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HIDDEN TRUTHS: JOHN PILGER AND THE POWER OF DOCUMENTARY

Death of a Nation: The Timor Conspiracy
+ Palestine Is Still the Issue (2002)

John Pilger introduced his 1994 East Timor film at BFI Southbank
as follows:

At Stanfords in London’s Covent Garden, reputedly the best map shop in the world,
| asked for a map of the island of Timor.

‘Timor?’ said a hesitant sales assistant. ‘Would you please come with me?’
We crossed the floor and stood staring at shelves marked ‘South-east Asia’.

‘Forgive me,” he said, ‘where exactly is it?’
‘Just north of Australia.’

‘Oh yes, of course.” After a search, all he could find was an aeronautical map with
large blank areas stamped, ‘Relief Data Incomplete’. ‘| have never been asked for
Timor,” he said. ‘Isn’t that extraordinary?’

No, it isn’t. East Timor is one of the world’s great secrets. The Indonesian
dictatorship, which invaded the Portuguese colony in 1975 and has since occupied
it, has done an excellent job of limiting international perceptions of the horror and
tragedy of East Timor. The basic facts ought to be well known, but they are not. In
1975, after Portugal had announced it was leaving its 450-year-old colony, the
military regime in neighbouring Indonesia sent in an invading force — even though it
had neither legal, nor historic, nor moral claim to the eastern half of the island.

Just one foreign reporter, an Australian, Roger East, withessed the invasion; and
East became the sixth foreign journalist to die that year. With several hundred
Timorese he was dragged to a pier on the waterfront at Dili, the capital, and shot
through the head with his hands tied behind his back. His body was thrown into the
sea. Thus, in the age of television, hardly any images, or reported words, reached
the outside world. There was just one radio voice, picked up in Darwin, 300 miles to
the south, rising and falling in the static. ‘The soldiers are killing indiscriminately,” it
said. ‘Women and children are being shot in the streets... This is an appeal for
international help... This is an SOS. We appeal to the Australian people. Please help

us...

No help came; and some 200,000 people, or one-third of the population, have since
perished. Proportionately, not even Pol Pot killed as many Cambodians. The United
Nations passed a total of ten resolutions calling on Indonesia to withdraw its troops
‘without delay’. However, unlike the UN's resolve when Saddam Hussein invaded
Irag in 1990, nothing happened. What in other countries would be condemned as
barbarous behaviour was, it seemed, deemed quietly acceptable by the
‘international community’.

Since General Suharto began his rise to power in the mid-1960s, Indonesia has
been regarded by the West and Japan as an ‘investors’ paradise’. Governments
have vied with each other to sympathise with ‘Indonesia’s problems’ — and to trade
with the ‘stable’ regime in Jakarta and to sell it arms. In 1994 Britain became
Indonesia’s biggest arms supplier with an £800 million deal for Hawk ground attack
‘training’ aircraft.

Director David Munro and | travelled extensively, and clandestinely, in East Timor, to
make our documentary film Death of a Nation: The Timor Conspiracy. We found a
land of crosses. They crowd the eye. There are great black crosses etched against
the sky, crosses on peaks, crosses spilling down hillsides and at almost every bend
in the road. In our film we show an extraordinary document in which, in a meticulous
hand, a Timorese priest has recorded the murder of almost 300 people in just one
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village, now known as the ‘village of the widows’. We found a nation of unsmiling
people. In the mountains we entered what the Indonesian army calls a ‘control
area’. To the people who must live there, it is little better than a concentration camp.
People cannot move freely without permission and farmers have been prevented
from returning to their land, resulting in at least one famine, claiming thousands of
lives.

In November 1991 a brave British cameraman, Max Stahl, filmed the massacre of
some 200 people in the Santa Cruz cemetery in Dili, the capital. We hope that our
film will pick up where his left off and demonstrate again the tremendous positive
appeal of documentary television to a majority audience. Our film shows evidence
that the survivors of the Santa Cruz massacre were themselves murdered.
According to one estimate, more than 450 people were killed or have ‘disappeared’.
We also have eye-witness evidence that Western arms, including British aircraft,
have been used in East Timor in spite of ‘guarantees’ to the contrary.

One of many courageous Timorese interviewed, Antonio (a pseudonym), said: ‘The
Indonesians use spies everywhere; and certain things are not to be said, even in the
family. But a human body and mind have limitations. Once it boils over, people just
come out and protest and say things, which means the next day they are dead...
but we are resisting, and we shall never stop. We ask only that the civilised world
remembers us, and Now supports us.’

