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Understanding Timor-Leste, on the ground and from afar

This ground-breaking exploration of research in Timor-Leste 
brings together veteran and early-career scholars who broadly 
represent a range of fieldwork practices and challenges from 
colonial times to the present day. Here, they introduce readers 
to their experiences of conducting anthropological, historical 
and archival fieldwork in this new nation. The volume further 
explores the contestations and deliberations that have been 
symptomatic of the country’s nation-building process, high-
lighting how the preconceptions of development workers and 
researchers might be challenged on the ground. By making more 
explicable the processes of social and political change in Timor-
Leste, the volume offers a critical contribution for those in the 
academic, policy and development communities working there.
 This is a must-have volume for scholars, other fieldworkers 
and policy-makers preparing to work in Timor-Leste, invaluable 
for those needing to understand the country from afar, and a 
fascinating read for anyone interested in the Timorese world.
‘Researchers and policymakers reading up on Timor Leste before heading to the 
field will find this handbook valuable. It is littered with captivating fieldwork 
stories. The heart-searching is at times searingly honest. Best of all, the book 
beautifully bridges the sometimes painful gap between Timorese researchers and 
foreign experts (who can be irritating know-alls). Academic anthropologists and 
historians will find much of value here, but the Timor policy community should 
appreciate it as well.’ – Gerry van Klinken, KITLV

‘This book is well worth reading by academics, activists and policy-makers in 
Timor-Leste and also those interested in the country’s development. Besides por-
traying the society, culture, economics and politics of Timor-Leste, it is sensitive to 
the values that Timorese fight for in their life.’ – Hugo M. Fernandes, Counsellor, 
Timor-Leste Press Council and Director of Public Policy & Institutional Strengthen-
ing, The Asia Foundation
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1

C H A P T E R  1

Fieldwork in a New Nation
Maj Nygaard-Christensen and Angie Bexley

Why write a regionally defined volume on fieldwork? Anthropological 
studies have long moved away from spatial understandings of the field 
(Coleman and Collins 2006; Dalsgaard 2013; Olwig and Hastrup 
1997); and away from understandings of the field as a ‘site’ waiting to 
be discovered by the ethnographer (Amit 2000: 6; Candea 2007: 172). 
We think, however, that these attempts to de-objectify ‘the field’ can 
usefully be incorporated in our understandings of field-based research 
in independent Timor-Leste. For if the tendency in anthropology and 
area studies has been to move away from associations between ‘the 
field’ and bounded communities, political processes in Timor-Leste 
have been marked by attempts to demarcate the boundaries of, and to 
define the place, that would become ‘Timor-Leste’. Or put differently, 
while anthropological debates have abandoned ‘the common sense idea 
that such things as locality and community are simply given or natural’ 
and instead turned ‘toward a focus on social and political processes of 
place making’ (Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 6), such processes in Timor-
Leste have often revolved around making essentialist claims about what 
constitutes Timorese national identity. The chapters in this volume go 
to the heart of this tension. 

 This volume engages the question of how we might examine these 
processes of place-making – or ‘nation-making’ – without taking par-
ticular claims about what constitutes Timorese national identity for 
granted, as we set out to do fieldwork and ethnographic research in the 
country. While this may not be a problem unique to Timor studies, it 
is a particularly present one in new nations such as Timor-Leste, where 
nationalist projects inevitably revolve around claims to a stable, national 
community, and where outsiders not only play a significant part in the 
process of nation-building, but also in the process of making particular 
characteristics of the new nation – i.e. language, understandings of his-
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tory, and political institutions – appear natural and given. As noted by 
Suny in the context of nation-building projects in Armenia and other 
post-Soviet states, it is rarely acknowledged ‘how much work by intel-
lectuals, activists, and state administrators goes into the forging of new 
nations’ (Suny 2001: 895). Instead, these efforts are typically written 
out of the process of creating national histories, which are ‘carried on as 
if a real past can be recovered, as if a continuous, unbroken existence of 
a coherent nation has come down through time’ (ibid.). In this volume, 
we wish to highlight this aspect of how the nation has been socially 
produced, contested, and understood, and to engage critically with the 
categories through which we have come to understand Timor-Leste.

 The process of defining Timor-Leste was surrounded with particu-
lar urgency between 1999, when the territory separated from Indonesia, 
and 2002, as it transitioned to independent nationhood. This transi-
tion, overseen by the United Nations Transitional Administration in 
East Timor (UNTAET) meant that a broad set of questions relating to 
Timor-Leste and its national form had to be settled in a remarkably short 
time span. Sue Downie’s overview of UNTAET’s various tasks provides 
an idea of the scale of this project: 

In practical terms … UNTAET had to establish the territory’s adminis-
trative system from village to central level … UNTAET had to establish 
a political system, hold national elections, establish a financial and tax 
system, formulate foreign policy and draft laws, as well as train teachers, 
health workers and independent journalists. The mission also set up a 
police force and a judicial and prison system, trained lawyers, prosecu-
tors, and court officials and prison officers, and recruited and trained 
new police and army personnel. Other non-traditional peacekeeping 
tasks included establishing border control, developing revenue collec-
tion systems and enrolling university students (Downie 2007: 30). 

The country had, in other words, to be ‘institutionalized from scratch’. In 
addition to the process of state-building and physical reconstruction of 
the territory, the transition and early independence years were also char-
acterised by urgent debates about what constituted Timorese national 
identity. Heated discussions took place both amongst academics (see 
Geoffrey Hull 2002a and 2002b) and activists (including Indonesian-
educated Timorese youth) about the role of Timorese ‘culture’ and 
‘tradition’ in an independent Timor-Leste, and about which national 
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language(s) best expressed its national character and history. As Angie 
Bexley’s chapter in this volume demonstrates, such debates continued 
long into the post-independence years and reveal how the shifting 
foreign administrations have impacted on some of the discontents and 
experiences of exclusion in contemporary Timor-Leste. The language 
debate was grounded in negotiations over the territory’s cultural and 
historical heritages, and competing ideas about which language best re-
flected the territory’s historical and cultural belongings. These debates 
in turn reflected the broader engagement with Timor’s historical herit-
age. In the years after independence, the Commission for Reception, 
Truth, and Reconciliation concluded its lengthy report Chega!, which 
comprises the most comprehensive historical documentation of Timor-
Leste’s recent history. As documented by Lia Kent, this ‘production of 
an official record of the Indonesian period’ was viewed as ‘a means to 
cultivate a distinctive national identity, forged out of a collective experi-
ence of suffering and a sense of shared history’ (Kent 2012: 144). 

 This process of identifying and defining the cultural, historical, and 
political contours of the new nation, in which international institutions 
were heavily involved, meant that not only aid workers but also foreign 
researchers became vocal in debates about what belonged, and did not, 
in the new nation, and in debates about what did, or did not, constitute 
Timorese national identity. The language debate has been one of the 
more pointed examples of this. 

 Indonesian, Portuguese and Tetum were the key options put 
forward in deliberations over which languages should hold the status 
of official languages. Through conferences, articles and recommenda-
tions, a number of academics acted as proponents of Portuguese, citing 
Portugal’s centrality to Timorese culture and history, and suggesting 
that Indonesia’s violent legacy in the territory made its language inap-
propriate for the independent nation (see Hull 2002a and 2002b for 
an example of this, and Taylor-Leech 2007 for a thorough examination 
of the Timorese language issue). This view fell in line with elite visions 
for the independent nation. However, the notion that Portuguese was 
more properly Timorese side-lined the many Indonesian-speaking 
young people and others, who were fluent in Indonesian and had little 
if any knowledge of Portuguese (Bexley 2009 and this volume). The 
point here is that research debates have sometimes made assumptions 
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about the stability of Timorese identity that potentially undermined a 
focus on other, competing ideas and which, more broadly, tended to 
take for granted the unity of the Timorese population. While the issues 
discussed above were rapidly settled and formalised due to the need 
for quick independence, questions of language, cultural, and historical 
belongings continued to surface in popular debates and, at times, at 
moments of crisis. As argued by Taylor-Leech, Timorese nationalism 
might therefore ‘more appropriately describe an emergent sense of eth-
nic solidarity and related sentiments that have evolved out of historical 
experience and solidarity but do not necessarily reflect an inevitable, 
singular, homogeneous geopolitical entity’ (ibid.: 154).

Aim of the book
The problem we have attempted to spell out above is when particular 
claims about what constitutes Timorese national identity become the 
starting point of ethnographic inquiries. The objective of this volume 
is not to add fuel to negotiations over what is or should be ‘properly 
Timorese’ by defining particular characteristics of the kind of field new 
scholars embarking on research in the country can expect to encounter. 
Hence, the book is not intended as a manual on the practicalities of 
fieldwork in Timor-Leste. The original aim of the volume was to bring 
together chapters that reflected on fieldwork practices and challenges 
and that would make us familiar with the methodological approaches 
pursued by some of those who have contributed to the founding of a 
field of Timor studies. What emerged as we gathered these chapters to-
gether, however, were not only reflections on the fieldwork process itself. 
Rather, we found that many of the chapters also engaged critically with 
some of the preconceived ideas about what kind of place Timor-Leste 
is, which had been challenged through the ethnographic or historical 
research of the contributing authors. It is therefore a book that looks 
at Timor-Leste through a number of transitions. Following this up, the 
book presents a number of chapters on the fieldwork process, as well as 
a series of attempts to unravel or destabilise some of these definitions 
and understandings of Timor-Leste and its history. Indeed, together the 
chapters highlight the contestations and deliberations that we believe 
have been symptomatic of the nation-building process. 
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 Our hope is, firstly, that the volume will be of use to students and 
researchers embarking on their first fieldwork in the country and to de-
velopment workers using ethnographic methods in their work. For new 
scholars, we hope that the volume can probe critical reflection on the 
categories through which Timor-Leste has been portrayed in research 
and aid debates. Secondly, we hope to engage established researchers in 
conversation and reflections about field approaches. To stimulate such 
conversation, we outline in the following some of the research trends 
and themes that have shaped ethnographic research on Timor-Leste. 
We trace these to research traditions that emerged during and as a result 
of Portuguese colonial rule, the Indonesian occupation, and the post-
intervention years. Clearly, these themes are not exclusive (see Gunn 
2007 for a review that deals more specifically with development reports 
and discourses). However, we hope that critical engagement with these 
themes may encourage conversation about how different research tradi-
tions direct our analytical attention in the field, and limit – or expand 
– our understanding of processes of social, cultural, and political change 
in Timor-Leste.

Timor as culture area: Austronesia studies
Ethnographic research on Portuguese Timor took form after the Second 
World War, when Dutch scholar J. P. B. Josselin de Jong introduced Eastern 
Indonesia as a site for comparative anthropological research (Vermeulen 
1987: 4). The area spanned the islands stretching from east of Bali 
towards what is today known as Indonesian West Papua and thereby 
included the island of Timor and the territory that then constituted 
Portuguese Timor. The Second World War and the Indonesian inde-
pendence struggle halted this research agenda for some years, but the 
work of de Jong would be continued in the post-war years, among others 
by his student F. A. E. van Wouden. Van Wouden’s research agenda was 
to ‘delimit, define, and compare the societies’ in the eastern Indonesian 
archipelago (Fox 1980b: 327) in work that identified a set of ‘unifying 
principles’ that were at the basis of social and cultural forms in the region 
(van Wouden 1968). The work of van Wouden and de Jong focused on 
systems of classification, and marked out ‘socio-cosmic’ dualism as be-
ing at the centre of Indonesian societies (Therik 2004: 10). 
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 Alongside this work, another research tradition began to take form 
within Portuguese Timor, with a focus on physical anthropology, race, 
and racial hierarchies, and closely tied to the Portuguese colonial regime 
(see Roque, this volume) and which was thus quite distinct from the 
Dutch ethnographic project described above. This was spearheaded by 
figures such as Ruy Cinatti Vaz Monteiro Gomes (1915–86), a Portu-
guese civil servant who undertook ethnographically oriented studies, 
and came to act as a gatekeeper to foreign anthropologists who arrived to 
conduct fieldwork in Portuguese Timor in the postwar years (see Hicks, 
this volume).1 In the 1960s and 1970s, a number of anthropologists, 
including David Hicks, Elizabeth Traube, Shepard Forman and Brigitte 
Renard-Clamagirand, put the ideas developed by van Wouden and de 
Jong to the test through new fieldwork projects in Portuguese Timor. 
Their work was further revitalised in the 1980s when anthropologist 
James J. Fox set out to further renew the research agenda of de Jong and 
van Wouden. Through collaborations with the above-mentioned scholars 
and several of Fox’s colleagues from the Australian National University, 
this led to the Comparative Austronesia Project, which aimed at draw-
ing ‘together anthropological, archaeological and linguistic approaches 
for the study of the Austronesian-speaking populations and to fashion 
a general framework for the mutual interpretation of the complexities 
of the Austronesian heritage’ (Bellwood et al. 1995: 6). This resulted 
in the production of a range of ethnographically rich publications on 
kinship structures, exchange systems, political diarchies, and alliances 
in Austronesian-speaking territories, including what was then known 
as East Timor (Clamagirand 1980; Forman 1980; Fox 1980a; 1980b; 
Traube 1986). A recurring theme in these studies, taken up in a number 
of post-independence ethnographies, is that of the social organization 
of communities, through research primarily conducted in rural areas. 
Studies demonstrated how the uma lulik or ritual house, understood as 
‘both a physical entity and as a cultural category’ (Fox 1993: 1), were the 
‘dominant structures in the organization of the community’ (Waterson 

1. We thank one of the anonymous reviewers of this volume for the insightful notes 
on ethnographic work developed by Portuguese ethnographers and Ruy Cinatti. 
We regret that it is outside of the scope of this introduction to offer a detailed 
review of Portuguese-language sources on these research traditions but refer to the 
chapters of Roque and Hicks who offer their own insights on these.
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1993: 229). As described by McWilliam, the uma lulik was ‘simultane-
ously a social construction and a ritualized focus for the articulation 
of social relations and exchange among ‘house’ members’ (McWilliam 
2005: 28). Such literature set out to understand broader societal issues 
and values ‘from “inside” its houses’ (Fox 1993: 2). A related theme in 
this literature, also taken up in a growing body of post-independence 
studies (Bovensiepen 2011; Fitzpatrick 2002; McWilliam and Traube 
2011; Thu, this volume) concerns the relation of communities to land, 
with the landscape understood not only in terms of the physical environ-
ment, but also as a site connected with social and ancestral knowledge 
(Fox 1997) and spiritual potency and political authority (Bovensiepen 
2011; McWilliam and Traube 2011). 

 Given the theoretical inspirations of the time, the most common 
unit of analysis in Austronesia studies was the village; in early research 
typically the ones perceived as most ‘isolated’ and untouched by external 
influences such as colonialism or Catholicism (see Hicks, this volume). 
Hence, early Austronesia studies were relatively little concerned with 
broader political or historical processes. An exception to this is Elizabeth 
Traube’s study of ritual exchange among the Mambai (Traube 1986). 
Although not the primary focus of the monograph, its account of the 
anxieties surrounding the Portuguese withdrawal from Timor provides 
us with one of the few ethnographically grounded examinations of how 
this transition was experienced within Timor-Leste. Largely though, 
the literature has been concerned with village-level social and cultural 
structures, through studies that emphasized the ties of people to land 
(McWilliam and Traube 2011), and linked issues of identity, belonging, 
and social organization to the immediate community and to kinship 
networks and alliances.

Indonesian-occupied Timor: resistance and national identity
Such ethnographic studies of East Timor came to a virtual standstill 
under the Indonesian occupation, when ‘virtually no independent anthro-
pologies or social science studies were conducted’ (Gunn 2007: 95; 
see also McWilliam, this volume). The primary body of writings on 
Indonesian-occupied Timor took the form of activist and human rights 
documentations which testified to human rights violations in the ter-
ritory (Aditjondro 1994; Amnesty International 1994; Retbøll 1998). 
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Subsequent historical volumes have sought to make up for this (see for 
instance Dunn 2003; Hill 2002; Taylor 1999). In terms of ethnographi-
cally-grounded studies, however, the Indonesian years are characterized 
by a research gap. A few accounts have emerged after independence that 
testify to life under Indonesian occupation, particularly those of chil-
dren and former youth activists (see Bexley 2009; Bexley and Rodrigues 
2013; Rei 2007; van Klinken 2012). These accounts have engaged 
critically with established notions of the resistance as a united front, by 
highlighting the fractures that emerged between – and within – different 
generations in the resistance. Outside of resistance narratives, however, 
very few accounts of everyday life under Indonesian occupation have 
been produced. 

 Still, the Indonesian occupation has had a marked impact on the field 
of contemporary Timor studies. The oppressive reality of Indonesian 
rule over East Timor made it urgent for both activists and academics who 
sympathized with the Timorese resistance movement to support their 
claims of cultural and historical difference from Indonesia, claims that 
were crucial in attempts to legitimize calls for an independent Timor. As 
discussed in George Aditjondro’s 1994 study of the Indonesian occupa-
tion of East Timor, however, there was a tendency for analysts sympa-
thetic to the independence struggle to overemphasize the ‘uniqueness 
of East Timorese cultures’, which in effect came to be understood as 
‘completely different’ from Indonesian cultures (Aditjondro 1994: 23). 
This further strengthened the idea of Timorese society as an already 
existing, broadly united national community (see also Anderson 2001). 

 This legacy had a number of effects on contemporary studies of 
Timor-Leste. Firstly, relations between Indonesia and Timor-Leste 
tended to be either portrayed in antagonistic terms or were overlooked 
as a significant influence on post-independence political life (Budiarjo 
and Liong 1984; Cotton 2004; Dunn 2003; Fernandes 2004; Lansell 
1999; Moore 2001; Robinson 2001). However, relationships between 
Timorese and Indonesians were always, in fact, much more nuanced. 
The openness of many Timorese towards Indonesian people and influ-
ences in the post-independence years, in relation to everything from 
political life to popular culture, education and language, has taken many 
foreign researchers by surprise, given the violent history of Indonesia’s 
rule of Timor (see Nygaard-Christensen 2013; Sakti 2013). Through 
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their involvement in the clandestine movement and collaborations with 
the Indonesian pro-democracy reformasi movement, many Timorese be-
gan, in the post-Suharto period, to question hardline assumptions about 
Indonesia as the stereotyped enemy and to view ordinary Indonesians as 
fellow victims of Suharto’s authoritarian politics (Bexley 2007 and 2009; 
Bexley and Rodrigues 2013). Following independence, the Indonesian 
legacy and renewed relations with Indonesia have moulded state politics, 
business opportunities, and education (Bexley 2009). On one level, the 
new intimacy between Indonesia and Timor-Leste was pushed by the 
Timorese political elite, who were eager to establish good relations with 
the country’s closest neighbour and who therefore called for amnesty 
and forgiveness rather than pursuing justice for war crimes committed 
during the Indonesian occupation. Likewise, Indonesian politics have 
inspired forms of political communication and ideas about author-
ity and leadership in independent Timor-Leste (Nygaard-Christensen 
2013). However, the establishment of positive relations with Indonesia 
has not only been an elite project. Indonesian influences have also been 
reintroduced through television, popular culture, collaboration by 
activists, and by Timorese youth pursuing educational opportunities in 
Indonesia (Bexley and Nygaard-Christensen 2013). These multifaceted 
engagements and considerations of Indonesia went beyond the mono-
lithic representations of us/them binaries in the academic literature and 
in resistance debates. 

 A second effect of Timor-Leste’s history of Indonesian occupation 
on subsequent scholarship has been the centrality of the resistance in 
external imaginaries of the country. Clearly, the resistance holds a key 
place in both official accounts and popular narratives of Timorese his-
tory (Leach 2002; Wallis 2013: 135). Nationalist discourse operates on 
the basis of an opposition between pro-independence supporters, who 
are regarded as resistance heroes, on the one hand; and ‘opportunists’ 
on the other hand, a term used to refer to those who supported contin-
ued integration with Indonesia and who are broadly viewed as inferior 
to those who supported independence (Kammen 2003: 83; see also 
Traube 2007). 

 There has been a tendency in academic debates to employ these 
divisions as analytical rather than informant categories. Timor-Leste’s 
separation from Indonesia led to a range of studies that focused on vari-
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ous aspects of the resistance struggle, its significance and its aftermath 
(Kent 2014; Leach 2002; Mason 2005; McWilliam 2005; Niner 2013; 
Rimmer 2010), while hardly any studies have been carried out that con-
cern those who favoured integration with Indonesia over independence 
(there are exceptions; see Bovensiepen, this volume; and Damaledo 
2014). Moreover, past research tended to insist on radical difference 
between resistance and other protest forms such as gang violence or the 
rebellion of Major Alfredo Reinado (see Nygaard-Christensen 2012 for 
an analysis of this), and often favoured accounts of non-violent resist-
ance (Mason 2005). Yet there are many recognizable aspects of the 
modus operandi of the current-day Dili gangs associated with recurring 
social unrest in the capital and the clandestine movement, in terms of 
their symbolism, structures and secrecy (Bexley and Rodrigues 2013). 
Perhaps mirroring the general ‘romance of resistance’ (Abu-Lughod 
1990; M. Brown 1996; Fletcher 2001; Ortner 1995) in past anthropo-
logical research, activist and academic fascination with the Timorese 
resistance has contributed to an understanding of the Timorese national 
community as coherent and internally stable. An increased focus on po-
litical mobilization that falls outside formal national narratives of heroic 
resistance might, however, aid us in better understanding how and why 
crisis and conflict occurs in current-day Timor-Leste. 

The conflict paradigm
Following East Timor’s separation from Indonesia, a different set of 
studies emerged that falls into what Bexley (2009) terms the ‘conflict 
paradigm’. Given the breadth of wanton destruction in East Timor by the 
Indonesian military, police and militia before and after the plebiscite in 
1999,2 subsequent scholarship came naturally to focus on the aftermath 
of these events. Two trends characterized external debates and literature 
on Timor-Leste in this period. 

 Firstly, aid discourses broadly portrayed Timor-Leste as a ‘test-
case’ for future intervention and democratization efforts. Inherent in 
this characterization was a view of Timor as a ‘clean-slate’ where, from 

2. The plebiscite was conducted on 30 August 1999, and 78.5% of voters chose 
independence from Indonesian occupation. Indonesian military and militia went 
on a violent rampage afterwards, killing up to 1,000 people and destroying much 
of the country’s infrastructure. 
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independence onwards, development agencies could implement their 
development agendas (see Chopra 2002; Hohe 2002a; Traub 2000). 
This is evident in the plethora of foreign aid reports and international 
media references to Timor as a blank slate or ‘ground zero’ (see Nevins 
2002; Power 2008). ‘Building from scratch’ was the recurring trope 
in aid descriptions of the UN’s role in the new country (see Nygaard-
Christensen 2011). Tanja Hohe has documented how the lack of state 
administration structures following Indonesia’s exit from East Timor 
was assessed externally as a ‘power vacuum’ (Hohe 2002a: 579). This 
meant that already existing social and political structures were rarely 
taken into consideration in international plans for the new nation. 

 In spite – or perhaps because – of the immense scale of the task 
of rebuilding Timor-Leste, the early intervention process was overall 
an optimistic one. Nygaard-Christensen has shown how the visual 
aesthetics of Timor-Leste’s flattened landscape in the aftermath of the 
violence-fraught referendum for independence facilitated the process 
through which Timor-Leste ‘became the imaginative site of one of the 
development community’s most optimistic ‘success-story’ narratives; 
an imaginative miracle nation in the making’ (Nygaard-Christensen 
2011: 8). 

 Confronting this discourse, a range of new, often ethnographically 
grounded studies emerged which examined local political structures 
and cultural/traditional frameworks and analysed how these interacted 
with the introduction of new political systems (i.e. Babo-Soares 2004; 
A. Brown 2009; Cummins 2010; Cummins and Leach 2012; Fox and 
Soares 2000; Goldsmith and Harris 2009; Hohe 2001, 2002a, 2002b; 
Kent 2012; Nixon 2011). With such studies, an ethnographically ori-
ented field of ‘Timor studies’ had thoroughly taken form a few years 
after independence, consisting of research that drew particularly on 
Austronesia studies, resistance- and post-conflict literature, and devel-
opment critique. 

