,


Memory discourses of a new kind first emerged in the West after the 1960s in the wake of decolonization and the new social movements and their search for alternative and revisionist histories. The search for other traditions and the tradition of “others” was accompanied by multiple statements about endings: the end of history, the death of the subject, the end of the work of art, the end of metanarratives. Such claims were frequently understood all too literally, but in their polemical thrust and replication of the ethos of avantgardism, they pointed directly to the ongoing recodification of the past after modernism. Memory discourses accelerated in Europe and the United States in the early 1980s, energized by the broadening debate about the Holocaust (triggered by the network television series Holocaust and, somewhat later, the testimony movement) and by media attention paid to the fortieth and fiftieth anniversaries of events in the history of the Third Reich.27



In this regard, perpetrator cinema indeed marks the new search for a new Other as well as a new form of a more complex and nuanced interaction between history and memory. In other words, perpetrator cinema’s failure to transcend the enigma and directly delve into perpetratorhood might accentuate the tension between epistemology and memory and propose temporary memory redemption as a salvation from guilt.

Two films, one related to the Holocaust and the other to the genocide in former Yugoslavia, exemplify the use of unique cinematic strategies to overcome the tensions typical to perpetrator cinema (memory vs. epistemology, comprehensibility vs. incomprehensibility of the enigma, philosophical vs. practical ethics, intimidating intimacy vs. fantasy access, a death-known-in-advance vs. investigative impulse) as well as the failure of confession described earlier as a constant, immanent threat. Stefan Ruzowitzky, the director (and scriptwriter) of Radical Evil (Das radikal Böse, Germany/Austria, 2013),28 who is a member of the third generation (his grandfather was a Nazi), uses three audial sources to reflect on the enigma of the ordinary man, which is the subject of his film: original quotations taken from the diaries and letters of the Nazi death squads, the Einsatzgruppen (who shot about two million Jewish civilians in Eastern Europe during World War II); (excerpts from) head of the SS Heinrich Himmler’s Posen speech from early October 1943 (given in Nazi-occupied Poland before officials of the Nazi party);29 and interviews with psychiatrists, historians, genocide experts, and ninety-three-year-old Benjamin Ferencz, one of the chief prosecutors at the Nuremberg trials.

The Einsatzgruppen quotes are read by well-known German actors (such as Devid Striesow [The Counterfeiters30 and Downfall], Alexander Fehling [Inglourious Basterds and Labyrinth of Lies],31 and Volker Bruch [The Baader Meinhof Complex and The Reader]),32 whose voices are familiar to German, Austrian, as well as global spectators. In contrast, nonfamiliar actors reenact the death squads’ lives and deadly acts: watching Nazi propaganda films, vomiting after the first massacre, shaving before the next day of executions begins, and taking pictures together. Their anonymity, symbolizing the faceless Nazi masses, stands in contrast to the familiar voices of the actors who speak “in their place.” I suggest that the perpetrator’s voice, attached to and based on the enigma, and in contrast to the victim’s, is “replaceable” because it symbolizes the nonintegrity of the voice’s owner, his denial. Immersed in denial, the perpetrator’s disembodied, replaceable voice is not the expression of the speaker’s inner essence, a guarantee of the Truth. Thus, it signifies an immanent split between truth and its utterance, the voice being the (failed) mediator. The “exchanged” voice becomes that which radically undermines the possibility of self-expression and self-presence, insofar as it reveals the rupture at the core of the perpetrators’ subjectivity. The actors’ voices invest the quotations from the diaries and letters with a dramatization that makes them alive but, due to the self-reflexive irony of their immediate identification as cinematic celebs, paradoxically also keep the horror at a distance. Most importantly, I suggest that it is this uncanny combination of the familiar sound with the unfamiliar image, the gap between body and voice, deed and reflection, that calls for the spectators’ recognition.

The second audial source, the unmistakable recorded voice of Himmler, is intertwined within the Einsatzgruppen accounts and thus assists in enhancing the sensation of authenticity. The third audial source, interviews with renowned researchers (such as the psychiatrist R. J. Lifton, the author Christopher R. Browning, and the priest Patrick Desbois)33 who attest to the major insights achieved in research during the last seventy-three years, have an accumulating effect. Thus, when the film represents the results of prominent psychological experiments (of Solomon Asch, Stanley Milgram, and Philip Zimbardo) directed at the topic, the camera is located above the experiments, which are presented through minimal graphic means. Providing a high-angle gaze, it once again raises the question of proximity and distance from Evil and from past events. Ruzowitzky uses a split screen such that a line of boots is juxtaposed with a close-up on the face of one of the soldiers. Benjamin Ferencz closes this complex discussion by emphasizing that out of the three thousand soldiers of the death squads, only twenty-four were put on trial (due to lack of seats at court). Fourteen of them were sentenced to death, but the verdict was carried out in only four cases. All the others served various periods in prison and were released in 1958. According to Ferencz, the court failed in this mission.

