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The choice of topic for this paper arose out of the author’s personal trip to Cambodia in December 
2005 and the time spent one afternoon in the countryside with a local family whose smiling, aged 
patriarch (pictured on the cover riding his bicycle) had been shot in the leg during the Khmer Rouge 
regime.  The photos on the cover are intended to illustrate the lingering effects of the violence 
surrounding the genocides, effects which remain all too evident in Cambodia and East Timor today. 
Today, Western tourists flock to Cambodia and, to a lesser extent, East Timor; often, they overlook the 
importance of the role played by Western governments in the violence that contributed to the current 
state of underdevelopment of each country. 
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IIIINTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTION 

 
 

 

In April 1975, Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge rebel group rolled into Phnom Penh, seizing 

power in Cambodia.  In December of that same year, two thousand miles away on the other 

edge of Southeast Asia, the Indonesian military invaded East Timor.1  The Khmer Rouge spent 

the next four years in power; during this time nearly a quarter of the population of Cambodia 

died.2  The Indonesian military spent the last quarter of the twentieth century occupying East 

Timor; roughly one fifth of that small nation’s population died.3 

The deaths in each of these examples have been described as “genocide,” but not 

without criticism.  The international community, for its failure to help stop the bloodshed, is 

often apportioned part of the blame for these deaths.  However, the true nature of the active 

role played in these two genocides by foreign powers, in particular by the United States and 

Britain, is often overlooked or forgotten.  Somewhat ironically, in an attempt to curb what 

they saw as the increasing regional influence of Vietnamese communists, the United States 

began actively supporting the communist Khmer Rouge regime shortly after the fall of Phnom 

Penh.4  Secret documents show that, only a few months after this, just one day before 

Indonesia invaded East Timor, US President Gerald Ford and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger 

gave Indonesian President Suharto approval for his country’s planned military action.5 

This paper seeks to show that, in each case, the activities of foreign powers, instead of 

thwarting the genocide, actually contributed to it.  The paper is divided into two parts: one 

part covers Cambodia and the other covers East Timor.  Each part is further divided into three 

sections detailing the background and nature of each genocide, the proposed causes and 

contributing factors, and the action and inaction of international players. 
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CCCCAMBODIAAMBODIAAMBODIAAMBODIA 
    

 
 
 
“I don’t want to talk, it’s too late.  But I will never forgive the journalists and the Westerners.  They didn’t 
believe us.  I no longer want anything to do with the Cambodians, they chased me from my country.” 6 

– Sim, a Sino-Cambodian who fled the Khmer Rouge by boat to Thailand in 1974 
 

 
    
TTTTHE HE HE HE BBBBACKGROUND AND ACKGROUND AND ACKGROUND AND ACKGROUND AND NNNNATURE OF THE ATURE OF THE ATURE OF THE ATURE OF THE CCCCAMBODIAN AMBODIAN AMBODIAN AMBODIAN GGGGENOCIDEENOCIDEENOCIDEENOCIDE    
 

On April 17, 1975, Khmer Rouge forces rolled into Phnom Penh, defeating Lon Nol’s 

forces and finally securing control over Cambodia after many years of struggle.  Thirty years 

later, the legacy is that nearly 20,000 mass graves and almost 200 secret prison torture centres 

have been found in Cambodia, with over 700,000 people estimated to have been executed 

during four years of Khmer Rouge rule. 7  Approximately one million people who were not 

executed died of hunger and disease.8  One particularly disturbing aspect of the violence 

committed in Cambodia is the set of methods used to kill: 53% by having their skull crushed 

with repeated blows of a pick or hammer, 29% shot, 6% hanged or strangled, 5% slit throats, 5% 

beaten to death, and 2% by often extremely disturbing public execution to set an example to 

others.9 

In 1970, five years before the Khmer Rouge came to power, Prince Sihanouk was 

overthrown by his ministers over his policy of turning a blind eye to the North Vietnamese 

troops using Cambodia as a staging ground for their war against the United States.  This new 

Cambodian government was bitterly opposed to North Vietnam and demanded the removal of 

troops from Cambodia.  Out of their mutual hatred for the Cambodian government, the Khmer 

Rouge and Prince Sihanouk formed a coalition and began receiving support from North 

Vietnam and the Soviet Union.10  China, meanwhile, supported the Khmer Rouge to counter 
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rival Soviet influence in the region.11  Within five years, the Khmer Rouge had successfully 

taken control of the entire country, purged the Vietnamese elements in its ranks, and killed 

thousands of Cambodians.  However, the dead bodies in the jungle could not compare to the 

torture and killings that would take place over the next four years. 