 Despite the expanding body of research on Timor-Leste, the 2006–
2007 crisis and the violent rupture between eastern (firaku) and western 
(kaladi) citizens took many aid workers and academics by surprise (for 
thorough analyses of the origin of these terms, see Kammen 2010 and 
Soares 2003). Briefly summarized, a dispute in the Timorese army is 
commonly pinpointed as the starting point of the crisis, which was, how-
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ever, comprised of a series of entangled crises. Soldiers from the coun-
try’s western districts – later known as the ‘petitioners’ – complained of 
discrimination by their superiors and favouring of soldiers hailing from 
the country’s eastern districts, and were subsequently fired. The dispute 
tied up with a popular claim that those in the eastern districts had been 
more invested in the resistance struggle against Indonesia; a claim which 
again linked up with popular understandings about who is entitled to 
enjoy benefits and privileges in the new nation (see Traube 2007 for 
a compelling ethnographic analysis of this understanding). The army 
dispute, which further led to clashes between army and police forces, 
soon spread to the civilian population, with eastern citizens residing in 
Dili coming to be targeted in attacks and house burnings. As a result, 
an estimated 100,000 people became internally displaced, either in IDP 
camps scattered around the capital’s parks and convents, or temporarily 
returned to their home districts. An upscaled UN mission (UNMIT) 
and an Australian-led International Stabilisation Force (ISF) were put 
in place to curb the crisis, which continued through to 2007 (for further 
analyses of the origins of the 2006–2007 crisis, see Devant 2008; Gunn 
2008; Moxham 2008).

 To understand this instability, another set of post-crisis studies in-
stead began to draw on more classical post-conflict studies, leading to an 
increased focus on security issues (Hood 2006; Goldsmith and Dinnen 
2007), particularly after the 2006 socio-political and security break-
down. This had the effect of positing Timor-Leste primarily in relation 
to the conflict it has endured and Timorese as either victims or perpetra-
tors of conflict. Although much research still deals with the aftermath 
and recovery of communities, and hence focuses on victims of conflict 
(see for instance Thu, this volume), the 2006–2007 crisis saw a shift 
in external discourses, particularly in foreign media, which went from 
categorizing Timor-Leste as a ‘miracle nation’ to characterizing it as a 
‘failed state’. This was especially prevalent in the literature from Australia 
(Kingsbury 2007; see also Cotton 2007), despite the fact that this has 
been the focus of criticism in analyses that included a focus on external 
actors in the production of Timorese political crises (T. Anderson 2006; 
Devant 2008; Grenfell 2008; Moxham 2008; Nygaard-Christensen, this 
volume). However, if previous understandings of violence and conflict 
in Timor understood it as deriving from Indonesia’s violent policies (see 
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B. Anderson 1992 for an example of this), or, prior to that, as deriving 
from the oppression of Portuguese colonial rule, studies falling under 
the conflict-paradigm largely saw the crisis and prolonged instability 
in Timor-Leste as internally produced. Mirroring this trend, and un-
like the resistance focused studies described above, ethnographically 
grounded work has increasingly included a focus on the ‘villains’ of the 
post-conflict political setting, from political leaders and rebel leaders 
to youth gangs (Arnold 2009; Myrttinen 2013; Nygaard-Christensen 
2012; Scambary 2009; Wallis 2013). The overall shift described here 
was thus one that went from viewing crisis in Timor-Leste as produced 
primarily by external factors (Indonesian occupation and, more rarely, 
Portuguese colonialism) to a view of Timorese crisis as locally produced. 

 An increased focus on the everyday political and social dynamics that 
surround the build-up or escalation of crisis and conflict – and which 
approaches conflict as not necessarily either exclusively local in nature or 
externally produced – would further broaden our understanding of the 
instabilities that have intermittently characterized Timor-Leste’s first 
years of independence. 

‘The field’ and social change 
Field-based academic studies have made critical contributions to 
external understandings of Timor-Leste. The strongest in terms of con-
tributions to aid discourses have been those that challenged the view 
of Timor-Leste as a blank slate, an approach which characterized aid 
debates on the new nation. This was done through ethnographically-
grounded studies of traditional power structures and political systems 
and aid encounters (Brunnstrom 2003; Cummins 2015; Hohe 2001, 
2002a, 2002b; Hughes 2009; McWilliam 2005; Palmer 2010; Soares 
2004; Trindade 2008). The focus on ‘the local’ which emerged in this 
literature was a necessary response to aid discourses and their tendency 
to gloss over local political and social conditions and exclude local 
participation in the nation-building process. The literature has also 
problematized the notion of Timor-Leste’s purported state failure or 
weakness as owing to local political conditions alone (Moxham 2005 
2008; Nygaard-Christensen 2011). 

 A second theme that emerged in the literature is that of resilience 
(Fitzpatrick and Barnes 2010; Fitzpatrick et al. 2013; Hicks 2012; 
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McWilliam 2008; Scambary 2013; Siapno 2009; Stead 2012). The resil-
ience literature holds that the disruptive political and social changes seen 
in Timor-Leste over the past decades have led to the strengthening and 
reproduction of communities. Often, these studies drew on Austronesia 
studies, and demonstrated among other things how exchange systems 
and kinship alliances were central to peoples’ survival during Indonesia’s 
occupation. The resilience argument has been central in examinations 
of how Timorese coped with the brutality of the Indonesian occupation. 

 Ethnographically-grounded studies that emerged out of the three 
research traditions outlined above – Austronesia studies, resistance-
focused literature and post-conflict studies – thus made significant 
contributions to understandings of how people in Timor-Leste have 
coped with disruptive political and social change. What might be ex-
plored further is how such change is produced in the first place. Neither 
academic work nor development approaches have enabled us to make 
sense of the conflicts, crises and instabilities that have also been a feature 
of Timor-Leste after independence. The reasons for this, we suggest, 
can be traced to the themes explored above, which highlighted conti-
nuity, community resilience and unity over rupture and discontinuity. 
Moreover, a tendency in Austronesia studies and the Dutch structuralist 
studies that inspires this research tradition has been, as noted by Murray 
et al., that although ‘attention to the impact of colonial rule, national-
ism and globalization is now the norm in this tradition of scholarship, 
such forces tend to be framed as secondary modifications of already 
existing indigenous cultures, rather than constitutive of those cultures’ 
(Murray et al. 2006: 221). In other words, although Timor studies have 
broadly engaged with the impact of external political administrations on 
Timorese society, it remains to be explored in more depth how profound 
the changes brought on by shifting foreign political interventions have 
been in terms of issues of identity and belonging, political imaginaries 
and mobilization, and conflict. As noted by Judith Bovensiepen in her 
analysis of origin house reconstructions in Funar, ‘experiences of vio-
lence do not just destabilize existing identities; they can lead to the for-
mation of different modes of identification’ (Bovensiepen 2014: 301). 
The reconstruction of origin houses that Bovensiepen explores has been 
broadly understood as part of a revival of tradition in post-independence 
Timor-Leste and seen as central to the reconstitution or reproduction of 
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local communities described in the resilience literature. Engaging this 
argument, however, Bovensiepen points to the tensions and conflicts 
that framed the rebuilding of origin houses in Funar and demonstrates 
how their rebuilding ‘has led not only to the reproduction of previous 
modes of sociality but also to their reconstitution’ (ibid.: 291). Indeed, 
in analyses that view traditional power structures, patterns of exchange 
and alliances as central to stability and community ‘reproduction’ and 
recovery, it is easily missed how what is often described as ‘tradition’ 
has also been shaped through engagement with colonial influences, 
and later through encounters with international development processes 
(Bovensiepen, this volume; Grainger 2014: 282) and is always being 
remade (Bexley and Nygaard-Christensen 2013; Silva 2013; Silva and 
Simião 2012). 

 As we wrote in the introduction to a previous special issue on 
Timorese processes of social and political change, one of the exciting 
things about ‘researching post-independent Timor-Leste has been to 
carry out fieldwork in a context where not just researchers, but also our 
informants, are caught up in processes of “sense-making”, of determining 
what kind of place Timor-Leste as an independent nation is becoming’ 
(Bexley and Nygaard-Christensen 2013: 399). We thereby stressed the 
unique experience of doing fieldwork in a new nation, where at the same 
time that we ‘as researchers have tried to learn about Timor-Leste, our 
informants, as citizens of a new nation, have been absorbed in a parallel 
process of learning, deliberating and at times contesting what kind of 
place Timor-Leste as an independent nation is, and should become in 
the future’ (ibid. and Kammen 2009). In other words, making sense of 
independent Timor-Leste has, over the past decade, been a project that 
preoccupies Timorese citizens as much as the foreign researcher (Bexley 
and Nygaard-Christensen 2013: 399; see also Neves, this volume). 

If anything general may be said about Timor-Leste, it is that it has 
been a rapidly shifting terrain marked as much by contestation and 
rupture as consensus and continuity. With the chapters that follow, we 
therefore hope to encourage critical reflection and debate on how social 
change is produced. It is important to stress that our argument is not 
simply to replace ‘continuity’ with a focus on rupture, but rather to high-
light the ambivalences that have characterised Timorese engagements 
with, for instance, tradition, foreign influences, the colonial heritage, 

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   15 13/03/2017   13:55



Fieldwork in Timor-Leste

16

and politics, and to focus on the ambiguous and heterogeneous ways 
in which our informants relate to these. Ethnographic fieldwork, due to 
its focus on everyday practice and discourse rather than institutions, for 
example, is well positioned to be able to capture these ambivalences. 
Through chapters focused on moments of crisis, claims to community 
and the social production of historical, social, and territorial categories, 
we wish to inspire analytical engagement with these aspects of how the 
nation has been socially produced, contested, and understood, and to 
question the categories through which we have come to understand 
Timor-Leste. 

Organisation of the book
Portuguese Timor
We begin the volume with a chapter by David Hicks. His paper on his 
fieldwork in Portuguese Timor, presented at the ‘Crossing Histories 
and Ethnographies’ conference at the Institute of Social Sciences at 
University of Lisbon in July 2013, inspired the idea for a volume with 
collected chapters on fieldwork in Timor-Leste, past and present. Hicks’ 
presentation allowed us a rare glimpse into fieldwork conditions in a 
period that has been scarcely covered in ethnographic research. It also 
inspired us to collect chapters for a volume on fieldwork in Timor-Leste 
that would include contributions from both senior and early-career re-
searchers. Hence, we are grateful to be able to introduce the volume with 
a chapter by David Hicks that reflects on his fieldwork in Portuguese 
Timor and later, in independent Timor-Leste. 

David Hicks’ chapter testifies to the dramatic changes the country 
has gone through. Over the span of a few decades, the territory went 
from abandoned Portuguese colony to unwilling Indonesian province 
and later UN protectorate before, finally, achieving independent nation-
hood. Hence, the country hosts a population whose older generations 
are able to recall two different colonial frameworks and an additional 
UN-led foreign administration. A select group of Timor researchers have 
also dealt with Timor-Leste through the lens of three disparate foreign 
administrations. Hicks was trained at the University of Oxford under 
Sir Edward Evans-Pritchard and Rodney Needham. Encouraged by the 
latter and inspired by research trends in French and Dutch structuralist 
research, he set out to conduct fieldwork in Portuguese Timor to study 
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asymmetric marriage alliance systems. Hicks’ chapter offers a personal 
account of fieldwork in Portuguese Timor, shaped through his encounter 
with Ruy Cinatti, a Portuguese civil servant, who acted as a gatekeeper 
to his fieldwork in Viqueque. In addition, the chapter describes Hicks’ 
return to Timor-Leste following independence and renewing relations 
with informants after several decades in a community now busy transi-
tioning into the market economy. Alongside this development, however, 
the chapter shows how the shift to independence has been accompanied 
by a shift in perceptions of tradition, previously surrounded by secrecy 
and even shame, to a local re-engagement with ‘tradition’, encouraged by 
the broader project of nation-building. 

Ricardo Roque’s chapter approaches the Portuguese colonial herit-
age from a different perspective. At the centre of his analysis is an 
undocumented collection of decapitated Timorese skulls found in 
Coimbra Museum in Portugal. The archival void surrounding their his-
tory led Roque on a search for what he terms ‘archival traces’, resulting 
in extensive fieldwork in public and private archives. Roque describes 
archival research as a ‘hunting praxis, a form of knowledge by traces’ 
and the archives as a ‘rich ethnographic space … from which to engage 
with colonial knowledge’. What emerges from his own archival hunt is 
a complex history of colonial collaborations. While Portuguese sources 
assessed the skulls as representative of exotic indigenous warfare prac-
tices in which Portuguese played no part, Roque’s research locates 
them at the intersection between Timorese and Portuguese colonial 
culture. Their history implicated Portuguese officials, missionaries and 
Timorese opponents and collaborators of Portuguese colonial rule in 
warfare that could neither be described as fully indigenous nor colonial. 
Roque’s chapter eloquently demonstrates how archival research can 
help us ‘formulate new questions and generate fresh insights into past 
and present events in Timor’. Indeed, the chapter not only complicates 
Portuguese colonial dichotomies between indigenous and colonial 
culture, but also inspires a rethinking of how we think about Timorese 
history and Timorese engagement with external political projects more 
broadly.

Fieldwork in a new nation 
Following Indonesia’s exit from what was then known as East Timor, the 
territory instantly shifted from decades of isolation to a dramatic open-
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ing up to foreign aid workers, INGOs and peacekeepers. In addition, the 
transition led to a reopening of the area to foreign researchers. Although 
the influx of international projects was such that some described it as ‘an-
other invasion’ (Brunnstrom 2003), the experience of many researchers 
was that of a country remarkably accessible to ethnographic fieldwork. 
This was owing not only to the lack of bureaucratic red tape restricting 
the arrival of people and projects, but also, as described by McWilliam 
in this volume, to the mix of trauma and exhilaration in the aftermath 
of the violence in 1999, which meant that ‘everyone wanted to tell their 
story’ (see also Hicks, this volume). 

Andrew McWilliam’s chapter introduces us to foreign research-
ers’ new access to Timor-Leste after the Indonesian occupation, and 
to his transition from fieldwork in Indonesian West Timor to newly 
independent Timor-Leste. In fact, McWilliam commenced his research 
in Timor-Leste when it was still under UN administration, at a time 
when the atmosphere was ‘a surreal mix of shock and elation at the un-
expected victory over the might of the Indonesian military’. Like many 
other ethnographers, McWilliam has held the dual roles of aid worker 
and researcher, working initially in a World Bank project. From there, 
however, he picked up on research interests developed years previously 
during extended fieldwork in West Timor as part of the comparative 
Austronesia research project described above. He thus left the ‘hot, hu-
mid, chaotic mix of rubble and dust, foreigners and UN badged soldiers, 
Timorese squatters and makeshift cafés’ for the forests of Lautem in the 
far east of Timor-Leste, where he came to carry out extensive research on 
Fataluku cultural resilience and forest livelihoods. The chapter reflects 
in particular on the serendipitous nature of identifying a ‘field’ over 
time, a process developed through a mix of chance and opportunity, 
and, in the early years of independence, supported by the broad popular 
willingness for people to ‘reflect on the tumultuous events of the recent 
times and the challenges of rebuilding’. 

Angie Bexley’s chapter likewise reflects on the critical juncture of 
independence but it engages with a younger generation of Timorese. 
Like McWilliam, Bexley came to Timor through the Australian National 
University focus on Eastern Indonesia and Indonesian politics and 
culture. This provided a particular entry point to viewing Timor-Leste, 
which differed from the perspectives that mostly viewed Indonesia as 
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a monolithic entity. As Bexley’s chapter demonstrates, the perspec-
tives and experiences of young people had been excluded from the 
new nation-state and their connection to Indonesia dubbed them the 
‘Supermi Generation’ by the nation’s elites – a reference to Indonesia’s 
instant noodles and implied a lack of strength and leadership. These 
understandings about them worked to deny them a legitimate stake as 
citizens in the new nation-state. Bexley takes a textual analysis of the 
magazine Talitakum, which was an important cultural product of the 
young generation in the early years of independence, as a basis from 
which to untangle the influence of Indonesia in independent Timor-
Leste and from which to understand how young people grappled with 
forging their own positions in the new nation. 

Spatiality and temporality
The next two chapters, by Judith Bovensiepen and Douglas Kammen, 
approach from different angles the construction of historical and ter-
ritorial categories in Timor-Leste. Above, we touched on some of the 
ways in which ‘Timor-Leste’ was socially produced and cast as a coher-
ent, national community in international research debates. One of the 
recurring distinctions made in academic debates about Timor-Leste is 
that between the urban and the rural, often accompanied by associated 
divisions between ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ livelihoods. In recent years, 
Timorese urban areas have been the main locus for analyses of conflict, 
crisis, and politics (Devant 2008; Moxham 2008; Scambary 2013), 
while the rural is often analysed using starkly different terms, through 
studies of community, tradition, and resilience (see Silva 2013 and 
Silva and Simião 2012 for exceptions). Douglas Kammen and Judith 
Bovensiepen’s chapters, however, challenge such divisions, by focusing 
on the way in which territorial, administrative, and historical categories 
have been constructed through engagement between external adminis-
trations and local political organisation. 

 Douglas Kammen’s chapter sheds light on the social and historical 
construction of the territorial and administrative units that comprise 
Timor-Leste as we know it today. Like Roque in this volume, Kammen’s 
chapter is based on extensive historical and archival research. Kammen 
traces contemporary understandings of Timorese rural societies to the 
making of administrative boundaries and divisions during Portuguese 
colonialism. In addition to questioning the widespread view of the 
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country as a primarily rural and agrarian society, Kammen’s chapter en-
gages critically with the notion that the units which comprise Timorese 
society – from district to sub-district and down to village level – ‘accord 
with the social organization of East Timorese society’. This is done 
through a detailed examination of the historical formation of the suco 
(village-level administrative unit) under Portuguese colonial rule. Based 
on historical research that presents the suco as a ‘foreign imposition’, 
Kammen’s chapter challenges the association of the suco with relatively 
bounded communities, an understanding which, among others, under-
lines contemporary accounts of a ‘revival of tradition’ in rural Timor-
Leste. Rather than a ‘sociologically coherent entity’, he argues, the suco 
is ‘far more often an administrative vessel with which competing claims 
are made to historical legitimacy, accusations are hurled about collabo-
ration and other past injustices, and struggles occur over access to the 
parties, the state, and largesse’ (ibid.). 

Next, Judith Bovensiepen’s chapter takes up the construction of the 
historical categories through which many of us have come to think of 
Timor-Leste’s recent past. Through combined ethnographic fieldwork 
and historical research, Bovensiepen’s chapter presents an analysis of po-
litical elites, alliances and conflict in Laclubar sub-district in Manatuto. 
Both nationalist discourse and academic research on Timor-Leste work 
with the division of historical periods into different periods arranged on 
the basis of the shifting political administrations in place: Portuguese 
colonial rule, Indonesian occupation, and independence. Bovensiepen’s 
chapter, however, demonstrates how political alliances and struggles 
over authority transcend these temporal distinctions, just as they are 
entangled with and shaped through engagement with shifting external 
administrations. Inter-party struggles, she demonstrates, were caught up 
in already existing political disputes which had, in turn, also been shaped 
through engagement with the Portuguese colonial administration. 
Hence, Bovensiepen shows how official – as well as international and 
academic – narratives that pit pro-integrationists and pro-independence 
supporters against each other overlook the complexity of how political 
allegiances and alliances came into being. Bovensiepen’s chapter focuses 
on a piece of neglected local history in an area associated with pro-In-
donesian supporters, which fit awkwardly with the official national nar-
rative. The result is a chapter that encourages us to pay more attention 
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to memories and historical accounts that are neglected in nationalist, 
official narrative, and often, in academic work (see also Rothschild, this 
volume). 

Post-conflict fieldwork
The next two chapters highlight Timor-Leste as a post-conflict setting. 
The first, by Pyone Myat Thu, examines the local dynamics of conflict, 
while Maj Nygaard-Christensen’s chapter zooms in on the entanglement 
of post-conflict political crises with international aid practices. Both 
chapters, however, contest the idea of Timorese conflict as either exter-
nally generated or purely domestic in nature. Thu’s chapter does this by 
examining the local dynamics of tensions and conflict in rural Baucau 
districts, which themselves arose through Indonesian resettlement 
programmes under occupation. Nygaard-Christensen’s chapter, on the 
other hand, shows how the local political dramas that have characterised 
the post-independence years, and which at first sight seem only to con-
firm Timor-Leste’s state fragility, were often co-produced by the massive 
international presence the country has hosted after independence. 

Pyone Myat Thu’s chapter introduces us to her rural fieldwork in a 
village in Baucau. The village, a resettlement village established in the 
late 1970s during the Indonesian occupation to host those who sur-
rendered from Matebian Mountains, was established on a site claimed 
as ancestral land by neighbouring villagers. Thu’s fieldwork was carried 
out in the late months of the 2006-2007 crisis, when displacement was 
not only grounded in past conflicts but was also related to the crisis, 
which again set populations on the move and set community tensions 
in motion in new ways. Thu’s chapter narrates the experience of con-
ducting fieldwork in an environment characterised by deep distrust 
and suspicion, and the implications this had for her ability to carry out 
ethnographic research. Among other things, local dynamics of conflict 
and distrust spilled over into peoples’ assessment of her as a fieldworker. 
Initially, her association with one particular village caused her to be 
perceived as biased in relation to community divisions. While this issue 
is relevant to many fieldwork experiences, it is particularly pronounced 
in post-conflict situations such as Timor-Leste, where political or com-
munal differences are typically considered to be threatening (see also 
Rothschild, this volume). Hence, Thu’s chapter encourages researchers 
working in such environments to pay attention to ‘what is left unsaid as 
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much as what is said’. Indeed, her chapter demonstrates how such unsaid 
information, which emerged by accident, was vital to piecing together a 
grounded and nuanced understanding of conflicting community experi-
ences of displacement. 

Maj Nygaard-Christensen’s chapter likewise engages with silences 
and secrets during ethnographic fieldwork, but shifts the focus from local 
dynamics of conflict to the presence of the international aid community. 
On the basis of extended ethnographic fieldwork among aid workers 
and Timorese political elites, the chapter examines the circulation of a 
UN document which was leaked to the Timorese press in 2011. With 
a focus on UN practices promoting democracy, the chapter examines 
the political drama that resulted from the leak of the document, which 
contained a number of critical comments about the domestic political 
leadership. The chapter focuses on the informal and everyday practices 
of those promoting democracy, and shows how ‘even practices relatively 
peripheral to the broader project of democracy promotion ended up in 
the thick of politics’ (Nygaard-Christensen, this volume). Against this 
background, Nygaard-Christensen suggests that the political dramas 
and instabilities that have characterised the Timorese political landscape 
after independence, although typically examined as ‘local’ in nature, are 
in fact produced through the entanglement of international and local 
political agendas and best studied through a focus on everyday practice. 
Rather than viewing aid practices as somehow external to the unfolding 
of local political dynamics, the chapter thus analyses international aid 
and ‘local’ political practices through a shared analytical framework (see 
also Shepherd 2009). Based on this, it calls for an increased methodo-
logical and analytical attention to the broader, unintended consequences 
of the massive international presence Timor-Leste has hosted after the 
separation from Indonesia. 

Positionality 
The final two chapters by Guteriano Neves and Amy Rothschild offer 
two examples of how positionality impacts on ethnographic research 
and directs our attention in the field. Many researchers, for instance, 
came to Timor-Leste with a background in activism or at least in strong 
solidarity with the resistance movement against Indonesia. As already 
described, this led to a range of resistance-focused studies and studies 
that challenged aid accounts of independent Timor-Leste as a ‘blank 
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slate’. In other words, much of the work done on Timor-Leste, while not 
necessarily activist in nature, has therefore been ‘politically engaged’ 
(Hale 2006). Guteriano Neves’ chapter most clearly illustrates this. 
Written from the perspective of a Timorese researcher, he likens his 
research on aid and petroleum politics to a form of ‘engaged citizenship’. 
Amy Rothschild’s chapter instead analyses issues of access and owner-
ship among internationals working in Timor-Leste. 

