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In December 1975 East Timor was on the point of becoming independent from Portugal when it was invaded by
Indonesia. Armed resistance failed to protect the population, with around 60,000 East Timorese slaughtered and
Indonesia installing a formidable apparatus of repression. FRETILIN reconsidered its strategy and from 1987
onwards prioritised clandestine urban organising and international work over armed struggle. The initiative passed
to a younger generation, with the Catholic Church also playing an active role. Despite UN condemnation of the
Indonesian occupation, western governments had effectively acquiesced with Indonesia. Independent journalists
could only enter East Timor by subterfuge until the papal visit of 1989, which provided the opportunity for the first
large peaceful demonstration to be publicized in the west. On 12 November 1991, Indonesian troops attacked the
funeral procession for an activist shot by the military, killing at least 250 people. Western reporters were present,
including TV journalist Max Stahl who successfully smuggled his footage out of the country. The Dili massacre
became the signal for an intensified movement using nonviolent forms of protest inside East Timor, and also for
increased international pressure. There was a lively transnational support campaign by activists in Australia, North
America and Britain, while the East Timorese — particularly students — began to make links with the growing
opposition to Suharto’s rule inside Indonesia.

Guerrilla forces were not disbanded but were held in reserve. However, in 1999 it was significant that they
strategically refrained from engagement when Indonesia militia and soldiers began a campaign of punitive violence
against East Timorese (in reaction to the Indonesian and Portuguese agreement to hold a referendum on
independence). Consequently there was international military intervention under UN auspices, which paved the
way to East Timor gaining independence in 2002.
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