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Abstract
One of the most well-known events in recent history is the Cambodian genocide. The genocide and additional conflicts caused many problems for Cambodians. Since conflict has ceased, various efforts have been made to help bring healing and justice to Cambodia.  In a survey done in 2018, 61.3% of Cambodians wanted a truth commission established, and 81.4% of Cambodians could not name a single reparation project that was going on (Williams et al., 2018). This is a qualitative research project done mainly by performing a content analysis of the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions and the Cambodian Genocide and civil wars. By applying the principles of Restorative Justice and Buddhism in a Truth and Reconciliation Meeting, many more Cambodians will be able to find peace and resolution from a conflict they are deeply connected to. 
Historical Context
Cambodia experienced almost continual violence through wars and the rule of the Khmer Rouge Regime between 1967 and 1999. In 1967, there was a war between the pro-American Cambodian government and the Communist Rebels (Chandler et al., 2025). In 1975, the Communist rebels won the war and took over the government, which commenced the 4-year Cambodian Genocide (Summers, 1972). During the genocide, the Communist Government removed everyone from the city and began to kill all those who supported the previous government (Cambodia, n.d.). Under the rule of Pol Pot, the government began to kill anyone who disagreed with the regime, opposed it in any way, or did not meet production standards. It is estimated that during the four-year Cambodian genocide under the Khmer Rouge, more than 2.5 million Cambodians were killed, which was about a quarter of the total Cambodian population at the time (Chandler et al., 2025). 
Vietnam invaded and occupied Cambodia for more than ten years after. Many Cambodians were slowly able to recover during the Vietnamese rule, and many Buddhist practices were restarted (Chandler et al., 2025). However, many of the educated Cambodians and the elites chose to flee the country for their safety. This period also included the formation of small fighting forces that were funded by international powers. These forces opposed the Vietnamese rule and would fight against the Vietnamese occupation (Chandler et al., 2025). 
In 1982, an alliance was formed, and an American and UN-backed government was established. However, there was little support from the Cambodian people for this new government. This created a power struggle between the UN-backed government, the Vietnam-backed communist government, and other groups supported by Cambodians (Chandler et al., 2025). In 1989, Vietnam withdrew its forces, and the government in Phnom Penh began to gain more popularity. More treaties were reached between the various factions, and UN peacekeeping and Human Rights efforts began to be established. However, there was still resistance from the Khmer Rouge regime (Chandler et al., 2025). The next few years were filled with a Cambodian election and political upheaval over the results, including a coup against the governing leaders that allowed Hun Sen to tighten his control over Cambodia. In the early 2000s, the country began to stabilize (Chandler et al., 2025). 
Attempts Towards Justice and Reconciliation 
Several UN-supported steps towards justice have since been taken. A joint UN-Cambodian tribunal was formed in 2003 and tried the major leaders of the Khmer Rouge. Only three major Khmer Rouge leaders have been sentenced to prison, the last two being in 2014. More Khmer Rouge leaders were tried but passed away before they were given a sentence (Chandler et al., 2025). 
A 2018 study to understand how the Cambodians felt about the justice and reconciliation efforts that have taken place and their role in the process found that 61.3% of Cambodians want a Truth Commission established. It also mentioned that 81.4% of the respondents could not name a single reparation project that had been started or done for the people (Williams et al., 2018). Most Cambodians have not had a chance to share their experiences or find any sort of reconciliation with their decades of violent conflict. The study stated that the few victims who the tribunal interviewed were able to share their testimonies and experiences of what happened, and 80% reported that the experience of sharing was “a positive experience, mostly for the possibility to tell one’s story in front of others or to confront the accused” (Williams et al., 2018, p. 3). Their main motives in participating were “to obtain justice, have their suffering acknowledged, tell their story and know the truth” (Williams et al., 2018, p. 3). More than half of the respondents think that the Khmer Rouge were victims of their leaders and the genocide in general (Williams et al., 2018).   
All of these reveal valuable insights about how Cambodians can continue to achieve peace and reconciliation in the wake of the upheaval and chaos of the late 20th century and that there is still more to be done. Sharing these experiences was very helpful to those who had the opportunity, and reporting to family and community is important, as some wanted to share with them before sharing with the whole country. The people of Cambodia can be helped through the establishment of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and, more specifically, a Community Reconciliation Process. 
Exploring the Potential of a Restorative Justice Practice through TRCs 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]TRCs are valuable tools that have been used in the past. David K. Androff explained TRCs as “Truth and reconciliation commissions have emerged as a restorative justice-based alternative to assist societies confront their past and are now considered a core transitional justice intervention” (Androff, 2013, p. 206). He goes on to explain that the TRCs are adaptable and temporary bodies that are meant to guide healing and truth-seeking for a time because they depend heavily on local traditions and contexts applied to the situation (Androff, 2013). They also provide a platform for the “silenced voices of victims” to be heard and recorded, which can bring relief to victims (Androff, 2013, p. 207). After research, a TRC will publish its findings in one final report, which will serve to educate society on the atrocities and violations that have taken place. The report will also have specific suggestions of what communities and nations can do to foster continued learning and reconciliation (Androff, 2013). This restorative justice approach would deliver justice that is missing in Cambodia. 