Guteriano Neves’ chapter offers reflections on the particular chal-
lenges faced by Timorese scholars researching their own society: what, 
for instance, does it mean for research when one never quite ‘exits’ the 
field and has few possibilities of putting any distance between oneself 
as researcher and one’s informants; and what particular challenges do 
researchers who are constantly in ‘the field’ encounter? Foreign scholars 
are, of course, increasingly in constant touch with what is going on in the 
field, as informants become Facebook friends, and, increasingly, read 
publications written about them. Hence, the real difference between 
the work of foreign researchers and the kind of research described in 
Neves chapter lies not in the distinction between outsiders and insiders. 
Instead, Neves conceptualises his research on international aid and pe-
troleum politics as a form of engaged citizenship, carried out in a shared 
political space with those of his co-citizens (Becker et al. 2005). The 
chapter moreover describes his coming of age as a researcher, from being 
a spectator to incoming aid projects in the early years of independence 
to engaging analytically and politically with the effects of such projects. 
While this in a sense sets him apart from his co-citizens, the chapter 
also demonstrates how this level of engagement with state politics is 
not restricted to urban scholars and elites, but that even remote rural 
communities are intensely invested and interested in what is going on in 
relation to the state and to the politics of aid. 

Amy Rothschild’s chapter brings the tensions surrounding Timorese 
history-making to the forefront of her analysis. Like Neves’ contribution, 
her chapter touches on the issue of access in relation to fieldwork. In 
this case, however, the chapter examines the issue in relation to notions 
of ownership and approaches to history among internationals working 
in Timor-Leste. The starting point of her chapter is her failure to gain 
access to one of the field sites she had hoped could aid her PhD research 
into Timorese memories of violence during the Indonesian occupation: 

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   23 13/03/2017   13:55



Fieldwork in Timor-Leste

24

the making of a film about the 1983 massacre in Kraras. The turning 
point is a confrontation between her and one of the foreign filmmakers 
involved in what was advertised as Timor-Leste’s first feature film, with 
the filmmaker requesting her to leave the site of the filming in Kraras. 
The chapter revolves around different understandings of the site and, 
more broadly, of Timor-Leste’s history. If the filmmaker viewed the film-
ing site as ‘on set’ – indicating a closed and bounded set – Rothschild 
regarded it as ‘on location’, as filmed on a site where no one – save Kraras 
inhabitants and survivors of the massacre – could claim ownership. The 
chapter not only raises the question of who has the right to grant – or 
disallow – access to particular sites, it also demonstrates how national or 
‘local’ projects of history-making in a new nation such as Timor-Leste 
are intensely entangled with international ones. 
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C H A P T E R  2

Research Past and Research Present
 

Doing Fieldwork in Portuguese Timor and Timor-Leste

David Hicks

David Maybury-Lewis (Maybury-Lewis 1967: xix) has written that 
‘Anthropologists are frequently reticent about the circumstances of their 
fieldwork. I find this regrettable. It is surely as important to know the 
conditions under which a field study was carried out as it is to know 
the conditions of an experiment’. This, of course, is a trifle hyperbolic. 
Edward Evans-Pritchard (Evans-Pritchard 1940: 7–15), to name only 
one ethnographer, discussed the circumstances of his field research 
among the Nuer in such detail that Mary Louise Pratt (Pratt 1986: 
39–40) was able to make use of it in a study of ethnographic styles of 
writing. Yet Maybury-Lewis’ reminder is a salutary one, and this essay 
is a response to it. More specifically, it contrasts the conditions of my 
first period of fieldwork during the final decade of the colonial period 
in Portuguese Timor (Timor Português), and compares them with the 
conditions of later research visits.1 It is, therefore, intended as a contribu-
tion to the comparative study of how field research can be conducted at 
different periods in the career of an ethnographer and how the possibili-
ties available to him or her vary across a temporal axis – in this particular 
case study, between a time immediately prior to when a process of 
decolonization commenced and a time during, and subsequent to, the 
emergence of an independent nation-state.1 

One common feature of Maybury-Lewis’s and Evans-Pritchard’s 
fieldwork was its physically and culturally isolated context: the remote 
regions of central Brazil in the case of Maybury-Lewis and the southern 
Sudan in the case of Evans-Pritchard. This is, of course, so commonplace 

1. The colony was then more usually termed ‘Timor’ by the Portuguese and ‘Timor-
Dili’ by Indonesians.
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a feature of ethnographic work as to hardly deserve extended attention; 
but I think the culturally isolated circumstances in which I worked in, 
and in the vicinity of, Viqueque town (vila)2 from June 2, 1966 to the 
second or third week in September 19673 merit emphasis, given the 
intent of the present volume, because they offer a singular invitation to 
contrast them with contemporary conditions of research in the same 
locale. 4

Preliminaries
I received my training at the Institute of Social Anthropology at the 
University of Oxford under Evans-Pritchard and Rodney Needham; 
and with the guidance of the latter I settled upon Portuguese Timor 
as my destination, because of the interest Needham had aroused in me 
about marriage alliance systems of an asymmetric mode. Dutch ethnog-

2. Vila = ‘small town’ in Portuguese.
3. My wife left Baucau for London on August 30, 1967.
4. My initial period of fieldwork was supplemented by three shorter visits, between 

1999 and 2001, for a total of roughly two months; a residence of seven months in 
2005; an excursion of two weeks in 2007; and three weeks’ visit in 2009. My most 
recent visit to Timor-Leste was in June–July 2015. I thank the following organiza-
tions for their help in funding my research at various times in Timor-Leste since 
1966: the London Committee of the London-Cornell Project for East and South 
East Asian Studies, which was supported jointly by the Carnegie Corporation 
of New York and the Nuffield Foundation; the American Philosophical Society; 
and the J. William Fulbright Foreign Scholarship Board. At different times, Stony 
Brook University awarded me research leaves and I acknowledge its consideration. 
I thank the following for their help when I was in Timor: Maria Rosa Biddlecombe, 
José Henriques Pereira, Rosa Maria da Costa Soares, and the many other Timorese 
villagers in Viqueque for the help they gave my wife and me. In preparing the manu-
script for this essay in Stony Brook I thank Jenny Hernandez. A distinctive thanks 
go to the three reviewers of my original manuscript who each provided comments 
that substantially improved its final version, including bibliographic sources with 
which I was unfamiliar. My research in Timor-Leste was substantially assisted 
by a six weeks’ residence which Dr. João Amorim, Director, Vogal da Comissão 
Executiva, Fundação Oriente Museu, granted me at the Foundation’s magnificent 
center in Dili. This essay is one product of his investment in my scholarly work. 
My gratitude, too, is extended to Mrs. Graça Viegas, manager of the Foundation, 
in Dili, for making my residence as comfortable as it was productive. I also thank 
Dr. Susana de Matos Viegas for the critical part she played in making my residence 
possible. 
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raphers during the Dutch colonial period had called attention to the 
existence of systems of this nature in various parts of eastern Indonesia, 
and their existence in Portuguese Timor had been remarked in the 
English literature of the nineteenth century by the naturalist, Henry 
Forbes (see Forbes 1884 and 1885). It was, however, the French social 
anthropologist, Claude Lévi-Strauss, in his Les Structures Elémentaires de 
la Parenté (Lévi-Strauss 1949), Edmund Leach (Leach 1951), J. P. B. de 
Josselin de Jong (de Josselin de Jong 1952), and Needham (Needham 
1962) who introduced these systems into the theoretical mainstream 
of the discipline and excited the attention of young researchers such 
as myself who wished to test some of their ideas. A Portuguese civil 
servant, Ruy Vaz Monteiro Cinatti, had been a student of Needham’s at 
Oxford a few years before I arrived at the Institute in October 1962, and 
coincidentally happened to make a return visit around the time I made 
my decision to switch my interest from Brazil, where I had originally 
intended to carry out research, to that part of the world, where asym-
metric alliance was known to be widespread. 5 Given that I had started 
learning Portuguese for my planned Brazilian research, and that the 
military Konfrontasi between Indonesia and Malaysia had brought the 
United Kingdom into conflict with the Republic of Indonesia, my logi-
cal research destination was Portuguese Timor, so Cinatti’s presence was 
indeed fortunate. Cinatti promised to facilitate my obtaining research 
permission from the Portuguese Government and advised me to travel 
to Lisbon where I could enroll in a Tetum language course that Father 
Artur Basílio de Sá – a Portuguese missionary whose recent study of 
Tetum narratives, Textos em Teto da Literatura Oral Timorense, (Sá 1961) 
had made clear his eminence as a knowledgeable scholar on Timorese 
ethnography – was then giving to soldiers who were going to Timor. 
Not only was the Tetum language the indigenous tongue for the second 
most populous of the colony’s fifteen or so ethno-linguistic groups in 
Portuguese Timor, the Tetum, but a dialect of the language also served 
as a limited lingua franca for the colony. Cinatti suggested that I should 
make Viqueque town (vila), which was in the district (concelho)6 of that 

5. An informative account of Cinatti’s career in Oxford is given in Peter Stillwell 
(Stillwell 1995: 290–294). 

6. Portuguese Timor was divided into twelve concelhos, each sub-divided into a 
varying number of postos (posts). Postos were sub-divided into sukus, political 
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name, my point of departure, since that, he said, was where Tetum was 
spoken and where asymmetric alliance was practised. When I asked him 
what ethnographic materials I should read he suggested the aforemen-
tioned works of Forbes.

Ruy Cinatti played a pivotal role in the history of scientific and 
scholarly research in Portuguese Timor, and his career in the context of 
the colony is worth discussing. A recent, excellent article entitled ‘Ruy 
Cinatti” by Cláudia Castelo, describes in a wealth of detail his myriad 
dealings with various individuals engaged in administrative and research 
work in the colony, especially during the nineteen fifties and sixties 
when he functioned as a gatekeeper for scholars wishing to carrying 
out fieldwork. From my own perspective, particularly fascinating is her 
account of his negotiations with Louis Berthe (see below), which came 
to a head during the time of my own research. I was – alas – entirely 
innocent of what was occurring, and only got wind of it when Berthe 
visited me in the field.

 After having defended my Bachelor of Letters dissertation,7 I began 
making preparations for travel to Lisbon by ship with my wife, Maxine, 
but as I was doing so Cinatti wrote to say that Father Sá had passed 
away and so there was no need for me to come. Since we had already 
purchased the tickets and wished to establish contact with Portuguese 
concerned with the colony, we went anyway. We arrived in Lisbon in 
January 1965 and stayed for about four months. During our stay I was 
able to establish several important contacts. Cinatti arranged for me to 
meet with Carlos Abecassis at the Junta de Investigações do Ultramar, 
and I met with Father Jorge Duarte, the Portuguese-Timorese priest and 
scholar, from the Mambai-speaking region. The latter informed me that 
this ethnolinguistic group was the least acculturated of any in the colony, 
an opinion I conveyed to Cinatti, who told me in no uncertain terms 

and social units that consisted of povoações (villages) and villages were divided 
into knuas (hamlets). A district was under the supervision of an administrador 
(administrator); a posto under a chefe de posto (chief of the post); a suku under a 
chefe de suku (suku chief who held the honorific of liurai); and a village under a 
chefe de povoação. Of the postos in a district one served as the administrative seat 
of the district and was where the administrator had his offices and residence. This 
was called the ‘posto sede.’ 

7. An analytical study of two Brazilian tribes, the Kaingang and the Aweikoma, with 
Evans-Pritchard and Francis Huxley as my examiners. 
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that he would sponsor my research only among the Tetum-speaking 
population along the southern coast.8 I had at that time no notion of 
the history of their relationship but Cinatti gave me to understand that 
in his view Father Sá knew more about Timorese ethnography than 
Father Duarte. I was in no position then to offer any comment on their 
relative scholarly merits, having never yet read anything by the latter, 
but early on during my residence in Timor I became acquainted with 
his article ‘Barlaque’ (Duarte 1964[1979]), which made it apparent that 
Father Duarte was indeed a first-rate ethnographic source. Subsequent 
publications, e.g., his 1975 article (Duarte 1975) and his 1984 mono-
graph (Duarte 1984), have confirmed his standing, and it is something 
of a surprise to me that ethnographers in Timor-Leste have not made as 
much use of his work as one might have expected. For that matter, the 
same could be said in relation to Father Sá. 

Reviewers of an earlier draft of this article have suggested that, 
given the role Cinatti played in facilitating the entry of would-be foreign 
ethnographers into Timor – indeed, as one commented, he served as 
a ‘gate-keeper’ – a more extended consideration of his career might be 
warranted – a suggestion borne out by his influence on fieldwork in the 
colony as well as by his own many contributions to Timorese studies; 
so my reviewers’ suggestion is well taken. We obtain a useful perspec-
tive on Ruy Cinatti’s contribution to Portuguese social anthropology 
if we compare it with that of his contemporary, António de Almeida 
(1900–1994), the only other anthropologist who was at the same time 
a senior member of the colonial government, and whose field research 
in Portuguese Timor overlapped with his. Almeida’s approach to an-
thropology, which resembled that of the Victorian armchair scholars, 
was all of a piece with the Porto-Coimbra ‘school’ of anthropology that 
defined Portuguese anthropology in the 1950s and 1960s, an approach 
that incorporated physical anthropology, archaeology, linguistics, and 
socio-cultural anthropology. This approach is strikingly evident in a 
volume of his collected writings, published in 1994. An unhappy fate 
of scholarly perspectives, in the humanities and social sciences at least, 
is to find that once they have fallen out of fashion they have to suffer 
derogation from their successor or successors. Such has been the fate of 
the Almeida perspective. However, the deficiencies that limited its ana-

8 A large region that extends from Viqueque westwards towards the border.
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lytical scope for understanding the human condition, a flaw shared by 
all ambitious scholarly perspectives, did not vitiate against his industry 
nor incapacitate his productivity, and he compiled an impressive corpus 
of published work.

The last time I saw Ruy Cinatti was at his apartment overlooking 
Lisbon’s harbour in the summer of 1973. I had recently defended my 
D.Phil. dissertation at Oxford and during our conversation told him I 
would be pleased to offer it for publication by the Junta de Investigações 
do Ultramar, in the same series in which Father Sá’s monograph had 
appeared. The series would have been an appropriate place for my own 
monograph. It contained other scholarly works from the Portuguese 
colonies and I hoped would been taken as an acknowledgment of the 
support the Junta and Cinatti had given in securing a fieldwork visa for 
me. I had anticipated that the proposal would gratify him; and I think it 
did, for Cinatti at once said he would see that it got published and when 
I returned to Stony Brook I mailed him a copy. I heard nothing more 
about it and assumed that in the aftermath of the Revolução do Cravos 
(the Carnation Revolution), the relevant powers-that-be had even more 
important matters with which to occupy them than the publication of 
my book.

 In her most informative survey of Cinatti’s career (Castelo n.d.:6), 
Cláudia Castelo refers to an article he published on a fishing ritual 
carried out on the northern shores of Timor-Leste at a lagoon known 
as Bemalai (Cinatti 1965); and apropos of how Cinatti’s ethnography 
has been judged it might be worthwhile remarking the reaction of 
one reviewer to an article on Bemalai I had submitted at one time for 
publication to a pre-eminent scholarly journal, which had incorporated 
certain ethnographic data from his article. The reviewer saw my reliance 
on his data as a weakness because Cinatti was really ‘a poet’. Cinatti was 
a poet, of course, as he was also an agronomist, a botanist, an archaeolo-
gist, as well as a collector of ethnographic material artifacts, zoological 
and botanical specimens, minerals, and woods, in addition to providing 
16,000 metres of colour film on Portuguese Timor (Castelo 2011: 6). 
Nor was his involvement in Timor the result of his yearning for scholarly 
understanding and acquisition of scientific knowledge; Castelo (ibid.: 
4) informs us that he was passionately concerned with helping the 
Timorese people, including one with whom he shared a bond of blood-
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brotherhood (ahi-shaun), by shielding them from abuse from colonial 
officials and wishing to assist in improving the condition of their lives.9

 Although Cinatti himself did not undertake intensive field research 
in a local community, ironically following more the lines of Almeida’s 
approach, his decision to solicit the collaboration of Louis Berthe may 
have been inspired by what he had learned at Oxford, where the tradition 
of intensive fieldwork had been established and rigorously advocated by 
Professor Edward E. Evans-Pritchard, whom Cinatti admired. In making 
possible this method of field research in the colony by the French team 
and by myself, Cinatti was instrumental in shifting the methods of re-
search in Timor away from that of the Almeida-Porto-Coimbra school. 
Not that the Anglo-Franco style with its focus on intensive research 
among a clearly-defined population and concern for the local language 
had been unknown. António Duarte de Almeida e Carmo (Carmo 
1965) had foreshadowed the field research of the first group of foreign-
ers in 1966, when he carried out field research approaching that style 
among the Mambai, and Francisco de Azeviedo Gomes (Gomes 1972) 
had roughly followed suit with a study of the Fataluku. 10 Although he 
may have been impressed by the Oxford method of fieldwork, Cinatti 
was less taken with the theoretical and analytical approaches prevailing at 
that time at the Institute of Social Anthropology. I had no idea at the time 

9. On a personal note it is worth mentioning the consideration – indeed kindness – 
Ruy Cinatti showed my wife and me on any number of occasions such as when, to 
give but a single instance, he suggested to the then administrator, during his visit to 
Viqueque, that he take note of our lack of transportation and consider taking us on 
excursions out of the town now and then. Not unsurprisingly his suggestion was 
taken up; nor entirely surprising perhaps that an article I published many years 
later is dedicated to his memory (Hicks 2010).

10. See Geoffrey Gunn (Gunn 2009) for a discussion of colonial policy and the 
Portuguese professional and amateur anthropologists who carried out research 
on Timor during the twentieth century, including Cinatti and Almeida. Especially 
gratifying to read is his appreciative recognition of Carmo and Gomes. He errs, 
however, and contradicts what he notes on page 325, in remarking that (page 331) 
‘in the early 1970s, the door was temporarily ajar in Timor, offering the first access 
to North American, British, and French fieldworkers …’ for, as I observed above, 
Berthe, Friedberg, Clamagirand, Campagnolo and I had been well-established in 
our respective research sites seven years before the next wave of foreign anthro-
pologists appeared on the scene. One member of the Franco-Portuguese team, 
Maria Olímpia, was herself Portuguese.
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of what might have prompted his desire to study social anthropology, 
but his passion for using the discipline for practical ends would not have 
received much by way of encouragement in Oxford in the 1960s.11 

Fieldwork Past and Present
My wife, our infant son (born in December 1965) and I left England 
on the afternoon of February 2, and after several extended stop-overs, 
arrived at Baucau international airport12 on Wednesday, March 9. For 
the next three months we stayed at the Baucau inn (pousada) collecting, 
pace Cinatti, ethnographic data on the Makassai, learning Tetum, and 
making arrangements for accommodation in Viqueque.13 In those days 
Baucau town was scarcely more than a large village, though it proved 
to be decidedly larger than Viqueque town. After taking four days to 
recuperate from the journey, we traveled to Dili by jeep to introduce 
ourselves to the Governor. The one hundred and thirty kilometres 
separating the capital from Baucau, which today, as a result of a sealed 
road and bridges, takes a few hours, took eight. In Dili we learned that 
the only house available in Viqueque was a rundown Chinese shop, the 
property of a Dili-based trading company. We obtained permission to 
rent it and were told that the company architect would visit Viqueque 
the following week to determine how much work would be necessary to 
make the building habitable. With this promise we returned on March 
30 to the Baucau inn. While at Baucau we were able to see something 
of Lautem district (concelho), thanks to the generosity of a Portuguese 
lieutenant who drove us there in his jeep. Since we suspected that in 
Viqueque we would be cut off from regular contact with supplies we 
would need, we were also able to establish a base in Baucau town from 
which to obtain medical supplies, baby foods, rolls of film, clothing, 
and other items unavailable in Viqueque. The inn was frequented by 
Australian tourists who came over from Darwin on the weekly plane on 

11. On one occasion when we were chatting in the Institute, Cinatti confided to me 
that one member of the Institute’s staff (as the dons were called) ‘knew a lot about 
structure but little about sentiment!’

12. In those days, the airport at Dili was not equipped to take international flights.
13. Thanks to Geoffrey Hull (Hull 1999a[1993] and 1999b) and others it is now 

easily feasible to acquire a working knowledge of Tetum and certain of the other 
languages of Timor before going to Timor.
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Wednesdays, and we became friendly with a couple who promised to 
send us supplies. 

We settled ourselves into the house on Thursday, June 2, before the 
repairs were completed. The town of Viqueque was in the posto sede 
of Viqueque district and it was located in one of its ten sukus, that of 
Caraubalo.14 By talking with the first few local people with whom I came 
in contact, I found that, while a slight majority of the posto’s sukus did, 
indeed, have Tetum as their indigenous language, there was an extraor-
dinarily high degree of linguistic diversity in the posto sede. Almost as 
many spoke other languages, including Makassai, Kairui, Wai Ma’a, 
Hosso Moko and Naueti. From my interlocutors I learned that a cor-
respondence existed between language and acculturation: almost all the 
speakers of the Tetum language, I was told, had converted to Catholicism, 
whereas those whose native languages were other than Tetum for the 
most part still kept up their ‘traditional’ practices.15 I was also informed 
that all but one of the suku chiefs owned two residences, one located in 
his suku and one in Viqueque town itself, the latter to be at hand when 
the administrator needed to consult with him.16 The principal assistant 
to the administrator, the secretário do posto, whose house was located in 
the town, provided me with a map of the posto sede and a list of the 52 
villages that were allocated among the 10 sukus, and when I later sought 
the advice of the most prestigious of the ten sukus chiefs, Liurai Miguel 
da Costa Soares of Uma Wa’in Kraik suku, he identified the language 
each suku its inhabitants predominately spoke and their religious affili-
ation. Religious affiliation was relevant to my desired location since my 
preferred research site was one which had been least acculturated, and I 
regarded conversion to Catholicism as an index of acculturation.17 There 
were few villages in the posto sede that matched my criteria, I was told, 

14. These were Caraubalo, Uma Wa’in Kraik, Uma Wa’in Leten, Uma Kik, Balarawain, 
Bibileu, Wai Mori, Fatu Dere, Maluro, and Sira Lari.

15. I place ‘traditional’ between inverted comas because the meaning of the term is not as 
self-evident as might be supposed. While the institutions of the people of the interior 
of Timor may be likened to a body of ‘tradition’ (lisan), some of what passes as ‘tradi-
tions’ are actually hybrids resulting from years of interaction with the Portuguese, 
while others are of more recent pedigree (cf. Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983). 

16. The exception was the chefe de suku, whose home was in Caraubalo suku.
17. I did not realize at that time in my fieldwork that the Christianity professed by 

most of the population was hardly more than nominal.
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but Bibileu, the most distant of the Tetum sukus, high up in the central 
mountain massif and eight hours’ journey on horseback, had several 
that seemed to me promising. Since the suku was isolated and appeared 
likely to have undergone fewer changes than those located in the vicinity 
of the town, I asked the administrator if he might be able to arrange a 
house for me in Bibileu. On August 12 he informed me he had had one 
constructed in a village called Hare Oan, adding that ten days later a 
recenseamento18 of the posto sede was scheduled and would begin with a 
survey of this suku and that I was welcome to join the four officers who 
would be making the trek there. I could then remain while they moved 
on to the next suku, which was that of Wai Mori. 