In its unique cinematic language, I suggest, Radical Evil adheres to Dominick LaCapra’s suggestion that there is a “tendency to restrict explanations to two broad, binaristically opposed options: (1) the role of industrialized mass murder, bureaucracy, the machinery of destruction, “desk murder,” the banality of evil, and the behavior of ordinary men in extraordinary circumstances and (2) the role of perpetrators as anti-Semitic, cruel, sadistic, gleeful monsters. Moreover, the second option may be criticized solely predominantly in terms of the first.”34 This is done by juxtaposing these options mainly through the various uses of sound. In this, though the film does not include a victim’s testimony and thus its presentation of the trauma is indirect and nonemotional, its multilayered presentation of the perpetrator’s figure and symbolic and real voice transcends perpetrator cinema’s immanent tensions and paradoxes.

In Depth Two (Dubina dva, Serbia/Serbia and Montenegro, 2016),35 seventeen years after the end of the Serbian massacre of the Albanians and the silencing of the investigation into atrocities committed in Kosovo in 1999, the Serbian director (and scriptwriter) Ognjen Glavonić connects two occurrences: the accidental discovery of a freezer truck containing fifty-five corpses of Albanian civilians killed by the Serbian police and army during the Kosovo War that had been dumped into the Danube at the Serbian-Romanian border, and the discovery in 2000–01 of five mass graves with 705 corpses of Kosovars (including seventy-five children) in a Belgrade suburb at the former site of the Serbian Army’s Special Anti-Terrorist Forces training center. The corpses from the latter, from the Suva Reka massacre,36 had later been transported to a secret location during Operation Dubina Dva (Depth Two). In order to establish the link between these two atrocious events, Glavonić watched hundreds of hours of testimonies and accounts presented on various Serbian television channels during the ten years of the trial of Slobodan Milosevic and his subordinates at the International Court for the Former Yugoslavia in The Hague. He based his documentary on ten first-person accounts of the perpetrators and collaborators who had participated in the events, some of whom were also present when the bodies were recovered and reburied: the killers, the policemen, the police officer, the men who had dragged the truck from the river, the truck drivers who moved the corpses, and the workers who buried them. In the midst of their accounts, the sole Albanian survivor of the Suva Reka massacre, who watched the murder of her entire family, relates how she pretended to be dead and jumped out of the truck when the corpses were driven far from her village to the location near Belgrade.

Juxtaposing the perpetrators/collaborators’ accounts and the survivor’s testimony is enacted on two levels: of sound and of space. Depth Two uses the perpetrators’ and collaborators’ accounts only as acousmêtic voices, disembodied, nonvisualized, and nonconnectable to a face. Film sound theorist Michel Chion claims that acousmêtre has some powers—ubiquity, panopticism, omniscience, and omnipotence37—and that at the point of de-acousmatization “the voice loses its virginal acousmatic powers, and reenters the realm of human beings.”38 Glavonić deliberately refrains from deacousmatization, and indeed does not allow the perpetrators’ and collaborators’ voices to reenter “the realm of human beings.” Moreover, this request to give up the gaze and to “see” through the hearing means, in the case of perpetrators’ voices, that the spectator cannot establish an illusion built through reconciliation within the imagination. Instead, the spectator sees haunting imagery shots at the locations various parts of the crimes were carried out: from the Danube, through Priština and two small towns in Kosovo, to central Serbia, and finally to Batajnica, where the mass graves were discovered. The filmed crime scene of the river, which opens this documentary thriller, is constantly expanding as the ten acousmatic voices provide more abjecting details. The crime space includes not only the specific locations of the river and the small towns, but also the roads, the pizzeria where the Albanian families were forcefully gathered and shot, the police station, and the surrounding fields. First, the accessible space stands as a replacement for the absence of the perpetrators’ and collaborators’ bodies. Second, the physical beauty of the environment is disturbing for the spectator, although the demand to mediate between the green meadow and the atrocities committed there is part of the Lanzmannian legacy. The greyness and gloomy, cold weather, reflected in most of the shots of the red roofs and green meadows, do not reduce the Lanzmannian creed. When, as part of the lies and cover-up the spectator hears, including that the victims were not Albanian but rather Kurdish foreign workers who fell into the river, the camera shows stagnant, miring water, a voice says, “I asked the policeman how many are still there because I was pale and threw up, and he said: ‘not too many. Another one hundred, one hundred twenty bodies.’ ” The bald trees, the sound of ravens, and two truck wheels dumped in a field create a space open for projection of the unseen, especially since the camera movements that capture these audio-visual images are slow, their rhythm adhering to the perpetrators’ off-screen sound, one that, though complicated with it, does not envelope the image.

By using sound and space, Depth Two’s ethical exhumation makes the question of visibility of the perpetrators of ethnic cleansing a collective question. In this regard the film replaces the memorial site, which at the time of screening had not yet been established at the site of the crime.
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