Immediately upon assuming power, the Khmer Rouge under Pol Pot began the mass 

evacuation of all urban centres.  All city dwellers were marched into the countryside to fulfill 

Pol Pot’s goal of a highly productive agricultural, rural society.  Those who asked for an 

explanation of the orders to leave were simply told that the Americans were going to bomb the 

cities.12  Anyone with links to the former government, regardless of how low-level, was 

targeted for execution.  People who showed signs of education were also killed, including 

students, teachers, and doctors.  In the twisted logic of the Khmer Rouge, signs of education 

even included wearing eyeglasses.13 

Before we can make any conclusions about the causes and consequences of the 

genocide, we must first establish that genocide did indeed take place.  The framework within 

which this can be done is the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, 

known more commonly the conventional title, The Genocide Convention: 

 
“In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to 
destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: 

(a) Killing members of the group; 
(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; 
(c) Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 
physical destruction in whole or in part; 
(d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group; 
(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.” 14 

 

 
The killings in Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge were not systematic to the same 

extent as the Nazi “final solution,” but there certainly was some semblance of order to the 
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chaos.  First, they killed those suspected of involvement in the previous regime.  Then, they 

killed those who were educated or members of the upper class.  Technically, since none of 

these is a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group, the thousands who died were simply 

victims of mass murder.  However, the Khmer Rouge also deliberately targeted minority ethnic 

groups such as the montagnard hill tribes, Chinese, and the Cham Muslims.15  The members of 

these groups who were not killed were forced to abandon their traditional ways of life, 

including wearing traditional clothing and jewellery and practising their religion.  They were 

then forced into hard labour akin to slavery, a useful way to get some productivity out of them 

before they died of disease, malnutrition, and exhaustion. 

The Khmer Rouge banned religion, money, and personal possessions.  Anyone holding 

on to any of these was punished, usually executed.  Part of the process to rid the country of 

religion involved targeting thousands of Khmer Buddhist monks.  Although Buddhism 

survived the Khmer Rouge period surprisingly well, the monks were the keepers of cultural 

literacy in Cambodia.  With their murders, a significant quantity of irreplaceable texts and 

artefacts documenting Cambodia’s history and culture was lost or destroyed.16 

Perhaps influenced by Pol Pot’s personal paranoia about Vietnam, the Khmer Rouge 

expelled 150,000 Vietnamese and executed on sight any Vietnamese left in Cambodia or 

Cambodians with links to Vietnam.  Approximately 10,000 Vietnamese people who failed to 

leave the country were killed.17  Interestingly, among those killed in the internal purges of the 

Khmer Rouge were revolutionaries of Vietnamese origin who had spent years fighting loyally 

in Pol Pot’s army.18 
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“People from the Eastern zone would be known by their scarf.  If you were wearing a blue 
scarf they would kill you.” 19 

 – Huy Rady, a Cambodian survivor and eye-witness 
 

 
In a process eerily reminiscent of the Nazi preparation for the Final Solution, the 

inhabitants of the Eastern zone of Cambodia were made to wear a blue and white version of 

the traditional Khmer scarf.  All other Cambodians were forced to wear the red and white or 

yellow and white versions and were prohibited from wearing the blue.  Shipped to other areas 

of the country, the people with blue scarves were given less food and forced to work harder, 

until they died.  Their only crime was living in the Eastern zone, the area closest to Vietnam.  

They were accused of having “Khmer bodies, but Vietnamese heads.”20 

Probably the most jaw-dropping aspect of the Khmer Rouge period in power is the 

sheer scale of brutality inflicted on the people of Cambodia.  There are two prime illustrations 

of this brutality: the Killing Fields all over the country and Tuol Sleng, the notorious prison in 

Phnom Penh where, out of roughly 14,000 people who entered, less than a dozen ever 

survived.21 

“The Killing Fields” were the sites where the bodies were buried of those people who 

failed to survive after being sent out to the fields to live and work in agricultural communes, 

under unbelievably harsh conditions, with extreme food insecurity and a constant threat of 

being taken away and executed by the Khmer Rouge.  Cambodians also sometimes refer to the 

period itself as the era of the Killing Fields.  Forced to produce huge amounts of rice, the 

people were given very little to eat, and what they did receive was far from a healthy, balanced 

diet.22  Families were deliberately split up, and children were taught to monitor their parents 

and denounce them.23  The re-education techniques of the Khmer Rouge were relatively 
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successful with the children, who were less difficult to mould into brainwashed army 

recruits.24 

Tuol Sleng, known during the Khmer Rouge era as S-21, is today a world famous 

museum documenting the horrors that occurred there.  A former high school, S-21 was one of 