In the month of August we received four unexpected visitors from 
outside the concelho. The first to arrive was Ian Glover, a doctoral student 
in archaeology from Canberra University, who was reconnoitering a 
field site. He stayed from August 6–7th, before leaving for Baucau, where 
he found what he was seeking, and later went on to add outstanding 
contributions to our knowledge of the prehistory of Timor. Two weeks 
later,19 a pair of French scholars came. One was Henri Campagnolo, a 
French linguist who was making a study of the Fataluku language in Lore 
(Lautem district), while his wife, Maria Olímpia Lameiras-Campagnolo, 
was undertaking anthropological research among that same ethnolin-
guistic group. The other was Louis Berthe, who, with his wife, Claudine 
Friedberg, was studying the Bunak in the Bobonaro region. They were 
part of a French research team that Cinatti had arranged to do fieldwork 
in Portuguese Timor, and it also included Brigitte Clamagirand, who 
was carrying out ethnographic research among a Kemak population in 
Marobo. They told me that Cinatti had not advised them of my pres-
ence, which they had only heard about in Dili. I think they had come 
to Viqueque for the express purpose of meeting me. They left the same 
day. Then, on August 21, Ruy Cinatti himself appeared! He was on his 
way to Lore to meet with the Campagnolos, and told me he had heard 
that I was not pleased with his choice of ethnic group. Somehow he had 
learned that I regretted that the Tetum population in the posto sede did 
not, after all, practise asymmetric alliance. Cinatti asked me if I would 

18. A census of the population carried out on a regular basis for the purpose of gather-
ing information on the wealth of each household.

19. On August 19.
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like to work in Lautem. Since my wife and I were already established in 
Viqueque, I declined. Before he continued on his journey to the eastern 
sector of the island, however, he announced that he would accompany 
me on my trip to Bibileu with the census team which, as it turned out, 
was due to leave for Bibileu suku the next day. 

 The team spent as much time in each of the 10 sukus as was necessary 
to complete its work, which was carried out in the village where the chefe 
de suku’s house was located. The officers who made up the team were 
responsible for completing a questionnaire for each household in each 
village in the suku and the information gathered included particulars of 
its household members and the number of livestock owned. The total 
amount of time taken varied according to the location of the suku and its 
population size. A remote suku with a large population required as much 
as two days and two nights for the census to be concluded, and Bibileu, 
high in the mountains, was the fourth largest suku in the posto sede. 
Cinatti, however, needed to leave for Lore the following day and I de-
cided to accompany him back to Viqueque that first night. When Cinatti 
left the next day, on August 23, I returned to Bibileu; not, however, be-
fore Cinatti, who had learned in Bibileu that some of the villages in the 
suku were Kairui-speaking, suggested that I learn Kairui – presumably 
to work with them. I had received permission from the census leader, 
the secretário do posto sede, to find out from each household whether 
its members had converted to Catholicism or not, and by the time the 
horses were mounted to take the team to Wai Mori, I had discovered 
that the Bibileu Tetum were decidedly more Christianized than I had 
been told. Accordingly I decided to find out for myself how widespread 
Christianity actually was in the entire posto sede and asked the secretário 
if I might accompany him to the other sukus. And so, with intermittent 
visits back to Viqueque town, I spent the next two weeks visiting most 
of the remaining sukus, finally finishing the census in Viqueque town 
with the last suku, Caraubalo. When I had returned home after the final 
excursion, I decided that before going to Hare Oan, where I had found 
that the majority of the population was indeed non-Christian, I would 
spend a few days sifting through my data to see if there was any village 
nearer the town that would suit my needs better than Hare Oan. 

My findings caused me to adjust my plan. Most of what I had been 
told was accurate, but my data showed that of the five predominately 
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Tetum sukus in the posto – Caraubalo, Uma Wa’in Kraik, Balarauain, 
Uma Kik, and Bibileu – it was not Bibli Leu that had the fewest converts 
to Christianity; it was – unexpectedly – Caraubalo itself. In two of its six 
Tetum-speaking villages – Mamulak and Mane Hat – Catholics were in 
a minority. I therefore decided to remain in Viqueque, and so informed 
the administrator. 

I had hoped to obtain a residence in one or other of these two vil-
lages, but as it happened this never came about, and for the rest of my 
stay in Viqueque my fieldwork was carried out from our town house. 
From June to October my schedule involved walking to Mamulak or 
Mane Hat, the hamlets of which were a mile of so outside the town, on 
either side of the road leading northwards towards the town of Ossu in 
the mountains. There I would spend a morning or an afternoon, and 
sometimes an evening. These daily expeditions formed the basis of my 
research for the months I stayed in Viqueque. 

I had bought Father Artur Sá’s Textos em Teto da Literatura Oral 
Timorense (1961) in Lisbon and had some sense of the Tetum language. 
I also possessed two Tetum-Portuguese dictionaries, those of Dores 
(Dores 1907) and da Silva (Silva 1889), and a manual of instruction 
in the Tetum language for the use of Portuguese soldiers. However, I 
had received no instruction in the Tetum language and arrived in Timor 
with no real language preparation. Very few villagers spoke Portuguese, 
so I did my best to converse in a crude Tetum from the outset, and this 
meant that by about April had gained sufficient language ability to be 
able to ask questions that carried ethnographic weight. By the time I 
finally left Viqueque I could comprehend most of what villagers said to 
me. I still had difficulty understanding dialogue between two or more 
of them, partly because they spoke more quickly between themselves 
and partly because the personal and interpersonal contexts essential for 
grasping the nuances in conversations were often left unstated.

 In the few months after my arrival villagers would spend part of their 
days in their gardens (to’os) burning the detritus that had accumulated 
over the previous year and/or repairing fences. My inadequacy in Tetum 
at that stage meant that I spent much of my time collecting data that 
did not require an effective knowledge of the language; for example, 
drawing the local topographic features and the location of hamlets for 
the maps I was preparing. Such limited language capability as I com-
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manded at the time just about enabled me to ask questions about the 
names of these features. My most ethnographically substantial period 
did not commence until one afternoon, late in December, when, as I 
was making my way through a hamlet in Mamulak called Kailulik with 
a Timorese soldier stationed in Viqueque town, I came upon some vil-
lagers seated around a table in an open-sided, palm-thatched, building, 
eating. My friend, who, naturally, spoke Tetum, asked what was going 
on. A boy who, I later learned, was 14 years of age jumped to his feet and 
told him the meal celebrated the final rite of death (kore matan) for a 
former resident of the hamlet who had been buried exactly a year earlier. 
He gave his name as José and said his home was in the nearby hamlet 
of Baria Laran. He invited us to join in and share their meal. During the 
meal José asked my companion what I was doing in Caraubalo. I was 
able to understand the gist of what he was saying, so I explained my 
presence in Portuguese, which he could speak. José was puzzled. Why, 
he asked me many weeks later when we had become acquaintances, 
should a ‘civilized’ (civilizado) person interest himself in the language 
and customs of people who were ‘uncivilized’ (atrasado or gentio)?

 José told me his home was in a hamlet called Baria Laran, which was 
close by, and over the course of the next few weeks he visited us in our 
house and accompanied me on my daily excursions. As José and I saw 
more of each other as the weeks passed he seemed to come to appreciate 
the purpose of our work, but even before his attitude changed, he told us 
his father, André, would like us to come to his house for a meal. This was 
our decisive entry into Mamulak and Mane Hat society. The 42-year-
old André had received some European education before its course was 
disrupted by the Japanese invasion of 1942 and by an occupation of 
which he had unhappy memories, and which he believed had prevented 
him from making a mark for himself in the world beyond his village. 
Still, his few years at school had equipped him to converse confidently 
with members of the administration, and, according to André, over the 
years the administrator and the secretário would use him rather than the 
official headman when they wanted to communicate with the Mamulak 
residents. By that time I had come to realize that some educated Timorese 
in the town of Viqueque tended to dissociate themselves from the suku 
people, although some did not, and one son of a very prominent chefe 
de suku was very much involved with tradition. But, although village 
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folk themselves, André and José were decidedly lacking in respect for 
those of their fellows who had not converted to Christianity and were 
illiterate. Although somewhat disparaging in talking with me about such 
persons, André gave generously of his time to assist his fellow villagers 
when they needed help, and was generally regarded with both liking and 
respect. As a result of our visit, André had increased his social standing 
in his community, and now that André had broken the ice other villagers 
started to issue invitations to us to visit them in their homes.

 The contrast with village attitudes today, when all over Timor there 
is a revitalization of the local lisan,20 is remarkable. In Viqueque in the 
1960s, André’s negative opinion about non-Christians was shared by 
many villagers, whatever their religion, and many appeared to have 
something of a cultural inferiority complex, which I would attribute to 
the Catholic missionaries, who sought to undermine Timorese beliefs 
in ancestral ghosts and other spiritual agencies, as well as the rituals that 
manifested those beliefs. In the clash between the traditional and the 
new, those who had not compromised their lisan by, at least nominally, 
including some Christian ideas and rituals in it, had been forced onto 
the defensive. Those who had made the conversion to western ways of-
ten acted as though they were more confident of their syncretic notions, 
and in the early months of our visits to the hamlets, young men, dressed 
in European clothes and eagerly speaking what little Portuguese they 
knew, would crowd around us. Then, upon learning it was lisan that held 
our interest, they left us alone. 

 This sense of cultural subordination may have contributed to the 
difficulty I experienced in recording ethnographic data. For much 
of my time in the field, even my closest acquaintances could be wary 
about giving me information, though to some extent it depended on 
the topic my questions concerned. Religious beliefs and rituals were 
topics that frequently closed a promising line of questioning, and here 
the proselytizing factor definitely seemed to be the cause. When I jotted 
down anything in my notebook my interlocutor would, more often than 
not, either change the subject or remember that he had more pressing 
business elsewhere. Another inhibitor was the physical intrusion of the 
notebook itself. While willing enough for me to set down their myths, 

20. The body of customs and customary law of a Timorese community, also known as 
adat. The people who adhere to the lisan are called the ema [‘people’] lisan.
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legends, folktales, verses, and word lists directly into my notebook, most 
people disapproved of my doing so for many other ethnographic facts, 
with the result that I had to memorize as much information as my brain 
could handle and write it up in private at home. At the same time, the 
word-lists I was accumulating may have convinced them that I was eager 
to learn their language and my demonstrated willingness to record oral 
literature was matched, on my informants’ part, by the care some took 
to make certain I noted down precisely what I was being told. Their 
wariness may also have had something to do with their having observed 
me work apparently as a member of the census team, for this may have 
suggested to them I was some kind of colonial officer, and thus someone 
in whose presence prudence might be advised. Fieldworkers, of course, 
occasionally need to deal with the issue of identity, i.e. having to decide 
with which social group to identify, and their choice will determine the 
kind of information they receive and what view of the social world they 
will become acquainted with. Initially associated with colonial officials 
and suku chiefs, and living in the town from which the district was ad-
ministered – indeed in a house that practically abutted the home of the 
administrator – this initial impression lingered for months. As it turned 
out, by keeping my contact with officials to a minimum I mitigated what 
could have proved a limiting detriment to my work. On the other hand, 
this reserve might simply have been due to the fact that villagers, under-
standably, did not wish to share their culture with unauthorized readers 
of the ethnographer’s written script. At all events, as the weeks went by, 
so did our circle of friends widen and my facility in the native language 
begin improving.

  Although accompanying the recenseamento team in 1966 may have 
disadvantaged me in collecting data, it turned out to be very useful in that 
it permitted me to make an informed decision about where to concentrate 
my research. And residing outside the hamlets had its advantages. Living in 
a hamlet would have enabled us to have learned the Tetum language more 
speedily; we would have been more thoroughly accepted as participants 
in village life; and we would have made friends more readily. On the other 
hand, living outside the community enabled us to safeguard our health 
and that of our baby son more easily, since the daily regime of hygiene we 
imposed on our criados21 in Viqueque would not have been as feasible. 

21. Servants.
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  Returning to Viqueque in 1999, 2001, 2005, 2007 and 2009, I found 
that the cultural climate had altered radically, as had the conditions for 
field research. With television sets, radios, and mobile phones available 
in town, villagers were no longer as culturally isolated from the outside 
world, while a superior system of roads enabled them to expand their 
physical reach as well. There remained differences between the world 
of the ema lisan, on the one hand, and that of the malae (‘foreigners’; 
‘outsiders’) and those Timorese holding malae values, on the other, of 
course, but the intervening half-century has opened the eyes of new 
generations of suku dwellers to possibilities that had remained hidden 
from their parents and grandparents.22 Cultural isolation has given way, 
if not to a complete incorporation into the outside world, then to what 
one might call a sense of ‘cultural enlightenment’, i.e., villagers’ greater 
awareness of malae values. Since the Indonesian invasion in 1975, 
the external world has imposed itself on those who follow lisan: the 
Indonesian army and Indonesian entrepreneurs during the occupation 
(1975–1999), the United Nations (1999–2002), a raft of international 
and national agencies since the coming of independence (2002), and, of 
course, the national government. This transition from a state of cultural 
isolation to the dawning of cultural enlightenment has, paradoxically, 
been accompanied by a renaissance in lisan values, or rather those ele-
ments of customary law that had been obscured by the dictates of the 
external agencies. And with this resurgence has developed a sense that 
the ancestors have, after all, worthwhile lessons to teach, and that the 
ritual manifestations of their teachings need no longer remain as invis-
ible secrets.

 As the sociologist Georg Simmel (Simmel 1950: 332) has noted, 
silence nurtures what is secret and, like the secret, functions as a protec-
tive device. Towards the close of the colonial period, villagers’ knew 
lisan was not part of the alien world of the malae, and secrecy and silence 
about its representations, both verbal and material, was one way to safe-
guard it from those who might threaten it. Today, the threat is regarded 
as being much less intrusive, so that openness, rather than secrecy or 
silence, marks the revival of lisan. 

22. One Timorese woman with a very positive appreciation of the Portuguese told me 
that her only criticism of the Portuguese was that they kept the Timorese ignorant 
about the outside world.
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 Let me give an example. When I first carried out research in 
Viqueque, inquiries I made regarding a key material representation of 
lisan, the ritual house (uma lulik), almost invariably evoked a response 
that denied its existence in the posto sede.23 Interlocutors affirmed that 
they were now Christians. On later visits after 1999, however, I learned 
that they had existed at that earlier time, but that the information was 
not disclosed to me because I was a malae. On one of these subsequent 
visits to Mane Hat I was casually informed that an uma lulik was being 
constructed in the village. Secrecy was no longer necessary: the values 
of the ema lisan and the values of the malae, different though they were, 
were no longer regarded as quite as disjunctive as before. In a syncretism 
unimaginable half a century ago, the uma lulik has now emerged as an 
icon of tradition, and it has even been proposed as the symbol of the 
nation-state itself, a material representation of the merging of past and 
present, hinterland and capital, and lisan and the institutions of the 
malae. 

 In Viqueque today we see the two worlds conjoining in the craft of 
cloth-making. In 1966–1967 my research into weaving did not involve 
its commercial aspects. Although cloth found buyers in Dili, cloth-
making was mainly carried out to satisfy the needs of families and as 
part of a local system of exchange. By contrast, when my wife and I 
visited Viqueque town at the beginning of July 2005 we found that a 
well-established cottage industry had developed in a number of homes 
in Caraubalo and Uma Kik. This transformation of the local exchange 
system into a national market system is a phenomenon further attested 
to in the expansion of what formerly consisted of half a dozen Chinese 
shops and a bi-weekly market held in an open-sided stone building (see 
Plates 2.1. and 2.2) in town into a daily and bustling emporium of shops 
and kiosks offering a wide range of goods (see Plates 2.3 and 2.4). The 
building that accommodated buyers and sellers, and that had once been 
a significant part of my research, now lies in a dilapidated state, though 
in its ruined interior enterprising entrepreneurs now make use of stalls 

23. Before consulting my original fieldwork notes, while preparing this essay, I would 
have thought the modifier ‘invariably’ was uncalled for; but my notes revealed 
that at least one villager confided to me that an uma lulik did exist in Mane Hat 
or Mamulak. Further inquiries, however, elicited no further revelation and I was 
never privileged to sight it.

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   48 13/03/2017   13:55



49

Research Past and Research Present

Figure 2.1: Viqueque town market 1967. The vast majority of buying and selling 
occurred outside the market building and sellers were seated. (photo: Maxine Hicks)

Figure 2.2: Viqueque town market 1967. Commerce limited to two days a week. 
(photo: Maxine Hicks)
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Figure 2.3: A kiosk along the main commercial street in Viqueque town 2007. 
(photo: Maxine Hicks)

Figure 2.4: A kiosk along the main commercial street in Viqueque town 2007. 
(photo: Maxine Hicks)
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to sell their wares, as may be seen in Plates 2.5 and 2.6. This transforma-
tion opened up a new line of research. Using its bi-weekly market as my 
point of departure, I was able to contrast the socio-economic structure 
of Viqueque town as I studied it in 1966–1967 with its socio-economic 
structure in the first decade of the present century.24 Again, having 
familiarized myself with the ethnography of Mamulak and Mane Hat, 
I decided to extend my research into the neighbouring suku of Uma 
Wa’in Kraik,25 and my research base is the house of the liurai family of 
that suku in Viqueque town. Also, the ethnographic materials I collected 
during my first fieldwork had been collected from dozens of individuals 
during informal conversations over many months in various villages in 
Caraubalo suku. In 2007, in that house, I had, for the first time in Timor, 
the opportunity to have a lia na’in26 instruct me in the lisan of his suku. In 
a few hours and a dozen or so taped interviews the person most knowl-
edgeable about his suku’s lisan provided me with a synoptic, yet detailed, 
portrait of it. And so, whereas my earlier participant observations had 
resulted in my constructing ‘empirical’ or ‘statistical’ models of Mamulak 
and Mane Hat villages, designed to demonstrate how they worked in 
practice and how individuals actually behaved, a single individual now 
provided me with the ‘normative’ or ‘ideal’ model of his suku describing 
how institutions in Uma Wa’in Kraik should operate and how the people 
who owned them should behave. 

 My access to ethnographic data had notably improved. Whereas 
in 1966–1967 obtaining information in Mamulak and Mane Hat more 
often than not involved a struggle, now people were only too willing to 
volunteer information, at times even apparently relishing my writing 
down data in my notebooks. Their volunteering may have had some-
thing to do with the pleasure they showed when they saw photographs 

24. See Hicks 2012.
25. Our first field trip was handicapped by a lack of transportation. The administrator, 

the manageress of the Baucau inn, and the manager of an oil exploration company 
based at Beasu, on the south coast, kindly provided us with transportation a few 
times, but to all intents and purposes we were confined to the town and its immedi-
ate environs for the duration of our stay in Viqueque. On almost every subsequent 
return to Timor we have had the use of a car, thus making us considerably more 
mobile.

26. A ‘lord of the word’, a bard or repository of the lisan of his or her community.
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Figure 2.5: Viqueque market showing stalls inside in 2007. Sellers no longer sit 
outside the building. (photo: Maxine Hicks)

Figure 2.6: Viqueque town market showing stalls inside the building in 2007. 
Commerce is now carried out every day. (photo: Maxine Hicks)
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of themselves and their relatives in my first monograph on Viqueque,27 
and their eagerness to correct mistakes in the names I cited. There were 
other differences, too. In 2005, when I was based for most of the year 
in the bairro of Lecedere, in Dili, ethnographic data from Mamulak and 
Mane Hat arrived, one might say, at my door conveyed by erstwhile vil-
lagers now residing in the capital, coming for a visit and spontaneously 
answering questions I had not thought to ask. In the 1960s my research 
was very seriously handicapped by the lack of a tape-recorder,28 as it had 
been by my shortage of supplies of film for my Yashica. My later field re-
search was carried out with a digital voice recorder, a digital camera, and 
a camcorder, which expanded exponentially the quantity of information 
I was able to collect. So much so that I shall never be able to analyse it in 
its entirety.

 The political atmosphere varied palpably from visit to visit. Although 
the Timorese were colonial subjects, during my first period of fieldwork 
I sensed little repression of the local population. For our part, my wife, if 
not I myself, believed that we came under a short period of surveillance 
near the beginning of our stay, when we resided in Baucau. However that 
may be, I did not have the feeling at the time that my research was con-
ditioned by limitations brought about by the colonial context. True, an 
official representative of the colonial authority, Ruy Cinatti, had placed 
restrictions upon which ethno-linguistic population I was to work with, 
but I attribute his action more to a personal whim than anything else.29 

27. Tetum Ghosts and Kin (2004 [1976]); this was first published in 1976 and then 
entirely rewritten for a 2004 edition. It was the first monograph published by a 
professional social anthropologist on any of the ethnic groups of East Timor based 
on an extended period of participant observation. It was succeeded by my book A 
Maternal Religion (Hicks 1984). The second such monograph was Brigitte Renard-
Clamagirand’s Marobo: Une Sociėtė Ema de Timor, which appeared in 1982.

28. I had packed a tape-recorder in the trunk I sent from Britain but it arrived in Dili in 
too damaged a condition to be of any use in my fieldwork.

29. I emphasize the question of my fieldwork in a colonial context because at least one 
reader detects rather more influence than I acknowledge. I remain unconvinced! 
In addition to citing Cinatti’s imposition, he or she also refers to the wariness local 
people displayed about my participation in the census. I suspect their (prudent) 
caution would have been aroused by the intrusion of officials of any government 
– including the government of an independent East Timor. The resolution of a 
dilemma that had for decades perplexed my wife and I was finally (at least in my 
own mind) decisively resolved in January 2015 while my wife and I were attending 
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By contrast, in July1999, just as the first few members of the incoming 
United Nations contingent were arriving, the atmosphere in Dili was 
heavy with menace. We were warmly greeted shortly after our arrival in 
Dili by a friend we had made in 1966–1967, the son of one of the most 
prominent liurais in Viqueque sub-district, and advised in the strongest 
terms not to attempt to return to Viqueque at that time because of the 
physical danger the trip presented.30 The sociopolitical context had not 
improved when I returned several weeks later as a member of the Carter 
Center, with a commission to help monitor the plebiscite. Our subse-
quent periods of fieldwork have been carried out in tranquility, with not 
even the slightest hint of governmental intrusion, and made all the more 
enjoyable by our having renewed acquaintance from the earlier years in 
Viqueque with liurai families and villagers in Mane Hat and Mamulak. 
One source of particular pleasure was greeting, after a gap of 38 years, 
José, now a man of 52. At 14 he had been a lad living in a Mamulak ham-
let as remote as might be from urban life. In 2005 he was local, wealthy, a 
celebrity whose intelligence, drive, and common sense had enabled him 
to prosper under the occupation, marry into the most socially eminent 
liurai family in Viqueque district, and gain employment after independ-
ence with a German NGO. His chauffeured car had become the stuff of 
legend.31 

Had the Timorese telephone system made it possible I would have 
been able to stay in contact with the friends Maxine and I had made. The 
occupation made it virtually impossible for me to continue my fieldwork 
in Viqueque, and although I did return under the occupation (in 1999) 

a scholarly conference in Lisbon. Alerted by a Portuguese friend and colleague 
that the government had now made it possible for any interested party to make 
an official application to discover whether the Polícia International Defence Estado, 
commonly known by the acronym P.I.D.E. and popularly alluded to as Portuguese 
‘secret police’, had compiled a record of the Hicks’ activities in the colony in 1966-
1967, my wife and made due application. The negative results of officialdom’s 
search refuted a long-established contrary opinion voiced by my wife, though it 
confirmed mine. However, on reflection I am not sure whether to be gratified or 
disappointed. We had, after all, lived in the colony for eighteen months and made 
no bones about what we were up to.

30. See Hicks (n.d.).
31. I describe his transformation from village lad to celebrity in my Rhetoric and the 

Decolonization and Recolonization of East Timor (Hicks 2015).
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I was advised by prominent Timorese not to place myself in physical 
jeopardy by visiting Viqueque and so remained in Dili. However, as 
one reviewer reminded me, from the time the Indonesian authorities 
permitted tourists to visit Timor–Timur, from about 1988, a number 
of outsiders visited the colony, among them more than a few who cou-
rageously inquired into the abuses perpetrated against the population 
and duly reported to the international community the results of their 
investigations. But since the national liberation in 1999 my wife and 
I have taken advantage of email to keep in touch with some and have 
garnered ethnographic information by that medium. Skype, of course, 
as well as the international phone service, offers further possibilities.