Not surprisingly, the Indonesian Government does not welcome television cameras
to occupied East Timor. In 1975 its troops murdered six foreign newsmen, including
two television crews and two Britons. According to Amnesty International, the
regime maintains a blacklist of 33,000 people banned from entering and leaving the
country. With this in mind, director David Munro and | planned our filming with care,
and a little enterprise. We considered a number of slightly eccentric subterfuges.
Priests was one rejected early, followed by ornithologists, although we did acquire
the latest volume of Birds of Borneo, Java and Bali. This was overtaken by ‘travel
consultants’. A London travel agency provided us with documents that lauded our
business acumen.

David and | flew out first, followed by a voluntary aid worker and cameraman Max
Stahl. We each had a tiny Hi-8 video camera, which could operate through a gauze
screen in a shoulder bag. We reckoned that two of us would be caught, probably
David and myself; but none of us was. Our video tape was sent out through the
resistance network and carried out by David and myself, taped to our legs and
crotches. Of course, the greatest risk was borne by those Timorese who were
interviewed in East Timor. None is identified in our film; and we have arranged for
the most vulnerable to escape the country. That our filming succeeded at all is a
tribute to a remarkable people who, after 18 years of horror, remain, in their hearts,
undefeated.

John Pilger, Radio Times, 19 February 1994

Death of a Nation played a key role in bringing the plight of the Timorese people under occupation to
the world’s attention. After East Timor finally gained formal independence from Indonesia in 2002,
John Pilger was awarded the Order of Timor-Leste, the country’s highest honour, in recognition of
the importance of his work.

Palestine Is Still the Issue (2002)

Some 28 years after his first film in Palestine, writer and presenter Pilger used the
same title to emphasise how little had changed for the people of Gaza and the
occupied West Bank. The film brings home their suffering and that of Israelis who
had also lost loved ones. Pilger had long called for a two-state solution — something
that, towards the end of his life, he felt was unlikely to be achieved.
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John Pilger: Why my film is under fire (2002)

An unforeseen threat to freedom of speech in British broadcasting emerged last
week. It was triggered by the showing of my documentary, Palestine Is Still the
Issue, on ITV. The film told a basic truth that is routinely relegated, even suppressed
— that a historic injustice has been done to the Palestinian people, and until Israel’s
illegal and brutal occupation ends, there will be no peace for anyone, Israelis
included.

Most of the film allowed people to tell their eyewitness stories, both Palestinians and
Israelis. What was unusual was that it disclosed in detail the daily humiliation and
cultural denigration of the Palestinians, including a sequence showing excrement
smeared by Israeli soldiers in a room of children’s paintings. The film was accurate,
restrained and fair; the longest interview was with an Israeli government spokesman.
Every word and frame was subjected to a legal examination for accuracy and to
ensure it complied with the fairness regulations in the Broadcasting Act.

Our historical adviser was Professor llan Pappé, the distinguished Israeli historian.
He wrote to Carlton Television that ‘the film is faultless in its historical description
and poignant in its message’. None of this deterred the chairman of Carlton,
Michael Green, a supporter of Israel’s policies, from abusing the programme makers
in the Jewish Chronicle, calling the film ‘inaccurate’, ‘historically incorrect’ and ‘a
tragedy for Israel’.

Not one of his accusations was, or can be, substantiated. Professor Pappé called
the attack ‘an attempt to delegitimise any criticism of Israel’. This was followed by
an unprecedented rebuke of its chairman by Carlton’s Factual Department, which
stood by the film’s accuracy.

What is disquieting is that Green had actually seen the film before it went to air, and
had not alerted the programme makers to his concerns, waiting until the Jewish
Board of Deputies, the Conservative Friends of Israel and the Israeli embassy
expressed their ‘outrage’ at a film transmitted after most people were in bed.

A ‘pro-Israel’ film is now being demanded by them and Green. What does this
mean? My film was pro-Palestinian in as much as it was pro-justice. Most of those
interviewed were patriotic Israelis, including the war veteran father of a teenage girl
killed in a suicide bombing. He and others put the lie to the standard Zionist cry that
any criticism of Israel is antisemitic, a claim that insults all those Jewish people who
reject the likes of Ariel Sharon acting in their name.