189 centres used as prisons for torture and eventual execution.  People were sent to there for 

the same arbitrary reasons that people in the fields were executed in the quiet of the night; 

there was often no substantive reason, perhaps an unsubstantiated rumour of Vietnamese ties 

or being a CIA agent.  Upon entering S-21, prisoners were locked up in jail cells, immobilized in 

leg irons, and only allowed out when it was their turn to be tortured into confessing 

treasonous acts they had never committed, and implicating family members and friends, often 

as supposed CIA agents, and admitting to being animals, not human beings.25 

The prisoners’ confessions and a photo of each one were recorded by the guards and 

are now hauntingly displayed on the museum walls and display boards.26  The torturers were 

themselves prisoners who knew that any reluctance or mistake in carrying out orders meant 

their own torture and death.27  Over a third of the guards and torturers at S-21 were executed 

there.28 
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PPPPROPOROPOROPOROPOSED SED SED SED CCCCAUSES AND AUSES AND AUSES AND AUSES AND CCCCONTRIBUTING ONTRIBUTING ONTRIBUTING ONTRIBUTING FFFFACTORS OF THE ACTORS OF THE ACTORS OF THE ACTORS OF THE CCCCAMBODIAN AMBODIAN AMBODIAN AMBODIAN GGGGENOCIDEENOCIDEENOCIDEENOCIDE    
 

 
 “... a Kampuchea which is independant, unified, peaceful, neutral, non-aligned, with 
sovereignty over its territorial integrity, in a society in which happiness, equality, justice, 
and true democracy reign, without rich or poor, without exploiting class or exploited 
class, a society in which the entire people lives in harmony and great national unity and 
bands together to contribute to the production effort and, together, to build and defend 
the country.” 29 

– Preamble to the Constitution of Democratic Kampuchea 
 

 
 
The Cambodian genocide demonstrates the horror of the human capacity to torture 

and murder fellow human beings, without a guilty conscience, when the right conditions are 

present. 

The roots of the Cambodian genocide are found in the Maoist political and economic 

beliefs of the Khmer Rouge leadership.  The most important leaders, all of whom studied in 

Paris in the 1950s and became active in the communist movement together, were Saloth Sar 

(who would later re-brand himself as Pol Pot), Ieng Sary, and Khieu Samphan.30   The 

significance of their time together in France is that they developed what to them seemed a 

coherent political and economic model for the future of their home country, Cambodia.31    

In his doctoral thesis, Khieu Samphan blamed Cambodia’s lack of development on the 

economic domination of the developed world and argued that self-reliance was the key to a 

brighter future.32  The method to achieve this goal: a mass peasant movement supporting a 

social revolution to reduce rents and eliminate usury.33  In the context of the Vietnam War and 

Lon Nol’s regime in Cambodia, the idea of a mass movement for social revolution was 

transformed into one of violent revolution.  To achieve this goal within a Maoist framework, 

the Khmer Rouge leaders designed a plan to produce massive quantities of rice for export, 

which would generate enough revenue to make Cambodia self-reliant and therefore no longer 
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dominated by the industrialized countries.  Influenced by the Marxist writings of André 

Gunder Frank, the leaders adopted the belief that “cities are parasitic on the countryside, that 

only labor value is true value, that cities extract surplus value from the rural areas.”34 

While these tenets of the Khmer Rouge ideological framework may seem fairly benign, 

they formed the foundation for the Cambodian genocide.  Combining this blended ideology 

with Maoist ruthlessness inspired by official visits to China, along with an ends-justifies-the-

means attitude, the Khmer Rouge planned the evacuation of urban centres and the mass 

collective agriculture project they believed was the key to Cambodia’s future.  Their strong 

faith in their cause and their unique communist theory allowed them to sacrifice any 

principles they may have had, to achieve the end goal.  Thus, they came to the conclusion that 

only a fraction of the population was necessary to build the new society, paving the way for 

the gruesome murder of thousands and the starvation deaths of many more. 

The genocide could not have been carried out by the Khmer Rouge leadership alone, so 

one question many researchers have asked is why did the soldiers, the prisoners, the civilians 

kill their fellow countrymen?  The extremely complex answer to this question is summarized 

very well in Gregory H Stanton’s “Eight Stages of Genocide.”35 

According to Stanton, founder of The Cambodian Genocide Program at Yale, each of the 

stages leading up to genocide does not, in itself, appear particularly worrisome.36  For example, 

by classifying the people into minorities, religious groups, urbanites, peasants, professionals, 

the educated and so on, the Khmer Rouge created a division between ‘us’ and ‘the others.’  By 

classifying and then symbolizing the people, as was done with the aforementioned blue 

scarves, those people became dehumanized.  Once ‘the others’ are equated with something 

more primitive than ‘us’ humans, Stanton argues, it becomes much easier to kill without a 
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guilty conscience.  The last major stage in turning ordinary people into murderers is 

polarization by extremists – driving groups apart by emphasizing the differences, as the 

Khmer Rouge did by contrasting the uneducated peasants with the urbanites, the educated, 

members of the government and the upper classes, and more.  With these factors in place, it is 

understandable that someone whose life is in the balance could follow orders and kill others or 

even become a torturer. 
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AAAACTION AND CTION AND CTION AND CTION AND IIIINACTION OF NACTION OF NACTION OF NACTION OF IIIINTERNATIONAL NTERNATIONAL NTERNATIONAL NTERNATIONAL AAAACTORSCTORSCTORSCTORS    
 

 
 “There is no British Government involvement of any kind in training, equipping or co-
operation, with the Khmer Rouge forces or those allied to them.” 37 

– Margaret Thatcher, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, 1979-1990 
 

 
 
The failure of the developed world to take action against the Cambodian genocide is 

significant.  The active support of some players on the international stage for the Khmer Rouge 

regime is inexcusable. 