Conclusion
In their discussions of their fieldwork Evans-Pritchard and Maybury-
Lewis were interested in reflecting upon the conditions under which 
the data they presented in their monographs came to be collected. In 
the present essay I have attempted to show how, when later time-frames 
are included in the account, comparisons between field research in the 
distant past and field research nearer the present cast an instructive light 
on both.32
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C H A P T E R  3

Lost Traces
 Hunting the Past in the Colonial Archives  

of Timor-Leste1

Ricardo Roque

The trace invites us to pursue it, to follow it back, if possible to the 
person or animal who passed this way. We may lose the trail. It may 
even disappear or lead nowhere. The trace can be wiped out, for it is 
fragile and needs to be preserved intact; otherwise, the passage did oc-
cur but it did not leave a trace, it simply happened. […] It orients the 
hunt, the quest, the search, the inquiry. But this is what history is. To say 
that it is a knowledge by traces is to appeal, in the final analysis, to the 
significance of a passed past that nevertheless remains preserved in its 
vestiges. (Paul Ricoeur 1990: 118)

Perhaps the actual idea of narration (as distinct from charms, exor-
cisms, or invocation) may have originated in a hunting society, relating 
the experience of deciphering tracks. […] The hunter would have been 
the first ‘to tell a story’ because he alone was able to read, in the silent, 
nearly imperceptible tracks left by his prey, a coherent sequence of 
events. (Ginzburg 1990:103)

Colonial archives are a privileged meeting ground for historians and 
anthro pologists. In the last three decades, this encounter strengthened as 
a consequence of a growing dialogue between the disciplines of anthro-
pology and history. The significance of knowledge, discourse, and more 
recently the notion of archive itself, as research topics in the history and 
anthropology of imperial, colonial, and post-colonial phenomena, has 

1. Research for this work has benefitted from grants from the Portuguese Foundation 
of Science and Technology, FCT (BD/ 9048/2002 and HC/0089/2009). All 
translations from Portuguese into English are mine.
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further contributed to this development.2 Western colonial archives are 
now approached as complex sites of power, knowledge and agency, rather 
than as mere suppliers of documentary facts. Post-colonial critiques of 
colonial records have emphasized their condition as power-saturated loca-
tions where knowledge and power meet productively for the benefit of 
colonial domination (cf. Said 1978; Cohn 1996; Dirks 2002; for a review, 
see Ballantyne 2001). This critique has sometimes led to excessive textu-
alism and to sceptical visions of the possibility of history as a knowledge 
project (cf. Spivak 1985; Chakrabarty 1992; O’Hanlon and Washbrook 
1992; Young 2002). In spite of its various limitations, however, colonial 
knowledge and archives are indispensable materials that allow for critical 
and sophisticated readings of the past and of its implications in the present. 
As Wagner and I have argued elsewhere, archival records open up rich eth-
nographic spaces; they pave the way for novel approaches and productive 
engagements with colonial knowledge (Roque and Wagner 2012).

The Portuguese colonial archives of Timor-Leste, spanning approxi-
mately three centuries – from the mid-1500s to the Indonesian occupa-
tion in 1975 – offer fertile ground for such productive engagements. In 
noting the long hiatus of foreign academic field research in East Timor 
during Indonesian rule between 1975 and 1999, Geoffrey Gunn (Gunn 
2007) has described the Indonesian period as an ‘ethnographic gap’, 
which began to be undone by a new wave of anthropological fieldwork 
after 1999. This hiatus concerned direct field research in the country. 
Yet I can add that it was accompanied by a gap of another sort: an archi-
val ethnographic gap, a scarcity of archive-grounded studies on Timor-
Leste’s colonial history. In the 2000s renewed interest in archival research 
about Timor-Leste emerged and it seems to be increasing, resulting 
already in a series of historical studies, situated either within the his-
tory discipline more strictly defined (Durand 2002, 2006; Gunn 1999; 
Hägerdal 2012; Figueiredo 2011), or crossing disciplinary boundaries 
in history, anthropology, and other social sciences disciplines (Roque 
2010, 2012a, 2012b, 2015; Kammen 2003, 2010, this volume; Shepherd 
and McWilliam 2014). In this chapter I pursue this challenge further by 
reflecting on one personal archival journey. I here revisit my research 
on headhunting and colonialism in the Portuguese colonial archives 

2. Some scholars recently talk about the emergence of an ‘archival turn’ in the history 
and social sciences (see Stoler 2009; cf. Ladwig et al 2012; Zeitlyn 2012).
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and museum collections of Timor-Leste. The purpose is also to think 
through fieldwork in the archives as a mode of hunting praxis, a form 
of knowledge by traces. How to narrate the pasts of Timor-Leste based 
on fractured, fragmented, and dispersed archival and museum vestiges 
located in European institutions? In which ways can Portuguese colonial 
documentation allow us to formulate new questions and generate fresh 
insights into past and present events in Timor? 

With these broader questions in mind, I will retell my journey in 
deciphering and reconstructing a past moment in time relating to 
Portuguese and Timorese shared history: the acquisition and circulation 
of a set of human skulls from Timor to a museum in Portugal. I will ‘read’ 
my research experience in historical anthropology as a hunting journey 
in search of the missing archival traces of this specific historical event. 
Archives hold records; they preserve stories; they open up research trails. 
But they also conceal; they cover up tracks; they engender silences. I 
will here explore my encounter with one such story of concealment to 
underline the significance of approaching ethno-historical fieldwork 
in the archives as the pursuit and deciphering of archival traces. I use 
the term ‘archival traces’ to refer to anything, any minor archive-stored 
detail (textual, material, visual; explicit or implicit; visible or occluded; 
spoken or silent), that, like tracks on the ground, may be used as mat-
ter to reconstruct the passage, presence, and impact of someone or 
something that happened in the past. I thus propose to approach field-
work in the archives as an inquiry, a sort of semiotic hunt, relating to 
the significance, past and/or present, of specific archival traces. In so 
doing, I intend to use my account to reflect on some of the challenges 
posed by the ethnographic study of archival records at the crossroads of 
Portuguese–Timorese history. I obviously make no claim to exhaust this 
topic. Other excursions into the possibilities of studying the potential of 
Timor-Leste’s archival and oral records are possible – and indeed they 
are welcome. In sharing these reflections with readers, however, it is 
my hope that my account will help future archival fieldworkers to self-
reflexively pursue their own journeys, their own archival hunts.

I

The story trail appeared at the National Library in Lisbon, in 1998. In 
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a pile of old publications on the racial anthropology of the Portuguese 
colonies I came across a long scientific pamphlet of 1937, with a convo-
luted title (as rendered from the Portuguese original): The Authenticity 
of the Timorese Crania at the Museum of the University of Coimbra, and the 
Present State of our Knowledge about the Problem of the Ethnic Composition 
of Timor’s Population (Cunha 1937). At that time, I put this text on the 
side for some time in the future. I was interested then in telling other 
histories of colonial anthropometry in Portugal (Roque 2001) and 
Timor had yet to become part of my main research interests.

A couple of years later, though, when I decided to write a doctoral 
dissertation about the history of anthropology and colonialism in East 
Timor, I resumed that early trail. Authored by Dr. João Gualberto de 
Barros e Cunha, a craniologist and Professor of Physical Anthropology 
at the University of Coimbra – the oldest university in the country 
and the first to offer a course on anthropology – the pamphlet was an 
extensively and minutely argued response to an ongoing polemic about 
the ‘authenticity’ of a collection of human skulls from the Portuguese 
colony of Timor, held since 1882 by the Coimbra Anthropology 
Museum. The polemic began with minor comments and footnotes 
in publications of the 1910s, which went almost unnoticed. In 1935, 
however, the discussion escalated to the main Lisbon newspapers. The 
dispute opposed Portuguese colonial officers and ethnographers – 
António Leite de Magalhães and Armando Pinto Correia – to a metro-
politan university scholar (Cunha) and the central issue was the racial 
classification of the Timorese people as either ‘Malayans’ or ‘Papuans’. 
Coimbra scholar Barros e Cunha alone defended the Papuan identity 
of the Timorese, for which he made use of the craniological evidence 
provided by the human skulls at Coimbra Museum. Colonial officers 
and anthropologists rejected the Papuan classification of the East 
Timorese; they also argued that the collection was not ‘authentic’, the 
skulls did not belong to genuine Timorese bodies. On the basis of local 
rumours in Timor, the officers claimed that the collection represented 
a mixed set of Portuguese, African, Indian and Timorese decapitated 
heads, the product of a tragic massacre of a Portuguese military column 
in Timor in 1895. Cunha’s defense of the Papuan classification of the 
Timorese was equivalent to an attempt to disprove this historical claim 
and to authenticate the collection. As such, he was called upon to pro-
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vide an accurate and reliable narration of the history and geographical 
provenance of the collection.

The controversy opposed distinct taxonomic viewpoints; claims 
to the priority of field presence against that of museological data; the 
colonial officer’s authority to that of the metropolitan expert. Yet at the 
core of this multi-dimensional conflict lay a historiographical quest to 
reconcile the human skulls with a reliable narrative about their history. 
The debate on racial classification was infused with profound uncer-
tainty concerning an attribution of provenance for the skulls – including 
a precise chronology and the location and circumstances of the making 
of the collection. The anthropological controversy was inherently histo-
riographical. What was the colonial past behind the Timor collection at 
Coimbra? Could the skulls be associated with a specific event, specific 
people, a specific place and a specific date? What documentary evidence 
existed? Neither the craniologist nor his military adversaries had a reli-
able response to these questions. The Coimbra Museum archives had 
very little to add. No documentation survived in the museum. ‘Apart 
from those indications [the date of arrival at the museum in 1882]’, 
Barros e Cunha summarized, ‘nothing else exists’ (Cunha 1937: 355). 
Later on, colonial officer José Simões Martinho reported his ‘discovery’ 
in the Timor Government Bulletin of a catalogue confirming that the 
skulls were sent from Macau to Portugal in 1882, as part of a larger and 
miscellaneous collection of artifacts and commodities. Yet there was 
no conclusive reference to provenance and circumstances of collecting. 
Therefore, dissociated from documents that could attest its historical 
past, the collection has lingered in a state of epistemic amputation since 
its arrival in Portugal. Without reliable archival traces, the historical 
relationship between the collection and East Timor was stuck between 
fact and fantasy.

This case, it seemed to me, represented an excellent example of the 
power of archives and historical knowledge in museology’s and racial 
sciences’ episteme. Archival records were an important apparatus of 
nineteenth-century human sciences, and especially museum sciences 
(Roque 2011; Anderson 2013). As far as biological collections such as 
the Timor collection of skulls were concerned, it must be remembered 
that within the mid-19th century discipline of anthropology (then 
centered on comparative anatomy, the ‘natural history of man’), archives 
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and historical data were considered to be important means for establish-
ing authenticity and provenance, and that these were considered to be 
of the highest significance in terms of ethno-racial classification. In this 
regard, the controversy around the authenticity of the Timor collection 
in Portugal was a manifestation of a wider problem, then faced by racial 
scientists all over the world: the certification, by means of archival re-
cords and historical accounts, of the authenticity of human remains that 
were to be used as evidence of human ‘races’.

Conjecturing a past for human bones
Historian Carlo Ginzburg spoke of the establishment, by the late nine-
teenth century, of a ‘conjectural or presumptive paradigm’ across the 
human sciences, oriented towards the divination of the past from the 
minute inspection of material clues and physical traces – the determina-
tion of crimes, diseases, or artistic authorship, for example (Ginzburg 
1990). In the same historical period, human skulls and bones were 
eagerly procured for museums, to provide scientific evidence of racial 
differences and affinities between people. The inspection of bones and 
bodies was expected to bring to light reliable material for conjecture 
about racial genealogies and taxonomies. Thus it may be that racial an-
thropology was also one mode of historical inquiry in Ginzburg’s sense, 
a conjectural form of knowledge oriented towards reading ethno-racial 
pasts from specific clues – called, following French nineteenth-century 
raciology, caractères anthropologiques (anthropological characteristics) – 
embedded in human bodies, bones and body parts. Craniometrical and 
craniological examination of physical bodies was central to this form of 
conjecturing. However, this exercise in deciphering races did not rely 
only on the physicality of human bodies. Often it also required support 
from biographical data, historical information and archival records. In 
museums, anthropological collections were meant somehow to include 
accompanying documentation. As such, human skulls that were to 
be used in anthropological speculation, for example, could be kept in 
conjunction with biographical records that provided information on the 
sex, age, ‘tribe’, and so on of their donor and on the circumstances, place 
and date of their collection and acquisition.

The case of the Timor collection illuminates this broader significance 
of archives, scriptural practices, and historiography in Western racial 
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anthropology. It may be read as an instance of the urgency which 
ethnologists felt to act as historians and as archivists; their will to take 
possession of history, to gain ‘knowledge by traces’, to use the words of 
Ricoeur, by collecting and conserving, together with cranial specimens, 
the paper vestiges of their individual pasts. But rather than exposing this 
significance through the presence of archives, this case illuminated it by 
force of a revealing absence. The Timor collection represented a singular 
instance of the consequences of absent historical knowledge and missing 
archival records upon the determination of ethnic identity and racial 
classifications. It revealed the impact that a collection of human remains 
without records, without an acknowledged history, could have upon 
abstract scientific speculation. The controversy evolved out of a blank 
archival space. Would someone else be able, some hundred years later, 
to fill this blank space? What was the past – or pasts, in the plural – of the 
Timor collection at Coimbra? What further traces could this collection 
have left behind in the archives? And how could one move beyond the 
speculations of earlier craniologists and officers, while at the same time 
using them as hunting trails on archival grounds, both as research clue 
and as object of analysis? What else could Portuguese archives – not 
simply museum records but also colonial documents – hold that would 
break the spell of the 1930s controversy? How, finally, could these re-
cords be re-read in order to gain a wider and more complex understand-
ing of East Timorese societies and Portuguese colonialism in the past? 

II

These questions and the many threads of this story inspired me to 
pursue this collection’s trajectory in the archives. The major output was 
a monograph reconstructing the missing story of this collection, as it 
moved between Timor, Macau, and Portugal (Roque 2010). In the man-
ner of micro-history, I explored the wider contemporary significance of 
collection archives and historiography in racial sciences, whilst account-
ing for the symbiotic linkages – conceptualized as ‘mutual parasitism’ 
– between indigenous headhunting, skull collecting, colonial violence 
and jural power in Timor-Leste during the Portuguese late colonial 
period. Mobility and multi-sitedness were required to track the move-
ment of things and their associated information from Timor to Lisbon. 
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I undertook extensive and multi-sited fieldwork in the Portuguese co-
lonial records with reference to Timor-Leste between 2002 and 2006. I 
travelled far beyond Coimbra: to private and public archives, museums, 
and scientific societies in Portugal, Macau, Timor, Australia, and France. 
I explored a variety of textual genres, colonial records, scholarly corre-
spondence, legislation, catalogues, academic publications, and so forth.

The archival traces of colonial collections (such as the one from 
Timor) are not static. They can change, and they can move, across space 
and over time. To begin with, this is because such traces are part of a 
global economy which, from the late eighteenth century onwards, cir-
culated a multitude of extra-European materials as ‘specimens’ from the 
colonies to scientific museums in Europe. As such, I was led to approach 
the totality of the documentary field of the Timor collection as a type of 
what I have described as a ‘circulating archive’. That is: as a collection of 
records in movement from the field to the museum; as a fragile formation 
of texts, records, and stories in flux across time and space, and in flux too 
because subject to a variety of interpretations (Roque 2010, 2011). 

Below, I shall take the reader to some concrete locations along this 
multi-sited journey, specifically in relation to the institutional field of 
Portuguese colonial records. It is not my intention here, however, to fully 
reconstruct the points of this journey. My purpose is to bring forth an 
additional dimension of fieldwork in the circulating archives of Timorese 
colonial history: in archival fieldwork there resonates a hunting practice 
– the minute work of following clues, of reading the tracks of often in-
complete, fractured, fragmented or missing pieces of historical pasts. In 
this regard the Timor collection at Coimbra is, once again, revealing. A 
collection existed in a museum in Portugal without associated archival 
traces of its passing in colonial Timor-Leste. One could tell that a colonial 
event of skull collecting had taken place, a collection had passed by, but 
this passage had left no mark in the paper materiality of the archives. 

Missing archival traces
The Timor collection missed its archival mark. Philosopher Paul 
Ricoeur’s definition of ‘trace’ as entailing both the meaning of ‘passage’ 
and ‘mark’ is, I believe, useful in this context. Archives, in the sense of 
institutionally conserved collections of records, are the conventional 
working sites of the historian. Yet, as Ricoeur observed, it is not so much 
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the record and the document that constitutes the epistemological con-
dition of historical inquiry, but the ‘significance attached to the trace’, 
or, I may add, to the archival trace. For Ricoeur, the notion of trace 
entails a double meaning: it points both to the dynamics of someone 
or something that passed by (the passage); and to the durable material 
imprint of this passage (the mark), be it a bush track on the landscape, 
or a word or a phrase on a piece of paper (Ricoeur, 1990: 118–119). The 
collecting of skulls from Timor may thus be seen as a passage that should 
have left a traceable and durable trail of words, a mark, in the archives. 
Yet, beyond the polemics and the very materiality of the crania (the lat-
ter themselves decipherable vestiges of their past, as we will see below), 
the collection remained an amputated trace. It remained the result of an 
occurrence without a narrative, a passage without a mark, something 
that ‘simply happened’. Fieldwork in the archives was then required to 
supplement the presence of the collection in the museum and link it 
with the archival traces of its occurrence in the colonial world. 

The fact that absent documentation impacted on scientific specula-
tion about ‘races’; the fact that no archival mark, no reliable narrative, 
could be attributed to the collection at Coimbra, oriented my semiotic 
hunt on archival grounds. If history is ‘knowledge by traces’, as Ricoeur 
suggested, it may be also because it is a form of knowledge predicated on 
the metaphor (and who knows? the skills) of hunting. Fieldwork in the 
archives is a mode of hunting, analogically as well as genealogically. In 
the same above-mentioned essay on the roots of the evidential paradigm 
in the human sciences, Carlo Ginzburg provocatively pointed out the 
genetic and structural similarities between hunting and history as forms 
of knowledge. Ginzburg’s genetic hypothesis supplements Ricoeur’s use 
of the hunting metaphor to describe historical practice, as expressed 
in epigraph. Hunting, history, medicine, criminology (and, I add here 
hypothetically, racial anthropology) seem to constitute forms of conjec-
tural knowledge about the past. For all seem to imply ‘an attitude towards 
the analysis of specific cases which could be reconstructed through 
traces, symptoms, clues’ (Ginzburg 1990: 104); they seem to represent 
epistemologies of presumptive knowledge about past events based on 
the examination of traces – whether these traces are the movements of 
prey in the forest, the manifested bodily symptoms of some disease, the 
anatomical configuration of bones, or words scribbled on paper. It is in 
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this light, perhaps, that the Timor collection can be seen as a powerful 
junction of different yet partially connected forms of this conjectural 
paradigm. 19th century racial craniologist Barros e Cunha read historical 
pasts in anatomical traces; 20th century Portuguese officers read them 
in local rumours in colonial Timor. I, a 21st century fieldworker in the 
colonial archives, followed the tracks of the Timor collection’s missing 
papers, to be able to read differently, to re-conjecture Timorese and 
Portuguese histories of violence, culture, and power together. 

III

As I ventured further into the collection’s vestiges, two principal his-
torical ‘tracks’ became plausible. The first came as a consequence of 
craniological conjectures that read the anatomical traumas in the skulls 
as signs of otherness and savagery. These craniological stories simply 
attributed the collection’s past to ‘barbaric’ indigenous origins: the 
decapitated heads were the outcome of Timorese headhunting customs. 
The second track resulted from my archival readings of manuscript 
correspondence, war reports, and administrative writings exchanged 
between Portuguese colonial governors, officials, and army officers in 
Dili, Macau, and Lisbon. Rather than simply being signs of Timorese 
barbarism, my archival fieldwork instead suggested that the collection’s 
anatomical traumas ought to be read in connection with a composite 
past of colonial and indigenous power and violence, one in which 
Timorese as well as Portuguese participated. In this interpretation, the 
collection’s history lay neither simply within, nor beyond, Portuguese 
and Timorese cultures, but at their terrible intersection.

Craniological stories
Barros e Cunha’s original article on the craniology of the Timor collection 
preceded by more than 40 years his lengthy defense of the authenticity 
of the skulls. Originally published in 1894, the article resulted from the 
author’s observations on the collection whilst an undergraduate student 
of the first university course in anthropology at the Coimbra University 
museum in 1885 (Cunha 1894). Drawing on the methods and theories 
of the racial science of that historical period, Cunha argued that the 
collection contained evidence of the Portuguese Timor’s inhabitants’ 
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belonging to the ‘Papuan race’. Cunha’s racial classifying also depended on 
his creation of historical conjectures about the collection’s past. For this 
purpose, he was to add a specific ethnographic narration that helped him 
make sense of the skulls’ severed anatomy. This narrative attributed a par-
ticular indigenous origin and colonial past to the skulls. ‘The crania at the 
museum’, wrote Cunha, ‘come obviously from battlefields’. He continued:

Nevertheless we were forced to consider one as doubtless feminine and 
six as uncertain. This should come as no surprise: the Timorese are cruel 
and cowards and they make war the savage way, taking the villages by 
surprise, whenever they can, and killing all the inhabitants regardless of 
sex, or age.(Cunha 1894: 855, italics in the original)

According to Barros e Cunha, ‘battlefields’ were the site of collecting, 
Timorese the victims, and Timorese headhunting the cause of violence. 
This attribution of Timorese identity to the skulls and Timorese author-
ship to both their decapitation and collecting was a hypothetical exercise 
that drew on direct observation of anatomical traces as well as on certain 
ethnographic assumptions. First, inspection of cranial anatomy revealed 
to Cunha that ‘almost all the skulls’ evidenced a ‘great lack of substance 
at the base’, and thus measurements involving the basion could not be 
taken (Cunha 1894: 855). The physicality of the skulls hindered com-
plete craniometrical description, but it also paved the way for inferences 
about the history of the collection. In his opinion, such an anatomical 
particularity resulted ‘evidently’ from ‘blows caused by an edged instru-
ment, blows that in general seem to have come from right to left, and 
from back to front.’ (Cunha 1894: 855) 

The craniologist was focused on acknowledging a causal linkage only 
between traumas at the skulls’ basion and Timorese rites of decapitation 
during war. His historical reading of anatomical marks implied a particular 
ethnographic imagination. Widespread stereotypes of savagery echoed 
in Cunha’s historical conjecture. Because the skulls displayed marks of 
violence and preservation they offered proof of the ‘savage’ headhunt-
ing traditions of the Timorese. This headhunting imagery, however, 
explained only part of the skulls’ traumas (e.g. bullet holes were also vis-
ible). Moreover, Cunha’s confident observations about headhunting in 
East Timor (he had never travelled beyond Portugal) derived from his re-
liance on the authority of the British naturalist Henry O. Forbes. In 1885, 
Forbes published an influential travel account of his visit to Portuguese 
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Timor, where he explained Timorese headhunting as a war custom ‘prac-
tised among the Timorese’, thereby eliminating the Portuguese colonizers 
from any active implication in the dynamic of Timorese ritual warfare 
– a fact which, as I realized in following journeys through the colonial 
archives, was far from the reality of colonial headhunting in East Timor 
(Forbes 1885: 450, my italics). At Coimbra Forbes’ account reinforced 
presuppositions about the indigenous identity and authorship of the sev-
ered crania. Timorese skulls bore the marks of the violence of Timorese 
sword blows. Accordingly, on the basis of this hypothetical history, the 
skulls at Coimbra Museum could be construed both as indigenous bones 
and as indigenous headhunting artefacts. Anatomical conjecture and eth-
nographic stereotypes conspired to produce a historical past of violence 
from which European agency was excluded – a past without Portuguese 
agents and without Portuguese victims, fully organised around the bar-
baric otherness of Timorese-only ritual decapitation.

