Good, Evil, and the Gray Between 
(Essay Option 4)

By Amanda Lautermilch

Throughout history, the world has asked, “Why?” and “How?” Why do despotic rulers bent on “ethnic cleansing” continue to rise to power? More devastatingly, how are these monsters able to mobilize an entire population to carry out their destructive will? I believe tyrants rise and lead in very much the same way the best world leaders do: through charisma and the vision of a better future. To this, those bent on power usually add a selective use of information and find it opportune to demonize groups of people viewed as either political threats or targets of convenience.


I do believe that some people are innately evil, but the thousands of men and women who gave their services so willingly to the Khmer Rouge had many other motivations. In Cambodia, the division between poor and rich coupled with the instability of the government became a powerfully persuasive tool. As the people grew disillusioned with Lon Nol’s leadership, many believed that by supporting the Khmer Rouge, they were aiding in the restoration of the former and deposed ruler, Prince Sihanouk. When the reality of the Khmer Rouge’s model society became evident, the majority of supporters were far too deeply involved to simply quit – especially when the punishment for such treason was torture and death. Yet, while numerous followers were undoubtedly ruled by fear, I think that many were also moved by supposed-righteousness. 


“The right thing” is a matter of opinion, and cultural history has proven that all people tend to view their own perception of morality as the superior view. Today we look upon the systems of domination utilized by Hitler, the Khmer Rouge, and Saddam Hussein with horror and disbelief, yet the supporters under such regimes largely thought they were in the right. Ethnic cleansing is a concept that is foreign to countless societies, but there will always exist extremists doing their alleged “part” to serve their country or their God in the only way that seems natural – the extermination of potential threats and of the unworthy. A large faction of Khmer Rouge supporters undeniably fell into the category of “righteous fanatics,” allowing their warped and injudicious views to lead to the heinous acts in which they willingly took part or tacitly supported.

Were they all innately evil? Many people and most of the Khmer Rouge victims would probably agree that the men and women who supported the Khmer Rouge were born evil, but I do not think they were. I think they were largely people disillusioned by faith, fear, lies, and prejudice, and overcome by evilness of their own actions. Though these men and women were not born evil, they nevertheless condemned themselves to a life of evil in order to continue to survive. Regardless of their reasons, they made a choice to hurt others. 


For most of my life, I have thought that evil is the act of hurting others, but as I grow older, the concept becomes far more complicated. First They Killed My Father has not made defining evil any easier. What the book has really helped me understand is that good and evil are not black and white. There exists a great expanse of gray area where people and their actions are not usually perfectly kind or cruel. I am sure that many of the vicious supporters of the Khmer Rouge were kind parents and, quite possibly, loyal friends.
First They Killed My Father personalizes the pain and suffering of a population. The novel shows that it does not matter if two people or two million people die – it is still a tragedy. Far removed from the tribulations of the Cambodian people, it is easy to forget that the nearly two million victims were all individuals. They were parents, spouses, siblings, and children. Their lives were valuable and tragically cut short, and while evil was present in the murders and torture, it existed also in smaller acts of cruelty. Through avarice and an unquenchable desire for power, the Khmer Rouge’s promises of a better nation fell drastically short of their mark, leaving millions bereft of the very essentials needed to sustain life. There was evil in the smallest of actions: in burning priceless possessions, in forbidding even the most harmless terms of endearment, or in watching children grow weak and bloated by hunger with indifference. Though some acts were lesser instances of evil, they were evil nonetheless. 

Loung Ung’s story also shows that people usually become what they do. The conscience and goodness of people can be subjugated by acts of cruelty and evil – the corrosion of morality leading to the dereliction of humanity. However, people do not have to become what is done to them. Towards the end of the novel, two women seek revenge by volunteering to torture a soldier. While Loung wanted pain to be inflicted upon her oppressors, she was never personally responsible for such an act. The difference between being able to torture a fellow human and refraining from doing so despite one’s feelings parallels the difference between evil and good.  
For me, however, the more poignant meaning in First They Killed My Father was not the cruelty or pain, but the love and resolve. The autobiography accounts for a child’s sufferings and losses, but it also stresses how truly precious human life is. The story emphasizes the lasting bonds of family and the strength of character to overcome, and Loung Ung’s love of her father, her mother, and her siblings will leave the most substantial and lasting impression upon me. For me, at least, Loung Ung’s story was not dominated by evil, but by the good that evil can never destroy. 
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