Although in some cases of genocide it may be argued that insufficient evidence was 

available at the time of the tragedies, this is certainly not the case in Cambodia.  The news of 

Khmer Rouge massacres and inhumane treatment was broadcast to the world in François 

Ponchaud’s journal article, “Le Kampuchéa Démocratique: Une Révolution radicale.”38  Yet 

Noam Chomsky, one of a number of supporters of the Khmer Rouge movement at the time, 

launched a vocal attack on Ponchaud’s writings and the writings of other critics of Pol Pot’s 

regime, accusing them of being anti-communist.39  As an intellectual heavyweight, with his 

criticisms and refusal to believe or accept the true nature of the revolution in Cambodia, 

Chomsky helped muffle the alarm bells sounded by others. 

Foreign intelligence agencies, especially the CIA, were involved in supporting Lon Nol’s 

regime and would, therefore, have had knowledge of the Khmer Rouge’s murderous methods 

even before 1975.40  It was not in the interests of the United States to do anything to solve the 

problem, however.  The massive ‘secret’ carpet bombing of Cambodia by the US Air Force 

played an immense role in the genocide, as the Khmer rouge could never have raised so many 

recruits to take power, had it not been for their anger at the American bombs.41  These new 

recruits were told that the bombs were coming from Lon Nol’s military force in Phnom Penh, 
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further fuelling anger at the government of the day and boosting the recruitment drive for the 

brutally violent rebel group.42 

Although the US had supported Lon Nol’s military regime in its fight against Pol Pot’s 

forces, President Gerald Ford along with Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and Secretary of 

Defense Donald Rumsfeld were quick to begin supporting Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge, commencing 

not long after the rebels’ assumption of power in 1975.43  The administration was well aware of 

Pol Pot’s violent ruthlessness but chose to sacrifice the people of Cambodia for the benefit of 

American policy objectives in Vietnam.44  Prince Sihanouk stated himself in 1970, shortly 

before being overthrown by Lon Nol, that the Khmer Rouge “would present no great danger if 

they did not receive orders, weapons and supplies from abroad.”45 

In 1970, communist China was competing with the Soviet Union for the affection of 

North Vietnam.  Thus, the Chinese government brought the deposed Prince Sihanouk together 

with the North Vietnamese Premier, forging a coalition of sorts that would eventually lead to 

Sihanouk’s alliance with the Khmer Rouge against Lon Nol.46  When China and Vietnam fell out 

with each other, China sought to use the Khmer Rouge to counter Vietnamese and Soviet 

influence in the region.  This stance put China and the US on common ground, as Nixon and 

Kissinger highlighted to Indonesian President Suharto in their December 6th meeting, telling 

him that “China does not have expansionist aims now … their first concern is the Soviet Union 

and their second, Vietnam.”47  Thus, the US and China are both to blame for helping Pol Pot’s 

Khmer Rouge come to power in Cambodia. 

This support continued for years, with the US, UK, and China strongly backing the 

Khmer Rouge seat for Cambodia at the United Nations right up until 1992, despite the fact that 

the Khmer Rouge only held sway in a small area of Cambodia.  The US, UK, China, and Thailand 
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helped rebuild the Khmer Rouge, providing humanitarian and military aid to the rebels in 

areas along the Thai border, enabling them to continue fighting, thus prolonging the suffering 

of Cambodians in the region.48 

The British government of Margaret Thatcher sent highly-trained Special Air Service 

(SAS) commandos to train the Khmer Rouge how to use British-supplied landmines as well as 

“booby-traps and … time-delay devices,”49 all the while denying that such assistance was being 

given.  However, in June of 1991 the British government was forced to admit to training Khmer 

Rouge forces between 1983 and 1989,50 while these forces were still terrorizing the Cambodian 

people and wreaking havoc on the country’s development.  Had the US, UK, China, and 

Thailand not supported Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge during and after the group’s period in power, 

the deaths of many thousands of Cambodians would not have occurred. 
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EEEEAAAAST ST ST ST TTTTIMORIMORIMORIMOR 
 

 
 
 
“There were about fifty of us then, all men, just picked up at random. All able-bodied men. ... Then the 
soldiers, there were three of them, started spraying us with bullets.” 51 

– Survivor of a massacre in the south of Dili, East Timor 
 

 
    
TTTTHE HE HE HE BBBBACKGROUND AND ACKGROUND AND ACKGROUND AND ACKGROUND AND NNNNATURE OF THE ATURE OF THE ATURE OF THE ATURE OF THE GGGGENOCIDE IN ENOCIDE IN ENOCIDE IN ENOCIDE IN EEEEAST AST AST AST TTTTIMORIMORIMORIMOR    
 