In 2004, I visited the Coimbra Museum and examined myself what 
remained of the Timor collection of human skulls. Being ignorant about 
cranial anatomy, I then trusted the expertise of Coimbra biological 
anthropologists Eugénia Cunha and Maria Augusta Rocha to obtain 
confirmation of the nature of the marks of trauma on the skulls. The 
attribution of a violent past of decapitation seemed indisputable, on the 
basis of the anatomical damage to the crania alone. But ethno-historically, 
and even taxonomically, there was mystery and speculation. Could one 
state with certainty that such marks resulted from ‘Timorese headhunt-
ing’? Could European heads be part of the sample? No straightforward 
questions could yet be provided for these questions. At Coimbra, the 
collection’s past remained fuzzy. A veil of uncertainty and ambivalence 
continued to haunt even the identification and classificatory position of 
at least some of these human remains (cf. Ribeiro 1999). Moreover, as I 
perused the colonial record, it became plausible that earlier considera-
tions about the Timorese-ness of headhunting violence could also be 
open to dispute. It seemed to me that European fantasies of headhunt-
ing as a sign of primitiveness had been intruding into ethnographic and 
craniological readings of the past of these anatomical marks. As a conse-
quence, Portuguese colonialism had been, as it were, cut away from the 
collection’s historical track. Could this colonial imprint be retrieved? 
What part did the Portuguese in Timor have in the violent generation 

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   69 13/03/2017   13:55



Fieldwork in Timor-Leste

70

of this collection? What if sword blows on the skulls, for instance, were 
not a trace of indigenous headhunting per se but instead an outcome of 
a more complex social form of violence in which both the Portuguese 
(colonials) and the Timorese (indigenous) were active agents? 

Archives of colonial headhunting
The systematic violence imposed on the East Timorese during the Second 
World War, the Indonesian occupation and finally the post-referendum 
period in 1999 led to the destruction of much locally-produced docu-
mentation from the Portuguese colonial period. Some records eventually 
survived and they are currently in the process of being integrated into the 
Timor-Leste National Archives in Dili. Yet it is in archives and libraries in 
Portugal, in China (in Macau, at the Macau Historical Archives), and in 
India (in Goa, in the Historical Archives of Goa) that the most significant 
records of the colonial administration of Timor-Leste up to 1975 are to 
be found.3 In Portugal, the most important and extensive collections of 
primary documentation related to the three centuries during which there 
was a Portuguese presence in Timor-Leste are located in Lisbon, dis-
persed through different institutions.4 As far as the specific chronological 
period of the Timor collection at Coimbra (c. 1850–1940) is concerned, 
the largest and richest part of this colonial documentation is arguably 
held in Lisbon by the Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino (AHU) (Overseas 
Historical Archives) and in Macau at the Macau Historical Archives.5 I 

3. For complementary and related documentation, scholars interested in comparative 
and connected histories of East and West Timor should obviously also consider 
Dutch archives, namely the comprehensive VOC records in the Netherlands (see 
Hägerdal 2012). 

4. Principally: Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Arquivo Nacional da Torre do 
Tombo, Arquivo Histórico Militar, Arquivo Histórico da Marinha, Arquivo 
Histórico–Diplomático, Sociedade de Geografia de Lisboa, Biblioteca Nacional. 
However, a reliable guide of the archival funds of Timor-Leste is yet to be made. 
A valuable attempt at helping researchers in this direction is the online project 
CHART, see http://timorarchives.wordpress.com. The Arquivo e Museu da 
Resistência Timorense should also be reference for best practice http://amrtimor.
org. For complementary information see also www.historyanthropologytimor.org 

5. A published catalogue of the Timor funds at AHU exists only for the period 
1833–1911 (see Abrantes and Martinheira 1999). The Macau Historical Archives 
can offer a searchable catalogue online.
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was therefore led to work on these manuscript collections, in the hope 
of coming across signs of the passage of the collection of skulls in Timor. 
Yet archive catalogues offered no entry or keyword that could take me 
immediately and directly to the story behind the collection of the skulls. 
Whatever vestiges did exist were somewhere among the many words, 
inside the many letters and reports written by officers, missionaries, gov-
ernors and officials that circulated between Timor, Lisbon and Macau. I 
decided to cover the primary documentation systematically for at least 
the immediate years prior to the arrival of the collection at Coimbra in 
1882, including all records on civil administration, public works, military 
campaigns, ecclesiastical affairs, and so on. If I were ever to achieve con-
tact with the lost archival traces of the collection, I would need to read 
and peruse all documents one by one. This job, or so I thought initially, 
was as unlikely to succeed as finding a needle in a haystack. I did get my 
reward, though. There was one further trail to be followed. From bat-
tlefields came the collection, hypothesised craniologist Cunha; marks 
of sword on the bones pointed to violence and decapitation, suggesting 
a headhunting past. What signs of violence, warfare, and headhunting, 
then, could be found in the colonial documents? Could traces of the 
Timor collection be found among them? 

Military historians of Timor observed that Portuguese colonial 
wars and punitive campaigns were developed with the collaboration of 
Timorese warriors, and that these warriors practised the ritual decapitation 
of Portuguese enemies (Oliveira 1950; Pélissier 1996). I found this to be 
the case through reading the many colonial war reports from the late 19th 
century. Abundant evidence in the colonial archives suggested that the 
history of headhunting traditions in Timor-Leste also included violence 
related to the Portuguese desire to wield colonial power. Consequently, 
the history of the collection and its date of acquisition – before 1882 
– probably ought to be re-conjectured around this hypothesis. In the 
Portuguese colonial archives of Timor-Leste, sword blows at the base of 
Timorese skulls could be read as traces of colonial violence as much as 
they could be read as traces of indigenous headhunting. Colonial officers 
and governors wrote extensive military reports, some of which included 
ethnographic details about Timorese ritual life in warfare – namely about 
the headhunting rites followed by the Timorese irregulars who joined the 
colonial armies and who were described using the local terms arraiais and 
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moradores. Portuguese texts did represent headhunting in colonial wars as 
something distinctly ‘native’; yet they also situated Timorese headhunt-
ing inside the dynamic of Portuguese colonialism, as simultaneous and 
interdependent. In effect, as colonial authors recognized, the indigenous 
headhunting rites could also consist of colonial rites of war. In the puni-
tive campaigns, there was no basic difference between indigenous and 
colonial warfare as regards headhunting rites. The ‘customs’ were the 
same; the particularity was that the Portuguese were part of them. In sum, 
Portuguese colonial archives revealed that headhunting in Timor-Leste 
had been also – even if not exclusively – a significant colonial custom. As 
such, the anatomical marks of the skulls could be clues to a different past 
where boundaries between ‘indigenous’ and ‘colonial’, ‘Portuguese’ and 
‘Timorese’, could be revisited. 

One consequence of this archival shift in my conceptualizing of 
colonial headhunting was the need to revise the early conjecture about 
the otherness of headhunting marks in the skulls. It could have been that 
Timorese irregulars inflicted the blows that were visible on the Coimbra 
collection. However, Portuguese colonial authorities that instigated and 
commanded colonial wars against Timorese enemies were also inextri-
cably connected to the brutal past of the Coimbra collection. To whom, 
then, should the flow of violence be attributed? Of what sort of colonial 
headhunting event were the skulls a material trace? These questions led 
me to investigate in detail the totality of archival documentation about 
colonial warfare in Timor-Leste prior to the mid-1890s. In this process, 
traces of the museum collection were to come to light in the records 
associated with the so-called Laleia war, in 1878–81.

IV

The last quarter of the nineteenth century was prodigal in armed con-
flicts in Timor-Leste. The Portuguese colonial government was involved 
in a series of wars against so-called Timorese ‘rebels’, ruled by liurai (a 
Tetum-language term for ruler, literally meaning ‘above the land’) or 
their upper status relatives, who ‘disobeyed’ or challenged the authority 
of the governor in Dili. Between 1878 and 1881 one of the longest and 
most dramatic wars took place on the north coast of the territory, op-
posing the kingdom of Laleia and its network of allies to the Portuguese 
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government and its own web of Timorese allied kingdoms. At the origin 
of this conflict had been accusations of witch-killing and ‘anti-religious’ 
practices made against the liurai of Laleia, Don Manuel dos Remédios, by 
Governor Hugo de Lacerda and the Portuguese Catholic missionaries in 
Timor, then headed by the Timor Mission Superior, Reverend António 
Joaquim de Medeiros (who was en route to a successful ecclesiastical ca-
reer as Bishop of Macau, a post to which he was to be appointed in 1884.) 

Ecclesiastical involvement in the Laleia war against liurai Remédios 
was clear in various instances – including, allegedly, in actual armed con-
frontations. Many villages were burnt down and an unknown number 
of Timorese people died in the course of this conflict – some of them 
decapitated by Timorese irregulars. This war motivated a protracted 
exchange of correspondence between the governor and the Minister of 
Navy and Overseas Affairs in Lisbon: reports, news, inquiries into the 
causes of the rebellion and finally extensive data about a judicial trial 
held in Dili to decide on the missionaries’ guilt and responsibility in 
causing the conflict. The archival material at AHU in Lisbon includes 
a considerable set of documents from this trial as well as from the acute 
political crisis which followed it in 1881–82, involving the Mission and 
the civil administration. Multiple accounts disputed the moral legiti-
macy of the actions taken against Remédios in the Laleia war, as well as 
those taken against the Mission after the court decision. The Laleia war, 
the trial, the activities of the Catholic Mission, and many other incidents 
of recent colonial history were then constantly recapitulated by the ac-
tors involved, in an attempt to seek political advantage. 

It was then, in the course of this political dispute, that the archival traces 
of the collection came to light. Unexpectedly, in the Mission Superior’s 
report to the Bishop of Macau of 1881, a story was told concerning the 
missionaries’ virtuous involvement in scientific collecting for the colo-
nial government. This account reported the activities of a Committee 
appointed by Governor Lacerda in Dili in 1879 and presided over by the 
Mission Superior, Reverend Medeiros. The purpose of the Committee 
was to execute instructions received from Macau to collect and send col-
lections from Timor to the Lisbon Colonial Museum. In his eagerness to 
prove, to his ecclesiastical superior, the value and virtue of the Catholic 
missionaries under his command, Medeiros copied a letter he had sent to 
the Timor governor in 1881. This letter included lengthy remarks about 
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one collection of human skulls assembled by the missionaries with the 
purpose of being used for anthropological studies and sent to Macau. 
Somewhat by surprise, amidst correspondence classified as ‘religious and 
ecclesiastical affairs’, I therefore found the lost historical narrative on the 
colonial past of the Coimbra collection of 35 human skulls. According 
to a letter written by Medeiros to the Governor of Timor, he had himself 
obtained the sample from Timorese auxiliary troops ‘in the war of Laleia 
against the thug and rebel Manuel dos Remédios from 1878 to 1879’; 
they were, he said, the heads of ‘natives’ who represented the enemies of 
the colonial government (Medeiros 1881).

The missionary narration brought to light the missing archival traces 
of the collection’s colonial past. It moreover revealed the extent to which 
these traces were embedded in the intricate world of headhunting and 
colonialism, in the shared histories of colonial warfare, Catholic missions, 
and Timorese ritual violence. According to this account, the collection 
that ended up at Coimbra represented the severed heads of indigenous 
people accused of ‘revolting’ against Dili – killed during punitive raids and 
then gathered by the Catholic priests to be sent to a museum in Lisbon. 
The collection was linked to a particular sort of Timorese headhunting 
practice that was meaningful in the context of Portuguese warfare, the 
brutality of colonial justice, and the moral crusades of Catholic mis-
sionaries against Timorese paganism and barbarity. There was thus more 
involved than simply Timorese sword blows. There was a complex flow 
of violence that brought Timorese and Portuguese people into intimate 
contact in a terrible way. This is not to say that the case is fully closed; in 
fact, it may have just begun, as further questions and new tracks may arise 
from the findings. In any case, the collection became reconciled with its 
archival traces. The archive hunter found his desired prey. 

v

In this essay I have explored hunting as a conceptual metaphor in archi-
val fieldwork. I have considered the practice of historical research as the 
pursuit and deciphering of archival traces, the exploration of anything 
in the colonial archives that, in the image of tracks on the ground, may 
be used to reconstruct the past and illuminate wider research problems 
in social sciences. My account of an encounter with craniological 
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knowledge, historical conjecture and missing documents relating to 
a collection of human skulls in Portugal has provided an example of 
how archival fieldwork today can feed productively into attempts to 
write ethnographically-sensitive histories of science, colonialism, and 
indigenous societies in Timor-Leste. In the case I have explored here, 
traces of a certain event – the making of a museum collection of human 
skulls – have appeared in unexpected corners of the colonial archives, 
with some surprising revelations. Reading the collection’s archival 
traces in the context of the Laleia war has suggested an entangled 
historical genealogy for the human skulls. Rather than simply a vestige 
of Timorese otherness and ‘savagery’, the Coimbra collection and the 
varied texts and stories associated with it embody, as I have shown, a 
complex historical arrangement of colonial and indigenous conflicts and 
agencies. Investigation into the struggles between different Portuguese 
colonial agents concerning responsibility for the atrocities of this war 
has caused the original narrative of the Coimbra collection to re-emerge 
in the public sphere. This has revealed that the Laleia war was the con-
text for the decapitation of Timorese people as ‘enemies’ and ‘rebels’, 
and that Catholic missionaries and Timorese auxiliaries in service of the 
colonial government were involved in that violence. As such, the collec-
tion can be read as a sign of a cross-cultural moment where Portuguese 
and Timorese, colonial and indigenous, cultures of terror, power and 
violence met productively, yet also tragically clashed, in Timor-Leste’s 
historical past. 

I have shared my experience of working with and through the 
Portuguese colonial records of Timor. Of course, the potential of the 
Portuguese colonial archives for an understanding of Timor-Leste is not 
limited to this particular journey and this particular story. Amidst their 
fractures, silences, and occultation, archival records are critical field sites 
for ethnographic research, and they hold much that can be creatively 
explored in many different directions by scholars. The Portuguese co-
lonial archives in Lisbon, Macau, Goa or elsewhere can provide access 
to a multitude of themes and to a virtually endless series of events of 
East Timorese history. Historians, anthropologists, social scientists and 
people in general interested in almost any topic – including, for exam-
ple, religion, economics, politics, agriculture, mining, medicine, ritual 
life – will find extensive material for reflection.
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Simultaneously, these archives prompt a vision of Timor-Leste as a 
location that belongs to a wider network of places, people and times that 
extend beyond the strict geography of the nation and of the island itself. 
Firstly, following Timor-Leste’s archival traces leads us to a multitude of 
places – to Macau and Portugal, as we have seen in the case of the circula-
tion of the Coimbra collection, but also to many other possible locations 
around the world. Timor-Leste’s rich history is deeply connected to the 
world outside through trade, warfare, myth and cultural imagination. 
Through archival fieldwork we can capture this broader circulatory 
space that has constructed the country over time, thus demolishing the 
misconception of ‘Timor-Leste’ as a unit contained in its political and 
physical geographical boundaries. Secondly, following Timor-Leste’s 
archival traces can also lead us to consider a multitude of forms of gener-
ating memory and temporality as regards the colonial past. Thus, finally, 
one should bear in mind that fieldwork in the colonial archives does not 
exhaust the histories that one can, and should, tell about Timor-Leste; 
it does not exhaust the forms through which people today address the 
significance of colonial times. Paper and written archives should not be 
seen as an exclusive path to hunting the past in Timor-Leste. They are 
no more (and perhaps no less) authoritative than other modes of con-
jecturing the past. But they are fundamental. Bringing together archival 
with ethnographic, archaeological, or other forms of data and fieldwork; 
Portuguese writings with Timorese stories; images and written texts with 
oral history; texts with material objects; authority-loaded accounts with 
subaltern viewpoints; these are all, I believe, fundamental approaches 
needed in future research (compare Hägerdal (ed.) 2011; Bovensiepen, 
this volume; Roque and Traube, in prep.). In bringing together these 
different methods and materials one may be in position to bring into our 
historical understanding of Timor-Leste the plurality of perspectives that 
this country’s past and present necessarily entail. Archives are but one 
terrain for travelling through the many roads of Timor-Leste’s historici-
ties. Archival research is one among many paths – but it is a necessary, 
worthy, and fascinating path to take. 
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C H A P T E R  4

Imagining Ethnography 
Reflections on Fieldwork in Lautem

Andrew McWilliam

One of the advantages of anthropology as a scholarly enterprise is 
that no one, including its practitioners, quite knows exactly what it is. 
(Geertz 2001: 89)

Contingent ethnography
Many anthropologists might acknowledge that decisions governing 
their choice of fieldwork location(s) and research subjects often seem, 
in hindsight, to have been guided less by purposeful design than by a se-
ries of random choices and fortuitous encounters; and that, from these 
choices and encounters, an interpretive and situated knowledge only 
gradually emerges. As I reflect on a decade and more of intermittent but 
intensive periods of ethnographic research among Fataluku-speaking 
communities in Lautem District of East Timor, this sense of the op-
portunistic nature of field research persists, especially for my early ex-
ploratory efforts when any familiarity with Fataluku society and cultural 
forms was tentative and superficial. These days I am more confident in 
my approach to Fataluku lifeworlds ( Jackson 2013), a familiarity due in 
no small part to the efforts of many patient people who have guided my 
understanding; but still the gap between the stumbling research begin-
nings of 2001 and a latter day sense of familiarity is a curious and subtle 
transformation, one where any reflexive understanding of the process is 
largely only appreciated in hindsight.1 

1. Much as Rabinow speaks of the field ethnographer as a culturally mediated and 
historically situated self, located in a continuously changing world of meaning 
(Rabinow 1977: 6).
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In the chapter which follows I am interested in making more explicit 
this aspect of what Lederman has described as a ‘systematic openness to 
contingency’ (Lederman 2006: 485), and the unintended but often ben-
eficial consequences of ethnographic choices made in the field. These 
choices are responses to opportunities and possibilities arising from 
the fieldwork sites, research collaborations and topics of study that have 
guided the kind of anthropology I have pursued in the region. And if, in 
this process, I can identify elements of conscious and coherent research 
themes and objectives – an expectation of the academic scholarship that 
supports my research, after all – they are as much a product of the em-
bodied and cumulative ethnographic experiences themselves as they are 
of the empirical possibilities for testing social theories or comparative 
analyses. I would also add that this brief reflection on fieldwork – a genre 
that Geertz referred to as ‘crafted candor and public self-concealment’ 
(Geertz 2001: 8) – remains very much a work in progress as I find that 
my interests in Fataluku ethnography continue to shift in unexpected 
ways to address the evolving possibilities and adaptations that Fataluku 
people themselves make to contemporary life in Timor-Leste.

Lautem as a field of ethnographic study
I don’t wish to imply by these opening remarks that my choice of Lautem 
as a site for ethnographic research was somehow an entirely arbitrary 
one among various equally prospective alternatives in East Timor; only 
that the formulation of a research agenda in the much damaged, post-
conflict context took time for me to formulate, in practice. My initial 
consideration of Lautem as a research site grew out of academic interests 
in the role and utilization of forest resources among customary com-
munities on Timor Island more generally. I had originally developed 
this research in West Timor in early 1999 following my appointment as 
a Research Fellow with the Resource Management in the Asia Pacific 
(RMAP) Project at the Australian National University. The work built 
on earlier doctoral research undertaken in West Timor (1984–1988) 
among Meto-speaking communities of the central southern highlands 
(McWilliam 2002).2 Following some years based in Darwin working 
with Aboriginal communities in northern Australia, I was keen to re-
2. Meto-speaking populations are also the dominant ethno-linguistic group in the 

Oecussi exclave of East Timor, where the language is known as Baikeno. 
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engage with Southeast Asian anthropology and my earlier familiarity 
with Timorese people. 

These plans, however, took a decisive turn with the remarkable events 
that unfolded in East Timor during 1999. The historic referendum on 
independence saw the destructive and violent withdrawal of Indonesia 
from the territory and the Interfet armed intervention.3 These tumul-
tuous times, combined with the emergence of an ugly anti-Australian 
sentiment among roving bands of militia gangs in West Timor, opened 
up the prospect of ethnographic research in East Timor for the first 
time in 24 years. Subsequently, and along with many other researchers 
curious to see for themselves what had happened in East Timor, I made 
arrangements to shift my research interests to East Timor and thereby 
also contribute to recovering what historian Geoffrey Gunn has called 
the ‘ethnographic gap’ of the Indonesian occupation (Gunn 2007). 

Landing in the burnt-out ruins of Dili in early March 2000, the 
atmosphere among Timorese was a surreal mix of shock and elation at 
the unexpected ballot triumph, along with a sense of grieving for the 
many who had suffered and lost relatives in the independence struggle. 
Everyone wanted to tell their story. Dili itself was a hot, humid, chaotic 
mix of rubble and dust, foreigners and UN-badged soldiers, Timorese 
squatters and makeshift cafés, multiple currencies and unruly traffic, 
with everyone jostling for inadequate electricity and basic services, and 
all under the inexperienced oversight of the United Nations Transitional 
Administration in East Timor (UNTAET), which would run the fledg-
ling nation for the next two years.

During the first year of liberation, I spent much of my time work-
ing on a World Bank-funded Community Empowerment and Local 
Governance Project (CEP), which was seeking to deliver emergency 
development assistance to all (442) villages across the new nation.4 As 
the monitoring and evaluation advisor for the project I had the oppor-
tunity to visit a number of regions across Timor Lorosa’e (as it was then 

3. International Force for East Timor (Interfet) was an armed, UN-authorised and 
multi-national peacekeeping taskforce led by the Australian Government initiative 
to reinstate law and order to East Timor in the aftermath of the referendum. 

4. For the World Bank review of the programme, see: http://www-wds.worldbank. 
org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2005/06/01/000012009 
_20050601151352/Rendered/PDF/32264.pdf (accessed 25 February 2014).
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called). These travels provided insights into the difficult conditions 
prevailing across the country and potential areas for follow-up study. At 
the same time, I was still thinking about researching forests and forest 
management issues, encouraged in these ideas by regular consultations 
with East Timorese staff of UNTAET working in the de-facto section 
dealing with forestry planning. Their expressed interests at the time 
were to establish a series of protected forest reserves as part of the 
long-term re-development and conservation of East Timor’s forested 
land resources (McWilliam 2003).5 As a result of these opportunities 
I decided to narrow my research to three prospective areas, the lower 
Clere River valley in coastal Manufahi with its remnant lowland and 
mangrove forests, the mist forests of Lolotoe in highland Bobonaro and 
the dense monsoon and tropical rainforests of Lautem, incorporating 
the rugged Paichao mountain range. In the end the latter prevailed, partly 
because the Clere had already been partially cleared for transmigration 
settlers and rice cultivation, by then mostly abandoned, and Lolotoe 
was close to the new international border with Indonesian West Timor 
and remained politically unstable due to continuing militia incursions 
and the major presence of Australian soldiers patrolling the area. I was 
also intrigued by the possibilities of working in Lautem, having briefly 
visited Los Palos, the burnt out district capital, in late 2000. At the time, 
the township and its population were still recovering from the chaos and 
destruction of the previous year and people were focused on securing 
adequate food and shelter. The atmosphere of the town was sombre, 
the people reserved and wary of outsiders, but I was taken with the idea 
that the dense forests of Lautem had been a refuge for Falintil armed 
resistance throughout the Indonesian military occupation and, while 
acknowledging the privations that resulted, it would likely offer an ideal 
location for explorations into the nature–culture interactions that I was 
interested to pursue. 