So what does ‘balance’ mean? A film approved by the Israel lobby? This lobby is
currently orchestrating an email campaign against my film; curiously, many of the
emails are coming from America, where it has not been shown.

At the heart of this is a failure to acknowledge the overwhelming imbalance in the
British media in favour of the Israeli point of view. ITV deserves great credit for
funding and broadcasting my film, which sought to redress a little of this. The BBC
would have never dared to incur the wrath of one of the most influential lobbies in
this country, as Tim Llewellyn, the BBC’s Middle East correspondent for many
years, says in a letter in today’s Guardian. He accuses the BBC of ‘continuing to
duck’ its public service duty to explain ‘the true nature of the disaster [of the
occupation] and Israel’s overwhelming responsibility for it’.

This general bias is verified by a remarkable study of the television coverage of the
Middle East, conducted last May by the Glasgow University Media Group. The
conclusions ought to shame broadcasters. The research shows that the public’s
lack of understanding of the conflicts and its origins is actually compounded by the
‘coverage’. Viewers are rarely told that the Palestinians are victims of an illegal
military occupation. The term ‘occupied territories’ is rarely explained. Only 9% of
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young people interviewed know that the Israelis are both the occupiers and the
illegal ‘settlers’.

The selective use of language is striking, says the study. Words such as ‘murder’,
‘atrocity’ and ‘terrorism’ are used almost exclusively in relation to Israeli deaths. The
extent to which broadcasters assume the Israeli perspective, says Professor Greg
Philo, ‘can be seen if the statements are reversed ... We did not find any [news]
reports stating that “The Palestinian attacks were in retaliation for the murder of
those resisting the illegal Israeli occupation.”

For years, journalists have complained about Zionist hate mail and the pressure of
the ‘regular call from the Israeli embassy’ to current affairs editors. This can take a
subtle form: pressure is applied to correspondents in Jerusalem, who then shape
their reports accordingly in the interests of what they tell themselves is ‘balance’, but
is, in effect, censorship by omission. The system gets the Israglis off their backs and
‘makes life bearable’.

If Michael Green and his vociferous friends succeed in intimidating ITV and the
Independent Television Commission, the freedom of broadcasters to be more than
mere channellers of ‘official truth’ and to offer viewers suppressed facts and a true
diversity of perspective will be destroyed. No matter how big and powerful the
corporate media, journalists and broadcasters have a duty to resist on behalf of the
public we are meant to serve.

John Pilger, The Guardian, 23 September 2002

Professor llan Pappé’s letter to The Independent regarding its coverage of
‘Palestine Is Still the Issue’

Sir: The Western media coverage of the Palestine conflict tended for years to accept the
Israeli interpretation of Palestine’s history. This is of course a biased presentation of the
Palestine question, based on an insistence that the conflict is a complicated affair that
can only be deciphered by the Israelis themselves.

There are parts of the conflict’s history which are indeed complex and it will not be
simple to solve it. But as Palestine Is Still the Issue, John Pilger’s excellent film, shows us
there are two crystal-clear facts that cannot be obscured by propaganda and bias: in
1948 Israel ethnically cleansed Palestine to make room for itself and as a result took over
78 per cent of Mandatory Palestine; secondly, in 1967 Israel imposed a brutal and
callous occupation over the remaining 22 per cent of the land, the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip. From 1993 until 2000 some parts of these 22 per cent were placed under
indirect occupation, but even that is now history: the West Bank is fully reoccupied and
the Gaza Strip turned into a huge prison camp, guarded by the Israeli military forces,
surrounded by an electric fence.

In his admirable and balanced film, John Pilger showed us these two simple facts,
focusing on the second. | was one of the film’s historical consultants, and had seen and
checked the transcript. The film is faultless in its historical description and poignant in its
message. It also includes a lengthy interview in which the official Israeli point of view is
brought in full.

Criticism of such a film is of course legitimate and can even be constructive. However,
the response of Carlton’s chairperson, as reported in your article ‘Carlton chairman
criticises its own documentary on Israel’ (20 September), and that of the Jewish Board
of Deputies was of a completely different kind. It was meant to delegitimise any attempt,
in the electronic or printed media, to expose in full the horrors of the Israeli occupation of
Palestine.

People like myself hoped that at least in Britain, unlike other parts of the world, freedom
of expression would be respected. God forbid, if even in Britain one cannot tell the truth
about Palestine, or report the abuses of civil and human rights wherever they occur.

23 September 2002
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