On December 7th, 1975 the Indonesian military launched a combined land, air, and sea 

invasion of East Timor, a former Portuguese colony which had declared independence only 

nine days earlier.52  What followed were the deaths of well over 100,000 people during an 

occupation that spanned the next twenty-four years.53  In the most accurate and scientifically 

rigorous study of conflict-related mortality in East Timor, Romesh Silva and Patrick Ball 

estimate that the conflict in East Timor caused a minimum of 100,000 deaths between 1974-

1999 due to hunger and illness alone.54  In addition to this, at least 18,600 non-combatants are 

estimated to have been killed or disappeared.55  Based on a population estimate of between 

650,000 and 690,000 in December 1975,56 these figures represent the destruction of 17-22% of 

the total population.57 

Following the Portuguese ‘Carnation Revolution’ in 1974, East Timor was one of many 

Portuguese colonies set to be decolonized, but it held lower priority than other colonies such 

as Mozambique and Angola.  Thus, one outcome of the revolution in Portugal was a political 

vacuum in East Timor.58  With no higher authority to govern the island nation, two political 

parties emerged and fought a brief civil war.59  The East Timorese Front for Independence 

(FRETILIN) was solidly in power by the fall of 1975.60 
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However, the Indonesian government of the day was pleased neither with this result 

nor the declaration of independence they, correctly, assumed to be imminent.  As the regional 

heavyweight, Indonesia asserted its self-imposed duty to maintain stability in the area: on 

December 6th, 1975, the day before the invasion, Indonesia’s President Suharto met with Gerald 

Ford and Henry Kissinger in Jakarta.  Suharto claimed that “Indonesia has no territorial 

ambitions.  We are concerned only about the security, tranquility and peace of Asia and the 

Southern Hemisphere.”61  This supposed concern for regional peace, reinforced by claims that 

FRETILIN was a communist threat,62 formed the basis for Indonesia’s paper-thin justification 

for invading East Timor the next day. 

While Cambodia had been attacked eight months earlier by a communist rebel group 

from within, East Timor was assaulted by the violently anti-communist regional heavyweight, 

whose troops had been carrying out attacks in the western regions of East Timor since the 

beginning of September.63  In one of these attacks, which occurred on October 16th, 1975, 

Indonesian troops invaded the town of Balibo, where they murdered not only members of the 

indigenous population but also five journalists sent by two Australian television networks to 

report on the situation on the island.64 

Before further analysis of the genocide, it is important to establish that the atrocities 

committed by the Indonesian military did in fact constitute an act of genocide.  East Timor’s 

population was, and still is, extremely ethnically and culturally diverse and everyone suffered 

under the repression; no single cultural, racial, or religious group was safe.  However, similar 

to the Khmer Rouge targeting of Chams and Vietnamese in Cambodia, the violence in East 

Timor did single out some groups more than others.  For instance, the Chinese inhabitants of 

the country were clearly targeted for execution.65  In several instances there have been reports 
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of local Chinese separated by the military from other ethnic groups and murdered en masse.66  

One explanation for targeting local Chinese is that they formed the merchant class in East 

Timor, owning nearly all of the businesses.67  Following the murder of a huge segment of the 

20,000 Chinese population, the rest fled the country.  Subsequently, Indonesians and 

supporters of integration filled the “vacuum in business leadership,” replacing the Chinese as 

the new merchant class.68 

Furthermore, able-bodied males of military age were specifically targeted by the 

Indonesian military for detention, torture, and/or execution, regardless of whether they were 

combatants or non-partisan civilians.69  The reason for this is probably because these members 

of society were deemed more likely to join the armed struggle against Indonesia; the military 

may have felt that such an eventuality had to be pre-empted. 

Based on these facts, the actions of the Indonesian military constitute an act of 

genocide.  The Indonesian military intended to destroy, in part, a national group, the East 

Timorese, as well as an ethnic group, the Chinese.  The argument can be made that the people 

of East Timor did not form a unified national group because of their cultural, ethnic, and 

religious differences.  However, this variegated society was not a recent creation.70  The East 

Timorese had lived for centuries under Portuguese colonial rule as a separate entity from 

other nearby islands ruled by the Dutch, thus developing a separate national identity.71 

If one looks to the Genocide Convention, it is clear that the Indonesian military 

attempted to destroy these two segments of East Timorese society by “(a) Killing members of 

the group; (b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; … (d) Imposing 

measures intended to prevent births within the group; (e) Forcibly transferring children of the 

group to another group.”72  The first of these points has already been examined.  The second, 
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concerning bodily or mental harm, is evident in accounts of cruel torture by the Indonesian 

military73 and the physical scars still visible on the bodies of some East Timorese today.  