Questions on questions and the limits of talk
During 2001 I undertook a series of shorter field trips to East Timor, 
working on a range of research activities that included introductory con-

5. Many subsequently became management staff within the National Directorate 
of Forestry (Direcção Nacional de Florestal). See 2000/19 Wild Protected Areas 
legislation (and McWilliam 2003).
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versations and loosely structured discussions with Fataluku contacts in 
both Dili and Los Palos. However, it wasn’t until the dry season of 2002 
that I initiated six weeks of fieldwork dedicated to Fataluku ethnography; 
and in retrospect this early phase of research provided a formative ori-
entation to the ethnographic field of possibilities that could be pursued. 

At the time my knowledge of Fataluku ethnography was superficial, 
in part due to the limited background literature on the region, especially 
the near absence of any critical ethnographic studies or enquiries de-
veloped during the Indonesian period.6 I did have several distinct ad-
vantages, however, one of which was an ability to draw on my previous 
extensive personal ethnographic research in West Timor among Meto 
farming communities. These studies provided a foundational under-
standing of Timorese society and more generally Austronesian shared 
cultural forms and idioms. Moreover, second or subsequent fieldwork is 
always a more efficient process and my existing analytical and cultural 
understandings allowed me to test and explore a variety of prospective 
ideas and practical action in a new area in comparative terms. I have 
also found that the extensive Portuguese colonial archive offers useful 
insights and contextual background, particularly in relation to the brutal 
‘wars of pacification’ and subsequent efforts to assert colonial govern-
ance in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (see McWilliam and 
Shepherd, in press). The other advantage that I had was a good com-
mand of Indonesian, in which many Fataluku were fluent and generally 
comfortable to engage in often lengthy and detailed discussions.7 

6. My background reading, apart from the general pre-1975 American and French 
anthropological research such as that done by Fox (ed.) 1980, Hicks 1976, Traube 
1986 and Metzner 1973, was limited to Gunn’s history of Timor Lorosa’e (Gunn 
1999), a popular book by Elizabeth King (King 1963) and, somewhat later, the 
unpublished thesis, in French, of Lameiras-Campagnolo (Lameiras-Campagnolo 
1975) and the monograph written by former Portuguese military commander in 
Lautem, Azavedo (Gomes 1972). I also managed to obtain some basic statistical 
information about Lautem prior to 1999 from a number of Indonesian statistical 
compilations (e.g. Kantor Statistik Timor Timur), that I retrieved from a large pile 
of discarded material in the UNTAET complex in Dili in early 2000. 

7. Since then I have improved my ability in the national language, Tetum, and in the 
local language, Fataluku, but I remain more fluent in Indonesian and continue to 
use it as a focused language of research while keenly aware that much of the poetic 
subtlety of Fataluku speech forms is often poorly captured in translation.
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Ethnographic fieldwork in new contexts is, however, often awkward 
and tentative in its early stages, mainly due to a lack of social connec-
tions and relationships with local people. This requires a fieldwork 
approach that is more proactive in engineering meetings and introduc-
tions with people who can facilitate and contribute to the research 
objectives. Initially, I sought out local Fataluku leaders or government 
representatives (Chefe de Suco, Chefe de Aldeia) and in particular staff of 
the new UNTAET operation based in Los Palos. These efforts proved a 
productive strategy and allowed me to gradually build a network of ac-
quaintances and contacts, which included a diverse group of interlocu-
tors such as guest house workers, security staff, teachers, farmers, bus 
drivers, traders, active and retired civil servants, shop and kiosk owners, 
as well as unemployed residents and really anyone willing to spend time 
in discussion with the malae anthropologist. The general absence of 
government programmes, basic services or alternative pressing work 
issues meant that government staff often had time for conversation and 
considered reflections on the tumultuous events of recent times and the 
challenges of rebuilding. 

These early information-gathering exercises had the benefit of 
providing an initial familiarity with some of the fundamental Fataluku 
cultural concepts, institutions and historical processes that informed 
post-conflict social life. Over time, I gained a sense of the organisational 
structure of local communities and of their kinship system, based around 
dispersed agnatic and exogamous origin groups known as Ratu, which 
were also associated with defined ancestrally constituted territories. I 
came to understand that there existed a three tiered pattern of caste-like 
distinctions between households and groups, which formed the basis 
for ongoing patterns of marriage, alliance and political status, even if the 
nature of their lived engagement remained unclear or complex. I was 
also made aware of an immanent and vital ancestral presence and of 
the need for sacrificial invocation with a studied orientation to the hid-
den realm of spirit, despite Fataluku avowed, if belated, commitments 
to Catholicism. But there were many areas of enquiry that remained 
opaque, sensitive or otherwise confusing to me and where a much more 
sustained set of enquiries was indicated. This sense of impasse simply 
demonstrated the limits of the generative and explanatory value of talk 
and conversation alone as a source of understanding. Activities and 
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ideas offered in the abstract or in the telling, without the experience of 
practice, provide only a form of truncated knowledge, one that leaves out 
the negotiated and directed nature of social action in action. As Weiner 
notes, ‘to study social relations, anthropologists have to enter into social 
relations with their hosts’ (Weiner 2001: 152). This observation also 
underlies Jackson’s point that ‘lived reality cannot be reliably inferred 
from the way (it) is discursively constructed and cognitively represent-
ed’ ( Jackson 2013: 205). In order to advance, I needed to engage more 
directly with Fataluku culture in practice; that is to energetically pursue 
that core anthropological prescription for situated local understanding 
known as ‘participant observation’ and the iterative, creative tension it 
produces (see also Rabinow 1977: 79).

Forests and culture
One of my early forays into the forests of Lautem came about through 
contacts with the then local UNTAET forestry officer in Los Palos, 
Almeida FX. I had been discussing issues of forest policy, history and 
management with him over the previous weeks and one day was invited 
to accompany him to Muapitine, a village some 15 km southeast of Los 
Palos, to respond to reports of unauthorized logging of timber and sales 
beyond the official 3 cubic metres allowance for households to rebuild 
their houses. The households of Suco Muapitine lie on the edge of 
Lake Ira La Laru, the largest freshwater lake in Timor, where they were 
relocated from their settlements in the forest in the 1980s, following the 
Indonesian invasion and occupation. A dense band of tropical rainforest 
borders the swidden gardens of the village and forms a series of elevated 
parallel forested ridges which extend to the south before sloping steeply 
to the coast some 10 km away. The eastern hills merge into the steeply 
incised and forested Paichao (‘pig’s head’) mountain range, with its high-
est peak, Pua Loki, rising to 900 m. The forest in this perennially moist 
environment includes massive (up to 30 m) Amacu (Pouteria nitida) and 
Malahu (Pometia pinnata) trees, favoured for lumber and sawn panelling 
(see Cowie 2006).8 

8. The ecology of Lautem is extremely diverse. The dense rainforest on the south 
coast receives an extended period of orographic rainfall due to the southeast mon-
soon, while on the north coast, little more than 20 km away, the forest is seasonally 
dry and semi-deciduous. 
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My initial visit and subsequent opportunities to engage with mem-
bers of the community provided a first real appreciation of the forests 
in Lautem and something of the nature of people’s engagement and 
connection with these resources. One visit in particular stands out, one 
that encouraged me to reassess my research agenda up to that point and 
to broaden its ethnographic scope. The trip involved a two-day camping 
excursion into the canopy rainforest to visit the ancestral territory and 
abandoned settlement of one of the origin groups of the region known 
as Pai Chao Ratu. My guide, Umberto R, was a senior member of the 
Ratu group who had agreed to my request via representations from his 
nephew, Arsio, who, with his wife, ran a small restaurant in the Los Palos 
market; with Arsio, I had been discussing various matters of land attach-
ment, territoriality and belonging. 

We met Umberto in the hamlet (aldeia) of Malahara and I was star-
tled to see that he was wearing a T-shirt displaying the dagger and beret 
emblem of the elite Indonesian special forces command, Kopassus.9 It 
turned out that he had been an active military scout for the Indonesians 
and operated as an armed guide and tracker of the Falintil guerrilla forces 
in the forests. But as was so often the situation in Timor Leste during the 
1990s, Umberto had played a risky double game of clandestine subver-
sion, relaying information about planned patrols to the Falintil targets of 
these operations. This practice of wearing ‘two faces’ (Fataluku cao ece 
or Indonesian muka dua) was, it seems, a widely adopted clandestine 
strategy to survive the pressures of military occupation, and it reveals 
something of the extraordinary duplicity and subterfuge required to 
sustain the improbable resistance struggle.10 

After lunch we set off, accompanied by Umberto’s unnamed hunting 
dog,11 along the well-trodden path into the swidden gardens above the 
village, and soon passed into the cool, dim environment of the forest 
proper. Here Umberto left the main path and began climbing steeply 
through the dense vegetation, with barefooted ease. Along the way, my 
companions pointed out various tree species and gave me information 
on their use and cultural value, including a massive ‘honey’ tree (wani le) 

9. Komando Pasukan Khusus. 
10. The secrecy with which these duplicities were pursued has also left a legacy of 

suspicion about people’s real credentials or otherwise in this regard. 
11. He simply called it iparu, Fataluku for ‘dog’. 
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with its large white wax head (ucupacu) hanging from the high branches. 
These trees have long been a source of income for their owners and are 
often used in bridewealth gift exchanges. After an hour of more of strenu-
ous tramping we rested at a small, apparently long abandoned settlement 
known as Pari Loho, now overgrown with vegetation and massive fig 
trees that had spread their roots over the limestone blocks of its walled 
perimeter. Pari Loho is claimed as part of the landed estate of Umberto’s 
paternal origin group, Pai Chao Ratu and was a familiar camping site and 
lookout for various military patrols, and a regular resting stop for Falintil 
guerrillas. Later, as we headed south and east towards the old settlement 
of the Pai Chao Ratu group, we passed through extensive areas of former 
garden sites with remnant stone borders and old cultivars slowly being 
obliterated by the forest. Umberto recalled one of these areas being ac-
tively farmed when he was a boy (c. 1950s) and I learned there that the 
coralline rubble which lay scattered on the forest floor was called horo, 
and formed part of the ritual description for land in Fataluku, namely 
mua cao vele, horo cao vele (see McWilliam 2006). 

The next morning, after leaving our rock shelter camp site, we 
eventually arrived at the massive limestone outcrop known as Veter(u) 
with its partially fortified wall and, in the central area, the remnants 
of an old settlement (lata paru) and an impressive double stone grave 
(calu luturu) of the Pai Chao origin ancestors (mythic first settlers). 
The place remains a spiritually highly-charged site, where members of 
the group periodically offer sacrificial invocations in times of distress 
or persistent illness within their group. In the clan mythology, Veter(u) 
is the fossilised remains of the ancestral seagoing boat (loiasu mataru) 
of the Pai Chao ancestors, beached on the southern coast and came to 
rest half way up the slopes of the mountain range. Both the grave and 
the site were oriented along the east west axis, which I recognised as a 
symbolically important arrangement. Elsewhere in the area was another 
stone-walled settlement that Umberto associated with a subordinate 
group he referred to as Kanaluri Paca,12 and which, reportedly had long 
ago given up their claims to the area and moved away, following defeat 
in a series of violent clashes with a neighbouring clan from Muapitine 
(see McWilliam 2006). 

12. Paca is a secondary status term in the threefold hierarchy of Fataluku castes, ratu, 
paca and akanu; the last term is equivalent to ‘slave’.
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While my ability to appreciate or even understand the significance of 
many of these issues at the time was limited, what was strikingly evident 
was the status of the canopy forest as a cultural landscape, one which 
provided a whole range of important values that helped sustain the 
customary livelihoods of Fataluku households. It was also a forest that, 
at least as far as I could see, owed much of its present state of vigorous 
regeneration to the long-term effects of population displacement or 
decline. Later, as we made our way back to Malahara, we came across 
a beaten track to the coast, along which people regularly travelled on 
foot to fish and gather edible forest and marine products, including sea 
turtles and their eggs, in the season. Reflecting on this, one of many 
subsequent walks in the woods, it seemed that there was much to be 
gained from a more sustained enquiry into human-forest interactions, 
but that a significant component of that study needed to be pursued 
in the households and public spaces of settled Fataluku communities, 
many of which lay on the fringes of the forest where they had been reset-
tled during Indonesian times. 

As a result, I resolved to develop a research approach that encom-
passed the principal settlement areas of eastern Lautem. This included 
the village of Tutuala at the far eastern end of the island, Muapitine in 
the south near the lake, the town of Los Palos itself on the central plateau 
and Com, the small coastal port on the north coast, which, among other 
attractions, was the home community of forestry officer Almeida FX 
and his extended family (Konu Ratu), and a place where I had already 
made introductory forays (McWilliam 2007a). I figured that this selec-
tion of settlements could provide a rich source of ethnographic data to 
develop a more informed and comparative understanding of Fataluku 
cultural practices and their recovering sociality following the destructive 
impact of 24 years of military occupation and its many painful legacies. 
In hindsight, this has proved a productive decision, and in broad terms 
remains my geographic frame and research focus, even as my specific 
questions adjust to reflect changing economic conditions and a better 
understanding of Fataluku engagement with their ancestral realm. 

Informed social practice: familiarity and difference. 
The immediate benefits of participating in any one of the everyday 
events that enliven the routines of social life in Fataluku settlements 
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– markets, marriage discussions, wedding celebrations, funeral proces-
sions, cock fighting, grave construction, house building ceremonies, 
textile weaving, harvesting rituals, distilling palm liquor, reef gleaning 
and much more – is that abstract social relations, and the entitlements 
and obligations that may have figured in earlier discussions around 
Fataluku conventions and social expectations, come to life in practice, 
or at least the particular expressions of these normative elements of 
social relations do. In the process, many more questions emerge around 
expectations and variations on the conduct of social affairs. 

Over numerous research visits among these diverse communities of 
Lautem from 2002 to the present, I have sought to gather systematic 
ethnographic material on a wide corpus of Fataluku ideas, terminologies, 
cultural conventions and ritual forms, which provides much of the dis-
cursive and performative basis for the rich ancestral heritage of Fataluku 
tradition. Much of this knowledge was derived and expressed through 
practical action and directed activity, which offered useful feedback and 
confirmation of the connection between talk and action, interpretation 
and observed event. A simple example of this often complex connec-
tion is the Fataluku avoidance relationship known as ia la’anu,13 which 
holds between a man and his wife’s brother’s wife (his sister-in-law by 
marriage) or, in reciprocal terms, a woman and her brother’s sister’s 
husband. This is a culturally proscribed relationship and is sanctioned 
with fines and rebukes if transgressed, even inadvertently. One might 
speculate that the practice is related to the risk of attraction and adultery 
between these otherwise unrelated affines as a result of everyday close 
interaction and the repercussions that would follow. But either way, 
in practice it simply means being aware of the people with whom you 
interact and converse, which in the everyday close familiarity of the 
hamlet is usually unproblematic. I recall, for example, the way my friend 
Barto buys cigarettes at the kiosk run by his sister-in-law (WBW), and 
how he would ensure that he avoided any direct eye contact or exchange 
with her by addressing his request to the air and leaving money on the 
counter, to be replaced by his purchase. Elsewhere, another acquaint-
ance, Vitor, was fined a small pig at a funeral gathering for addressing a 
group of people that included one of his sisters-in-law (WBW), invit-

13. There is no clear or direct translation for this phrase, but it signals the potential for 
highly disruptive intimate relations between these relatives. 
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ing them to go and enjoy the prepared feast food. This interaction was 
noted by an observer, who brought it to public attention and sanction. 
In this context the fine also worked to protect the reputations of Vitor 
and his sister-in-law, which might otherwise be called into question had 
the inadvertent slip been overlooked or ignored. 

A further element of this relational complexity is that the avoidance 
category also informs the terms of address between a married woman 
and her brother’s wife, who use the reciprocal term mali. The relation-
ship between these two by contrast, is often a familiar and close one. The 
points I would highlight here are that the relationship between conven-
tion and practice is expressed and given form through social interaction; 
and that social prescriptions have behavioural consequences.

Another pattern that emerged over the course of sustained field 
research was my own tendency to engage in detailed and free ranging 
discussions with specific Fataluku friends and acquaintances. They 
tended to be enthusiastic interpreters of their culture and social prac-
tices and willing to reflect at length on my endless questions around the 
inter-connections between domains of practice and cultural meaning. In 
the anthropological literature such individuals are commonly referred 
to as key informants, even if the term understates or elides the often 
intense and emotional complexity of the inter-subjective relationship. 
Over the course of my research I have found myself in a kind of regular, 
intermittent but continuing series of conversations and mutual activities 
with a limited number of such people, who have shared in the process 
of cultural translation and reflection on Fataluku practice and ideas. 
Among this diverse group are civil servants and farmers, ritual special-
ists and community leaders, women and men at different stages of life 
and with different perspectives and experiences. And, while I continue 
to expand my range of contacts and conversations on the Fataluku social 
imaginary14 and its complications, I also frequently return to my familiar 
confidants, to catch up on news and seek their counsel over new ques-
tions about old problems of interpretation and meaning. Our relation-
ships are grounded in the ethnographic enterprise and mutual interests 
around cultural forms. Over time they have evolved into longer-term 
appreciations of shared experiences and nuanced understandings about 

14. This is Taylor’s term for a general ‘understanding that makes possible common 
practices and a widely shared sense of legitimacy’ (2004: 23). 
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the complexities and contradictions of a changing world. These mutual 
relations of interaction, adaptation and inter-subjective (culturally me-
diated) understandings are vital elements in the creative possibilities 
of ethnographic interpretation and understanding. Through all this I 
remain deeply appreciative of their willingness to share time, knowledge 
and cultural expertise; and, ever mindful of the intimate world of ex-
change, obligation and interdependency that is the currency of social 
relations in Fataluku society, I seek to reciprocate their hospitality in 
ways that inevitably fall short of full recompense. 

Fataluku is classed as a non-Austronesian language, one of four 
recognised in East Timor15 and, being aware of this, I became interested 
in exploring how language origins might influence contemporary cul-
ture and practice. As someone with a background in one of the main 
Austronesian language communities of West Timor, and a participant 
in the Comparative Austronesian Project at the Australian National 
University,16 I was well acquainted with the range of binary idioms and 
metaphors for living (Fox 1980) that are shared among the broad sweep 
of Austronesian-speaking societies, including the majority language 
communities of Timor island. I was therefore surprised to find so many 
of the common Austronesian category distinctions and expressions 
emerging in my notes on Fataluku ethnography. The language was 
replete with paired categories and parallel phrases that appeared to 
infiltrate all areas of Fataluku culture. Everything had a counterpart or 
synonym, either in narrative form as ritual phrases or in material asso-
ciations that were highly suggestive of a kind of supercharged canonical 
parallelism (Fox 1988) consistent with that found so widely across 
the Austronesian world. Initially, in my efforts to record instances of 
paired or parallel speech, I worried that I was reading too much into its 
expression, perhaps having been overly influenced by previous work on 
Austronesian dual categories and by my earlier research in West Timor 
with Meto people, where the culture was also saturated in binary catego-
ries and complementary cultural oppositions. But over time the sheer 

15. They comprise Fataluku, Makassae, Makalero and Bunak. 
16. The Comparative Austronesian Project brought together anthropologists, linguists 

and archaeologists at the ANU, over the period 1989–1991, for the purpose of 
extended explorations of comparative issues in Austronesian studies. The project 
has produced a growing number of publications on a range of distinctive themes. 
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wealth of Fataluku material and the prevalence of a binary focus in ritual 
and narrative speech forms convinced me of its entrenched presence in 
Fataluku society and raised questions about conventional cultural dis-
tinctions drawn between Austronesian and non-Austronesian language 
groupings. 

I have highlighted some of these issues in one of my publications 
(McWilliam 2007b), but this work remains, like much of my ethno-
graphic writing on Fataluku, a preliminary exploration of the subject. 
Here I offer just two brief examples of this orientation to category dual-
ism (see also Rappaport 2011). 

Fataluku use the phrase ia miri, vaku miri, which may be translated 
as ‘the new path, the narrow path’. At one level this refers to a simple 
footpath connecting settlements, or, as a synonym, the narrow track that 
deer or cattle (vaka) make through fallowed fields. But in the language 
of marriage exchange the phrase also refers to the ‘new’ path of alliance 
opened up between households by the initial marriage of a house mem-
ber. It is both a metaphor and a statement of the spatial connections 
that link allied houses in ongoing exchange relations over time. Fataluku 
contrast this phrase with the expression, ia rata, vaku rata, meaning ‘the 
wide path, the wide track’, of alliance between houses that have endur-
ing histories of exchange and reciprocal hospitality. The phrase speaks 
both to the density and temporal depth of alliance that is marked by the 
material evidence of the wide and well-trodden path, and, by extension, 
to the spatial imprint of Fataluku social relations in the landscape.

A second, rather different example of the dynamic pairing of com-
plementary difference came to my notice on the occasion of another 
arduous, sweat-soaked trek into the forests of the Vero River valley in 
the shadow of the Paichao mountain range. On this occasion my excur-
sion formed part of a series of investigations into Fataluku pre-historic 
fortified settlements (pa’amakolo – lata paru). Many of these are located 
on defensive cliff tops across the forest landscape, forming mythic and 
social archives of habitation and memory. There had also been talk 
of this area being designated as part of the first National Park of East 
Timor,17 with likely restrictions on local hunting and harvesting to con-
serve valued wildlife within its boundaries. My guide and friend Mario 

17. Now gazetted as the Parque Nacional Nino Konis Santana, since 2007, but yet to 
have in place an integrated management planning and zoning process. 
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DSL, reflecting on this issue, dismissed these concerns and commented 
that ‘there would always be more than enough animals to hunt in the 
forests, or to harvest from the seas, because they were interchangeable. 
If the numbers of any one species diminished on the land, they would be 
replaced by their marine counterparts’. He went on to list a range of the 
marine and terrestrial counterparts that performed these ontological 
transformations between land (mua) and sea (tahi).18 

I was, of course, intrigued by the possibilities hinted at in this concep-
tion of associative biological processes; I took it to express the Fataluku 
belief in the mutability of living forms, something which finds expres-
sion in many areas of the Fataluku cultural imagination. This belief is 
also found in the consubstantive relations between living clan landown-
ers (mua ocawa) and the emplaced spirits of the land (mua ho cawaru), 
whom the living feed (fané) through ritual sacrifice and commensality, 
in return for protective group fertility and health (McWilliam 2011). It is 
also expressed in the malevolent, shape-shifting acaré witches, who pre-
sent in human form to disguise and entrap their human victims. Mario’s 
enigmatic commentary on hunting and the transformative properties of 
being was, it seems to me, both a commentary on the uncertain genera-
tive possibilities of living forms and a confirmation of the fundamental 
importance of exchange and reciprocity as a communicative foundation 
for Fataluku socio-cultural life. 

Concluding comments. 
Beginning as a targeted research project on forest livelihoods and 
customary management, my ethnographic work among communities 
in Lautem, and now, increasingly, within Fataluku settlements beyond 

18. Many of these counterpart species are what might be seen as saltwater variants on 
freshwater or terrestrial versions. This includes, for example, the sea turtle (ipitu) 
and the freshwater turtle (veu), the sea snake (suan) and the land snake (vahu/
hapa), the prawn or lobster (tahi asi) and the freshwater shrimp (ira asi), the crab 
(capuku) and the freshwater crab (ira capuku/ cele cele), the pig (pai) and the so-
called ‘pig fish’ (pai api) and the shark (kamatu), which is believed to transform 
into a deer (vaka). However, for certain land-based animals, particularly possums 
(acuru) and monkeys (lua), their source counterparts derive not from the seas but 
the sky, and are believed to come into being through falling stars (ipi naka aracané) 
in the night sky. For Mario, the idea of the extinction of these species through hu-
man action was highly improbable.
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ancestral lands, has become an extended exploration of cultural resil-
ience, sociality and an enthusiastic (re)-engagement with modernity, 
interpreted through the lens of ancestral traditions. Like all good ap-
proaches to ethnography I have sought to sustain what Jackson has called 
the ‘double perspective of anthropology’ ( Jackson 2013: xvi): namely, 
a methodological tracking between the particular and the general; and 
between the local, the familiar and the personal on the one hand and the 
global, the historical and the cosmopolitan on the other. This double 
perspective is one that is even more pronounced when undertaking eth-
nographic fieldwork intermittently over extended periods of time. In the 
process of this kind of fieldwork, the kinds of questions and field-based 
enquiries that arise are very much subject to changing ethnographic 
realities and are informed, as ever, by the shifting ideas and intellectual 
debates within anthropology itself. 