One of the most famous examples was the South Africa TRC because it inspired many other nations to adopt this same pattern of healing instead of the usual war crimes trials. By including cultural principles, such as ubuntu, they were able to reach more people and have greater success. Similar success happened in Greensboro, North Carolina, and in Canada through a TRC (Androff, 2013).
A valuable case study of a TRC was Timor-Leste because of its geographic proximity to Cambodia. While their most prominent religion is different, they experienced similar human rights violations. Timor-Leste was under Portuguese rule, and nine days after gaining independence, Indonesia invaded and recolonized the country. With the more than twenty years of Indonesian occupation in Timor-Leste came mass killings, rapes, displaced populations, and famine (Androff, 2013). When it gained its independence in the late 1990s, it launched a TRC. This committee “fulfilled the restorative justice principle of restoring human dignity to victims by eliciting their stories and acknowledging their suffering through their testimony at public hearings and in their statements” (Androff, 2013, p. 210). 
A unique aspect of the Timor-Leste scenario is their communal focus. They used a Community Reconciliation Process (CRP) to help fulfill their purpose. The CRP allowed soldiers and other offenders to go to specific communities where these atrocities were committed to face their victims. This was mainly for more community-specific crimes. These CRP meetings were very specific to the culture and focused on the individual villages and communities. It also included specific things that offenders could do to reconcile the crimes they committed (Androff, 2013). By allowing the community to practice the CRP, greater reconciliation and healing were experienced by all. It was a powerful tool of transformation and healing in the TRC.  
There are different ways that a CRP has taken place in the past. Michael Wessells, in talking about community reconciliation in post-conflict reconstruction, talks about the importance of the CRP. He said, “An essential first step, one that required taking an anthropological perspective, was to understand how local people and the formerly recruited young people themselves understood the problem.” (Wessells, n.d., p. 351). An important part of CRP is to understand the local context and culture so that the CRP can benefit and adapt to needs. Wessells argues that reconciliation is cultural and should be grounded in a local context. By focusing on more communal restorative justice, Cambodia can experience more healing and reconciliation. 
Applying Restorative Justice Practices to Cambodia 
A Cambodian TRC that includes a CRP would bring together Cambodians, especially those in smaller communities who may not have been able to share their experiences, and will allow communities to focus their healing process on their unique needs. Rather than providing a blanket diagnosis of healing, the process will be more individualistic, which will foster relationships and communal growth. 
For a Cambodian community to successfully transition into a healing and peaceful society, an application of Buddhist principles will need to be a part of the TRC. David R. Loy, a scholar on Buddhist belief, theology, and tradition, has explained clearly what some of the perspectives of justice in Buddhism are. Loy first mentioned the Lion’s Roar Sutta, which teaches that “the solution is not to ‘crack down’ harshly with severe punishments but to provide for people’s basic need” (Loy, n.d., p. 88). Following this Sutta will be valuable for the CRP’s success. By creating more punishment and hardship for the offenders, they will be causing the community more pain and suffering. It is important to provide all with their basic needs rather than trying to exact a punishment upon the heads of certain offenders. 
Loy also cites the Vinaya, which is followed by Buddhist monks. Low says, “The Vinaya approach suggests that, if we are serious in our desire for a judicial system that truly heals, we must find a way to shift our focus from punishing guilt to reforming intention” (Loy, n.d., p. 91). In order to deeply heal the Cambodian people, the CRP must not be focused on punishment but on reforming the intention of those who committed the crime. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Additionally, it is important to include the voices of the youth in TRCs. Michael Wessells has said, “Helping young people to become agents of peace is one of the best means of breaking intergenerational cycles of violence and enabling the transformation of a culture of war into a culture of peace” (Wessells, n.d, p. 359). By showing the youth the power of their shared and collective experiences, along with those that may have been affected, the communities that participate will be making their youth agents of peace. Making them agents of peace will have a powerful effect on the community and could even prevent, to some degree, future conflicts. 
Conclusion 
The Cambodian genocide and the additional conflicts that preceded and followed it crippled the nation. After so many decades of serious conflict, cultivating a culture of peace rather than war can help boost a community and nation into positive cycles of growth. By applying the principles of Restorative Justice and Buddhism in a Truth and Reconciliation Commission, many more Cambodians will be able to find peace and resolution from a conflict they are deeply connected to. The CRPs will be particularly helpful in promoting healing and building a solid foundation for upcoming generations.      
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