Widespread rape of women, particularly those aged 15-24, certainly caused physical and 

mental harm to a huge segment of the population.74  There is also evidence to suggest that 

Indonesian authorities forcibly sterilized women and promoted “long-acting chemical forms of 

contraception.”75  Finally, many children were forcibly removed from their families, hospitals, 

or orphanages by Indonesian authorities and taken to Indonesia to be used as servants in 

Indonesian homes.76  Taking all of this information into account, it is clear that genocide took 

place in East Timor between 1975 and 1999. 

The Indonesian military was especially brutal in the initial months of the occupation, 

forcing hundreds of people to kneel at the edge of the wharves in Dili, the capital, before 

shooting them so that the bodies fell into the water.77  Entire families were burned alive in 

their homes.78  Husbands were executed in front of their wives, women were forced to dig large 

graves for Indonesian soldiers, 79  and thousands of young girls were raped. 80   In 1981, 

Indonesian soldiers rounded up approximately eighty thousand East Timorese men and forced 

them to march in lines across the island in an attempt to force resistance fighters out of 

hiding.81  Indonesian infantry marched behind the civilians, shooting any resistance fighters 

they found.  Hundreds of the men forced to march died from exposure and starvation.82  It 

remains uncertain how Suharto’s cherished “security, tranquility and peace” fit into this 

invasion and occupation of East Timor. 
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PPPPROPOSED ROPOSED ROPOSED ROPOSED CCCCAUSES AND AUSES AND AUSES AND AUSES AND CCCCONTRIONTRIONTRIONTRIBUTING BUTING BUTING BUTING FFFFACTORS OF THE ACTORS OF THE ACTORS OF THE ACTORS OF THE GGGGENOCIDE IN ENOCIDE IN ENOCIDE IN ENOCIDE IN EEEEAST AST AST AST TTTTIMORIMORIMORIMOR 
 

 
 “My friends and I were forced to join the Indonesian army. We were warned; all who 
didn't join their army had to take the consequences. That means they say you are 
Communist. None of us wanted to but there was no way not to fight. If you don't fight you 
get killed yourself.” 83 

– Jorge, a Timorese man forced to join the Indonesian army at age eighteen 
 

 
 
As with the Cambodian genocide, the reasons for the murder of a huge segment of the 

East Timorese population are not easily identified.  The causes of the 1975 invasion can be 

identified with a certain level of confidence, but why did the Indonesian authorities commit 

genocide?  To explain the genocide, one must first understand the invasion. 

Despite its small size geographically and economically, East Timor was seen by 

Suharto’s Indonesia in 1975 as a vital territorial acquisition partly because of its natural 

resources: sandalwood, coffee, rare blue marble, copper, zinc, and especially oil and gas.84  

Indeed, these two latter resources have been a source of interest for other foreign powers as 

well, notably China and Australia.85  However, these were the primary motivators neither of 

the invasion nor the genocide that ensued. 

Indonesia’s primary justification for invading East Timor lies in Suharto’s continued 

efforts to maintain control over the numerous islands making up Indonesia, not all of which 

were happy to be governed by Jakarta.86  Given the geographic proximity of the island of Timor 

to the rest of Indonesia, Suharto feared that East Timorese independence would encourage 

independence movements elsewhere in the archipelago, such as Aceh and Irian Jaya (West 

Papua).87  Unrest in these regions has continued over the last three decades, and this has been 

used until recently to justify the continued occupation of East Timor.88 
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Suharto was also afraid that an independent East Timor could play host to hostile 

foreign elements trying to loosen his grip on power, especially if the new East Timorese 

government were communist.89  Suharto insisted that FRETILIN was a Marxist political entity, 

but in reality they “did not regard themselves as Marxists but as nationalists who believed 

they could draw on Marxism and adapt it to nationalist ends.”90  However, communist China 

recognized East Timor’s independence early on, and Suharto claimed this as proof that his 

fears were well-founded. 

With this basic explanation of the reasons for the invasion and occupation of East 

Timor, the genocide that killed about one fifth of the population can be understood as a means 

to achieve an end.  Resistance to the invasion was strong in East Timor: FALINTIL, the military 

wing of FRETILIN, was relatively well-organized and had approximately 20,000 Portuguese-

trained soldiers under arms when Indonesia invaded.91  Villagers who were not combatants 

were compelled to engage in anti-Indonesian activities and assist the resistance, and the 

resistance soldiers were clever, efficiently using the limited materials at their disposal to do 

the maximum damage.92  Because the resistance, and FALINTIL in particular, was difficult to 

suppress, the Indonesian military engaged in an ongoing pacification campaign which sought 

to control the people through fear. 

Unlike the consistent violence and killing that occurred throughout the twenty-four 

year occupation, the reasons behind the initial murderous rampage by Indonesian soldiers in 

1975 are not as clear.  It is important to realize that the Indonesian military has not followed 

the example of Western military forces in subjecting itself completely to the will of the 

government in power.  Thus, while Suharto ordered the invasion of East Timor, it is unlikely 

that he personally instructed the military commanders to proceed exactly as they did.  
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Jakarta’s imperfect control over Indonesia’s armed forces was highlighted in 1999 when then-

President Habibie decided to allow the East Timorese to vote in a popular consultation by 

secret ballot.93  Habibie likely did not help plan the terror that followed.  However, there is a 

persuasive body of evidence supporting claims that the violence was highly organized and 

directed by commanders at the highest levels of the military in Jakarta.94  Immediately 

following East Timor’s 78.5% vote in favour of independence,95 the Indonesian military and 

pro-Indonesia militias massacred thousands96 of East Timorese and destroyed approximately 

70% of the buildings and infrastructure,97 including the homes of 60,000 families.98  The soldiers 

also forcibly deported 250,000 people to Indonesia and raped countless women.99 

Once again, Stanton’s Eight Stages of Genocide100 framework is a useful tool in trying to 

understand how this genocide could occur.  The Indonesian soldiers and integrationist militias 

classified their opponents as Chinese or anti-Indonesian and symbolized their victims as 

Communists in the invasion.  As in Cambodia, the killers were often unwilling participants 

acting out of self-preservation – Indonesian troops or East Timorese conscripts in the 

Indonesian military forced to fight.101  The East Timorese were dehumanized, treated as lesser 

beings by the Indonesian military and used as human shields102 and sex slaves.103  The military 

leadership organized the troops and militias and helped polarize the local population into two 

distinct groups opposing each other.  Finally, Stanton’s ‘preparation’ stage was achieved when 

soldiers identified their targets as Chinese, or able-bodied males, or inhabitants of certain 

villages.104  As in Cambodia, the genocide would likely not have taken the toll that it did, had 

these stages not occurred which permitted a slide from regular conflict to genocide, each step 

in itself not worrisome enough to lead sympathetic governments to step in and stop the 

process from resulting in mass violence.    
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 “America helps Indonesia with weapons. The Indonesians take coffee from Timor and 
with the money from that they pay back the Americans. So we Timorese pay for the 
bullets that kill us!” 105 

– Edhina, survivor of the genocide in East Timor 
 

 
 

Aside from Indonesia, there are three key international actors that deserve part of the 

blame for the East Timor genocide: the United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States.  All 

three were well aware of the Indonesian military’s plans to invade in 1975.  They also knew 

that Suharto’s extreme anti-communism had led to the murders of over 500,000 alleged 

communists in Indonesia a decade earlier.106  This act of violence should have informed the 

decisions of the developed world’s leaders in their dealings with Suharto. 

Publicly, both the UK and Australian governments continued to advocate the principle 

of self-determination, while they privately hoped to see East Timor absorbed by Indonesia.  

The British Foreign and Commonwealth Office had already decided by March of 1975 that East 

Timor’s integration with Indonesia was the correct solution for the island nation’s future.107  

They planned to keep their heads down if the topic became an issue at the UN to “avoid siding 

against the Indonesian government.” 108   Once the invasion was underway, the British 

continued to advocate a policy of silence, despite their knowledge that “once the Indonesian 

forces had established themselves in Dili they went on a rampage of looting and killing.”109  The 

advice of British Ambassador John A. Ford to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office was to lie 

and say that, “if asked to comment on any stories of atrocities I suggest we say that we have no 

information.”110 
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Indonesia’s resources and geographic proximity to Australia made it an important 

economic actor in the region, one with which the Australian government hoped to develop 

closer ties.  The Australian government was aware of Indonesia’s plans for invasion yet 

privately encouraged Suharto’s government, expressing preference for integration.111 

 
 
 “It is quite clear that the Indonesians are going to take over the island sooner or later.”112 

– Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, 12 August 1975 
 

 
The American government knew by March of 1975 that the Indonesian military was 

preparing for the “incorporation of Portuguese Timor into Indonesia … by force if 

necessary.”113  Secretary of State Kissinger approved the recommendations outlined in a top 

secret memo to maintain a “policy of silence” because America had “considerable interests in 

Indonesia and none in Timor.”114  In early September of 1975, US intelligence services noted 

Indonesian special forces troops launching incursions into East Timor.115  Unlike the UK and 

Australia, the American government preferred to avoid public discussion of East Timorese self-

determination.  This is illustrated in the State Department’s recommendation to the National 

Security Council that the American representative to the United Nations vote against a 1977 

resolution condemning Indonesia’s continued occupation of East Timor.116  The Commission for 

Reception, Truth and Reconciliation produced a lengthy report concerning the Indonesian 

invasion and occupation of East Timor, which states that “the United States of America failed 

to support the right of the East Timorese people to self-determination, and that its political 

and military support were fundamental to the Indonesian invasion and occupation.”117  One 

must not forget the previously discussed meeting between President Ford, Secretary of State 

Kissinger, and President Suharto the day before the invasion, in which Ford gave Suharto the 
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green light to invade.  If Ford had put principles ahead of American Cold War interests and told 

Suharto that the US would not tolerate an act of aggression on East Timor, it is unlikely that 

Suharto would have proceeded as he did. 

The most blatant offences of the British, Australian, and American governments during 

the invasion and occupation of East Timor involved military aid and arms sales to Indonesia.  

In a confidential document – intended to inform the soon-to-be-appointed head of the British 

diplomatic service of the situation in Indonesia and East Timor – British long-term interests 

were listed as including “encouraging defence sales.”118  Short-term objectives also included 

defence sales.119  One result of this policy is that eight Hawk warplanes suitable for ground 

attack were sold to the Indonesian military in 1978 and delivered in 1983.120  It is no secret that 

they were used for saturation bombing in East Timor, but the British government still 

approved the sale of twenty-four more Hawk aircraft in 1993 and another sixteen in 1996.121 

Australia was not much better: In public, the invasion and occupation were condemned 

as a case of “indiscriminate killing on a scale unprecedented in post-World War II history.”122  

Secretly, however, other factors determined Australian policy, including hopes of arranging 

favourable oil and gas exploration deals in the area.  In the period between 1975 and 1981, 

Australian military aid to Indonesia doubled.123  Military training and intelligence continued to 

be provided to Indonesia until 1999, and throughout this era the Australian government tried 

to help cover up the Indonesian military’s atrocities in the diplomatic arena, going so far as to 

ask President Clinton in 1993 to soften his administration’s critical stance on Indonesia’s 

human rights reward.124 

The United States, for its part, supplied approximately 90% of the arms used by 

Indonesia’s military for the initial invasion in 1975.125  These arms had been supplied with 
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strings attached: the US Congress expressly prohibited the use of this military gear for 

anything but defensive operations.  As such, Kissinger was aware before the invasion that this 

would be a problem.  In the December 6th meeting with Suharto, Kissinger and Ford underline 

this point, explaining that the situation could be interpreted as self defence in order to pacify 

Congress.126  In terms of direct military aid during the subsequent occupation of East Timor, 

the US trained over 2600 officers of the Indonesian military on American soil.127  Furthermore, 

the US government took steps to prevent the United Nations from acting to resolve the 

situation in East Timor.  US Ambassador to the UN during the Ford administration, Daniel 

Patrick Moynihan, bragged later on that “China altogether backed FRETILIN in Timor, and lost 

… The Department of State desired that the United Nations prove utterly ineffective in 

whatever measures it undertook.  This task was given to me, and I carried it forward with not 

inconsiderable success.”128 

 The passive stance of many key players in the international system and the active 

diplomatic and military support provided by other countries, especially the UK, Australia, and 

the US,  helped Indonesia invade and occupy East Timor with impunity for twenty-four years.  

Had these countries not colluded with Indonesia and each other to achieve their own self-

interested goals, the 1975-1999 genocide in East Timor would not have taken place. 
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CCCCONCLUSIONONCLUSIONONCLUSIONONCLUSION 

 

 
 
 
 

“To keep you is no benefit, to destroy you no loss.” 129 
– Oft-repeated Khmer Rouge slogan 

 

 
The genocides in Cambodia and East Timor began within months of each other in 1975.  

One group of killers, the Khmer Rouge, engaged in a four year high intensity killing spree and, 

after falling from power, continued with two decades of low intensity violence that came to a 

close in 1998.  The other group of killers, the Indonesian military and pro-Indonesia militias, 

spent twenty-four years killing, torturing, and sexually abusing the East Timorese with 

especially intense periods of violence during the first half decade of the occupation and the 

final months preceding East Timor’s independence in 1999.  While the explanation for each of 

these genocides is quite unique, this paper has shown that they share more in common than a 

similar timeframe and geographic proximity. 

In both cases, the mass murders and systematic violence that took place could have 

been stopped before they really started, or before the situation became as bad as it did.  

However, the foreign powers which could have halted the genocides chose passivity over 

action.  The highest levels of government of several major powers were well aware of the 

activities building toward violence as well as the atrocities that occurred over the course of 

each conflict, yet they remained silent and tried to keep themselves uninvolved.  Worse yet, 

the Khmer Rouge and Suharto’s Indonesia were actually supported by the United States and 

Britain as a means of countering communism in Asia.  Communist China supported Pol Pot as a 

means of countering rival communist Soviet Union and Vietnamese influence in the region.  
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Meanwhile, Australia, publicized in recent years as the helpful neighbour of East Timor for 

sending troops to help establish peace and order, doubled its arms sales to Indonesia during 

the first five years of the East Timor genocide and continued to provide military aid until 1999. 

Despite their claims to the contrary, these foreign powers have blood on their hands 

and share the blame with those who committed genocide on the ground.  Although a wide 

variety of factors, some very difficult to assess, led to each of these genocides, one thing is now 

clear: The deaths and violence endured by millions of people under the Khmer Rouge and the 

Indonesian military could have been stopped and should have been stopped. 
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