In my own case, this double perspective emerged in a remarkable 
fashion with the unexpected development of international labour migra-
tion among young Fataluku, who were taking advantage of Portuguese 
citizenship and the ability to secure Portuguese passports to take up 
work opportunities in Western Europe, especially the United Kingdom. 
From 2002 onwards I had been aware of a powerful and expanding 
process of chain migration among siblings and extended family mem-
bers. They were evidently more than willing to abandon the intimate 
familiarity of home settlements and lack of economic opportunities for 
the cosmopolitan spaces of city life, international travel and the chance 
to secure comparatively lucrative shift work in distant England. 

Initially, while noting its growing popularity, I didn’t take up an 
ethnographic interest in the process, until it became apparent that the 
remittance flows to Fataluku settlements from this bounteous, distant 
work was having a significant impact on the livelihoods, housing condi-
tions and overall well-being of home communities. While not limited to 
Fataluku aspirational migrants, as many other young Timorese are also 
finding ways to make the journey overseas, I was struck by the strong 
commitment among so many young Fataluku to support their extended 
families through what Deirdre McKay calls ‘monetarised expressions of 
care and obligations to family’ (McKay 2007). This was, and remains, a 
key priority of many of the labour migrants; and, through the contem-
porary marvels of social media and Western Union money transfers, 
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households are able to sustain and invigorate many of the complex 
customary exchange obligations that work to reproduce Fataluku 
social relations and the protective ancestral connections that sustain 
them (see McWilliam 2012). The importance of a growing remittance 
economy means, I think, that, in research terms, the study of Fataluku 
post-independence recovery from recent traumatic decades has entered 
a new and vibrant phase of possibility. This phase is one that combines 
the benefits of mobile modernities and cosmopolitan connections, with 
a revitalised engagement in the rituals of tradition and an emerging 
prosperity among resilient emplaced communities. In my continuing 
ethnographic work in Lautem, I hope to map and interpret these chang-
ing dynamics as part of the evolving, broader story of Timor-Leste and 
its historic nation-making project.

I began this paper by highlighting the advantages of drawing on 
previous long-term fieldwork in West Timor to develop a new research 
project in East Timor. Ethnographic fieldwork is a learned skill that 
improves with practice and one’s ability to develop professional friend-
ships and forms of cultural fluency, in order to generate the questions 
on which the whole interpretive endeavour rests. Despite the significant 
contextual differences between East and West Timor, due to contrasting 
historical and political trajectories and a rich ethno-linguistic diversity, 
the regions nevertheless share much in common. This includes the of-
ten precarious material conditions of life founded on extensive swidden 
agriculture and the seasonal uncertainties of the monsoon tropics; in 
the striking variations on thatched, platform house traditions, and in the 
complex ritual exchanges that mark life cycle events and sustain healthy 
inter-generational relationships. The opportunities I have enjoyed, over 
many years, to study this diversity and its comparative contours has 
been invaluable for a cumulative ethnographic understanding. 
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C H A P T E R  5

The Geração Foun and Indonesia
Exclusion, Belonging and the Nation-State

Angie Bexley

The place of Timor-Leste’s youth has been both central and marginal-
ised to the nation–state. During the final years of Portugal’s decoloni-
sation, young Timorese were cast as saviours of the nation. Drawing 
on this earlier history and the special place of youth, the discourse of 
‘young patriots’ was propagated by resistance leader Xanana Gusmão 
during Indonesia’s occupation. After Independence, however, young 
people were culturally, socially and politically excluded. Government, 
international development and academic discourses presented a narrow 
imaginary of a homogenous ‘wild youth’, devoid of history or gender. 
The complexity of youth histories, primarily their relationship with 
Indonesia, went largely unexplored. My research on youth has attempted 
to contextualize a generation of young people at the critical juncture of 
the country’s independence. 

 The politics of belonging dominated the early years of Timor 
Leste’s independence, as the new nation–state tried to define a new 
identity. In the construction of this new identity, some groups of 
people were deemed to belong more than others. While the popula-
tion at large felt disappointed with Independence, a group of young 
generation Timorese known as the geração foun1 publicly expressed 
their disillusionment particularly strongly. They articulated a sense of 
injustice at their exclusion and felt they had not been afforded adequate 
recognition or involved in the processes of the nation–state. They also 
had to re-position their relationship with Indonesia, at a time when 
1. Geração foun literally means young or new generation and is a mixture of Portuguese 

(geração) and Tetum (foun). It was used used throughout the clandestine period 
by the leaders of the resistance, however, it was not until after independence that 
young Timorese began to self-identify and reference themselves. 
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the nation–state was increasingly distancing itself from the horrors 
of the 24-year occupation. Excluded from many national narratives of 
belonging, my research has charted the ways in which young people 
attempted to create a ‘cultural citizenship’ in order to forge a sense of 
belonging and legitimacy in the new nation–state, make meaning out 
of their Indonesian past, and understand the limits to this belonging in 
independent Timor-Leste. 

 In this chapter, I draw upon my ethnographic research at a critical 
juncture of Timor-Leste’s journey – in 2002, when the nation celebrated 
its independence. I first chart the various ways in which Timorese youth 
have been cast in development and academic discourse. I then describe 
the ways in which I attempted to locate the idea of Timorese youth as a 
lived experience by focusing on a specific group of geração foun (young 
generation) men and women who were involved in cultural production. I 
take the case of the Timorese magazine Talitakum in order to explore the 
ways in which young Timorese engaged in forging cultural citizenship 
and attempted to understand Indonesia’s place in the new nation–state 
and their own histories.

The geração foun and positionality 
During my research, I focused on a sub-population of the geração foun 
which included tertiary-level students, NGO workers, journalists, 
unemployed people, musicians, poets, writers and performers. Some 
were married with children and others were single and childless. It is 
important to note that not all of these young people knew each other 
and while there were key differences of positionality among them, they 
nonetheless shared the notion that they were part of an imagined youth 
community, based on their experiences as children and teenagers in the 
national resistance movement and the fact that they had experienced 
exclusion at the time of Independence in a similar way. Among the 
tumult, euphoria and cultural confusion of the early years, I wanted to 
understand what young people were doing and why, but also where they 
had come from and how they understood their own engagement with 
Indonesia in trying to position themselves within the new nation–state. 

 My longitudinal study of young Timorese was drawn from my inter-
action with young Timorese between the years of 2000 and 2009, when 
I submitted my PhD thesis. In early 2000, while studying at Gadjah 
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Mada University in Yogyakarta,2 I met many young Timorese at a criti-
cal point in their lives and their country’s future. They had not been able 
to return home to Timor-Leste, mainly because of security concerns at 
the time, to take part in the pro-independence campaign leading up to 
Timor’s referendum (in which the student movement of the clandestine 
front played a leading role). Instead, they remained in Indonesia and 
could only watch from afar the destruction and devastation carried out 
by the Indonesian military and its militia. During the months after the 
referendum, when I met them, some of the students shared with me 
their feelings of helplessness and despair but also their determined plans 
for return. These exceptional circumstances and experiences of young 
Timorese propelled me to learn more about how they would experience 
Independence and be able to adapt to a transformed homeland. Even so, 
my informants could choose what messages they wanted to convey to 
me. As anthropologist Alcinda Honwana (Honwana 2006: 18) states, 
‘(w)e all – informants and researchers – have agency in these pro-
cesses’. I understood very early on in my research that while there were 
constraints in every situation, my objective in this research was never 
to uncover a ‘hidden’ past of ‘truths’ about Timorese identity; rather, 
I sought to explore the discourses and lived elements of Indonesia’s 
often violent occupation, which served to construct Timorese youth 
identities, and the implications of these discourses and experiences for 
post-Independence Timor-Leste.

 The knowledge about Indonesia which I shared with my informants 
was not shared by everybody in Timor-Leste after Independence. I was, 
like them, simultaneously an outsider and an insider, and was thus in 
a similar position to the young Timorese in some respects. Foreigners 
with no experience of Indonesia tended to see Indonesia in monolithic 
terms, and lacked a framework within which to understand Timor-Leste’s 
relationship with Indonesia, its people and their positioning. Fluency 
in Indonesian language and culture elicited varied responses from such 
foreigners: disregard at best and hints of suspicion at worst. I later went 
on to learn Tetum, but for the most part have remained an Indonesian 
language speaker to many of my interlocutors, with whom I have now 

2. In 2000, I spent a semester at Gadjah Mada University in Yogyakarta and a se-
mester at Muhummadiyah University, Malang, as a participant in the Australian 
Consortium for ‘In-Country’ Indonesian Studies (ACICIS) programme.
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engaged for many years. My decade-long study in Timor-Leste has been 
around precisely the tensions inherent in language, identity and belong-
ing. I also experienced a version of these tensions. 

 In a sense, my journey from Indonesia and Indonesian studies paral-
leled the sort of uncomfortable realities of how to understand Indonesia 
that young people themselves were going through. I remained an 
‘outsider’, of course, to the Timorese, given my Australian white female 
identity; however, I was also, at times, an outsider to the aid industry 
influx of technocrats. It was in this context, specifically in relation to the 
awkwardness about Indonesia in the early years of Independence, that I 
had to position myself in order to conduct research on this very topic.

 My own positioning, as a scholar in the field of Indonesian studies, 
meant I had a particular perspective on what was happening; and I also 
had to contend with what that meant in terms of how I analysed youth 
identity. I undertook a degree in Asian studies and later anthropology 
at the Australian National University, where an emphasis was placed 
on understanding Indonesia’s cultures and political transitions through 
various cultural theories and nation–state analysis. Ben Anderson’s ‘im-
agined communities’ (Anderson 1991), Heryanto’s work on discourse 
(Heryanto 1990) and on postcolonialism and violence (Heryanto 
2001) and Foulcher’s work on youth in Indonesia (Foulcher 2000) all 
influenced my understanding of Indonesia and impacted on how I un-
derstood Timor-Leste. Later, I came to anthropology in the Research 
Pacific School of Asian Studies, which had a strong tradition of eastern 
Indonesia research and ethnographic film under the tutorship of James 
J. Fox. In terms of my study on Timor-Leste, Timorese scholar Dionisio 
Babo-Soares’ thesis (Babo-Soares 2003) provided a helpful place to 
start, in terms of how young Timorese think about national identity.3 
His thesis addressed the Timorese political community’s sense of the 
nation through botanical idioms connecting past and future, from hun 
(which can be glossed as ‘roots’, ‘origins’, ‘past’ or ‘history’) to rohan 
(which means ‘future’ or ‘end’). Nationalism is represented as the 
‘trunk’,. The whole tree (the nation) can only stand firm if the ‘trunk’ 
(unity, nationalism) is strong. Nationalism is depicted as having its 

3. Many writers have focused on the struggle with Indonesia, rather than on national-
ism or the postcolonial relationship with Indonesia. See Jolliffe 1978; Budiarjo and 
Liong 1984. 
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derivation in a common sense of ‘roots’, and of harvesting the fruits 
of the ‘tree’ of the nation when Independence is finally achieved. My 
study began where Babo-Soares left off, in terms of the dilemmas fac-
ing young Timorese after Independence, or, in botanical terms, what 
happens when the branches of the tree begin to extend in different 
directions after Independence. 

Discourses of youth 
Throughout history youth has been variously described and mobilized. 
What happened in Indonesia at Independence was no exception. The 
term ‘youth’ was used by sectors of the media, development agencies 
and academia and they all influenced the development of a discourse 
on youth in independent Timor-Leste. ‘Youth’ in these reports was 
decontextualised and categorised as a homogenous and ahistorical mass 
which only existed as a contemporary ‘problem’ in reference to the 2006 
crisis. The blanket use of the term worked to further obscure Timorese 
agency and history. While this sort of simplification and categorisation 
may be helpful in the formulation of donor programmes, particularly 
in identifying ‘target’ communities to involve in programme cycles, it 
reinforces simplistic dichotomies of behaviour in a way that belies the 
ambiguity of youthful social life. 

 The Timorese elite also played a significant role in the construction 
of the discourse on youth as a homogenous and an ahistorical mass. Jose 
Ramos-Horta, on becoming the nation’s President in 2007, began by 
speaking of his plans to set up a ‘youth council’ comprising youth rep-
resentatives from the 13 districts, who would converge annually at the 
National Parliament to address matters pertaining to ‘youth’. Although 
this was intended to address the problem of how to voice the concerns 
of youth, the definition of youth was a very limited one. Horta defined 
‘youth’ as referring to those between 11 to 16 years of age. This narrow 
biological definition of age denied the cultural and historical signifi-
cance of youth in Timor. Furthermore, this narrow definition of youth 
did not acknowledge the fact that different youth groups have different 
needs and concerns. Xanana Gusmão also engaged with the idea that 
the market would be Timorese youth’s panacea. The economic–impera-
tive approach was manifest in Ramos-Horta’s ‘cash-for-work’ initiative 
(where youth were paid US$2 a day for manual labour, which included 
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work such as fixing roads). A solely market-driven approach may, argu-
ably, contribute to the challenges faced by youth rather than solve them.4

 The term ‘youth’ became a key word in developmental discourses 
supported by the international media and the Timorese government. 
Given the focus on security, youth were cast in the media, somewhat 
sensationally, as perpetrators of violence, involved in ‘gang cultures’ 
(ABC 2006; Foreign Correspondent 2006; Reuters 2007). International 
development agency reports released during this time did much to sup-
port this representation. These reports included AusAID’s ‘A Survey of 
Gangs and Youth Groups’ (Scambary et al. 2006), which catalogued 
the youth and gang groups that emerged in the crisis and had the effect 
of decontextualizing their historical engagement with Indonesia. Plan 
International’s report, ‘Like Stepping Stones in the River’ (Grove et al. 
2007), gave voice to young Timorese through focus-group discussion 
methodologies but tended to cast young Timorese as victims and de-
contextualized their responses. Like other reports at the time, both fail 
to account adequately for the complexity of Timorese youth cultures 
and treat ‘youth’ as a solely contemporary problem born out of the 2006 
crisis. Academics also played into the popular perception of ‘wild youth’, 
commenting on the ‘fact’ that ‘youth are unable to be tamed’ (see for 
example, Quinn 2006; Harrington 2007).

 Another example of the construction of youth as deviants within a 
conflict paradigm is in a World Bank report (World Bank 2007) which 
categorises youth activities as either ‘safe or at risk’. The report lists 
reported deficiences as risk factors, such as ‘lack of national identity’ 
and ‘lack of jobs’. The representation of youth as either safe or unsafe 
had the effect of homogenizing all youth and of decontextualizing their 
behaviour and their histories. Little attempt was made to contextualise 
the outpouring of rage among young Timorese or to explore the ways in 
which narrowly defined historical responses to conflict came to shape 
their actions. The consequences of this provided further justification 

4. A thorough understanding of Timorese youth histories would assist in the devel-
opment of appropriate programmes for youth. Sara Niner (Niner 2008) helpfully 
argues for a much more thorough look at the psycho-social recovery of Timorese 
in her article on the rise of Alfredo Reinado, the rebel soldier involved in the 2006 
crisis. However, Niner does not discuss the military-style leadership (as evidenced 
by Xanana Gusmão) and its impacts upon the formation of psycho-social problems 
for youth. 
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for the conflict paradigm approach, whereby Indonesia was seen in 
monolithic terms and little effort was put into understanding how 
young people had understood Indonesia and what it meant for them in 
independent Timor-Leste. 

Contextualising youth 
My engagement with Timorese youth culture prioritized an approach 
that considered various spatial and temporal scales without assuming 
that anyone has ontological priority. Anthropologists have emphasised 
that persons and communities are not bounded or static entities. They 
are not naturally rooted in continuous spaces (Gupta and Ferguson 
1992; Malkki 1992) but established through processes of interconnec-
tion. On the basis of this insight, it has been argued that communities 
undergoing dramatic political change are particularly suitable sites to 
study the fragmentation and fluctuation of experiences and identities 
(Greenhouse et al. 2002). 

 The discussion of changing conceptualisations of culture in an-
thropology in the 1980s involved a notion of space as organised, not in 
distinct scales, but rather through a vast complexity of interconnections 
(Massey 1998). James Clifford coined the term ‘from roots to routes’ 
(Clifford 1997), which captures this change in focus of social research. 
My research on youth subjectivities necessarily involves looking at inter-
connections at different levels and I concur with Massey’s claim that:

…a so-called ‘local’ youth culture was argued to be not a closed system 
of social relations but a particular articulation of contacts and influences 
drawn from a variety of places scattered, according to power relations, 
fashion and habit, across many different parts of the globe. (Massey 
1998: 124) 

With a focus on trying to understand place and time, I deployed a 
multi-sited fieldwork approach which also set out to chart the spatial 
scales of belonging. During the formal period of my doctoral field re-
search, from November 2004 to November 2005, I was based in Dili 
and made frequent trips to the regions of Timor, particularly Los Palos 
and the Indonesian cities of Jakarta, Yogyakarta and Denpasar. Thus, 
my fieldwork approach also reflected the comings and goings – the 
in-betweenness – and the liminal nature of a group of young Timorese 
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lives. I employed the classical anthropological techniques of in-depth, 
open-ended, semi-structured interviews and participant observation as 
well as conducting analyses of music, performance and poetry. Later I 
also become engaged in facilitating a collaboration between Australian, 
Indonesian and Australian artists, something which informed my work 
and gave me an opportunity to expand the notion of fieldwork practice 
in understanding social change. 

 In relation to the dearth of research conducted on young Timorese, 
many young Timorese I met in the capital of Dili in 2005 were surprised 
that I would want to research their lives. ‘Why research us? We have no 
culture!’ was a common early declaration. While this may have been a 
self-deprecating strategy to ward away a potentially suspicious foreigner, 
it was also a statement that young Timorese felt themselves to be dif-
ferent from the rest of society. They knew of anthropologists coming 
to Timor to study traditional ways of life in the mountains of Timor or 
development specialists holding Focus Group Discussions on ‘youth 
violence’ after 2006, but had not met many researchers interested in 
their own lives, histories and ways of belonging, which were so different 
to rural-based lives.

 In the various places in which I lived and worked in the early years of 
Timor’s independence, which included within the UN translation unit 
(as an Indonesian translator), at street side food stalls, on university cam-
puses and in parks and boarding houses, where I listened to the stories 
of the varied group of young Timorese, it seemed clear that belonging in 
independent Timor-Leste was being questioned and remade on a daily 
basis, as they collectively wrestled with the meaning of independent 
nationhood and their place within the young nation.

Situating generational differences
Timor-Leste’s independence from 24 years of Indonesian occupation 
was experienced by Timorese as a profound disjuncture: those who 
had resisted Indonesia felt they did not receive adequate recognition for 
their sacrifices in the struggle, while ‘former collaborators and returned 
diasporans’ (Traube 2007: 21) from Portugal and Australia were reap-
ing the benefits. Anthropologist Elizabeth Traube, in her work among 
the ethno-linguistic group of the Mambai, found a broad vision of 
redistributive justice that became a national trope. This vision centres 
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around the idea that the nation was won through suffering and sacrifice; 
it was ‘purchased’, the saying goes, ‘not with silver or gold, but with the 
blood of the people’. As Traube (ibid.) explains, ‘the formula is simple: 
those who pursued their own selfish interests and prospered under the 
occupation should be made to pay, while those who suffered and sacri-
ficed for Independence should be recompensed.’ 

 A sense of exclusion among young Timorese was compounded by 
the fact that an older generation with a different cultural orientation 
dominated the government. The older generation of Portuguese-
educated elite became known as the ‘Generation of ’75’. They came of 
age during a dynamic period when Portugal went through a process of 
decolonisation sparked by its so-called Carnation Revolution, which 
effectively delivered Portugal from authoritarianism to democracy. 
The Portuguese-educated generation was able to gain power when the 
United Nations (UN) handed over sovereign power in 2002. They 
managed to ‘capture the state’ (Alavi 1973) – because they fit the model 
that the international community, namely the UN, wanted and had the 
management experience to support such a role. The older generation 
had easily recognisable, manageable, organised political parties; and 
they were experienced leaders, having led the resistance struggle from 
abroad during the 24 years of occupation. These units were considered 
the ‘local political counterparts’ that the UN was so keenly looking 
for, to fit its existing operational models (Federer 2005). The older 
generation pushed for Portuguese to be adopted as the country’s official 
language, thereby maximising their own advantage and purchase on the 
nation through the creation of a linguistic barrier to the involvement of 
those who did not speak Portuguese, including young people. 

 Language was the primary way in which the new nation–state could 
define belonging. This triggered discontent among young Timorese and 
deepened generational tensions.5 In an effort to distance the country 
from the horrors of the Indonesian past, Portuguese was declared the 
co-official language of Timor-Leste, along with Tetum. English and 
Indonesian were allocated as working languages in the Constitution. 
The new focus on Portuguese language was key to the new nation–state’s 
reorientation towards defining its identity as linked to the coloniser, 
Portugal, and not to Indonesia. This was in spite of the fact that only be-

5. For more on the language issue, see Taylor-Leech 2007 and Michael Leach 2003.
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tween five and 20 percent of the population spoke Portuguese fluently 
at the time (Hajek 2000). The announcement on the language policy 
came just before the Portuguese President Jorge Sampaio arrived in 
Timor on February 1, 2000. Xanana Gusmão, President of the CNRT6 
at the time, announced:

We will keep Portuguese as the official language. Our position is clear, 
the official one will be Portuguese because it is part of our heritage. It is 
a political decision… If the Portuguese left many years ago the Dutch 
would have taken over this area and we would have become a part of 
Indonesia. (UNTAET 2002)

Young Timorese felt that this decision excluded their own life 
experiences, language fluency and personal histories of living under 
the Indonesian New Order. This was expressed as the imposition 
‘of a tiny elite trying to impose their will on the majority’ (Guterres, 
cited in Talitakum 2005: 35). Liliana, a young Timorese who studied in 
Indonesia during the 1990s, expressed her scepticism about the choice 
of Portuguese as an official language, citing Portugal’s distance, both 
geographically and mentally, from the lives of many young Timorese. 
She explained: 

The language policy made us feel like we don’t belong. We want to main-
tain our relationship with Indonesians. We don’t have a problem (Tetum 
la iha problema) with Indonesian people… Indonesia is our neighbour. 
Not Portugal. I am just unable to understand how Portuguese language 
was meant to benefit our tiny nation of majority Tetum speakers. If we 
had made the official language Tetum with loan words from the rich 
(Indonesian kaya) local languages, and even Indonesian, call it Malay or 
whatever you want, then we would all feel like we had a stake in this… 
like we belong.

6. The CNRT, Conselho Nacional da Resistencia (National Council of [East Timorese] 
Resistance), was established in April 1998 and was the body that most clearly 
expressed the Timorese people’s resistance to Indonesia. Its members were drawn 
from all of the political parties. On 29 June 2007, Xanana Gusmão established the 
National Congress for the Reconstruction of East Timor (Congresso Nacional da 
Reconsrução de Timor – CNRT) as a political party and ran in the parliamentary 
elections held on 30 June 2007. There is no doubt that the mobilisation of such a 
popular name as CNRT, with its inclusive overtones, served to bolster the party’s 
support. It gained 20 percent of the vote and through a coalition formed the AMP 
(Alliance of Parliamentary Majority) government.
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From 2003 to 2004, I lived in Dili and worked as an Indonesian lan-
guage translator in a joint Timorese government/UNMISET7 initiative, 
providing translation services to government ministries. This language 
unit included a Tetum and a Portuguese translator, both of whom were 
Timorese nationals. Debates at the time about Timorese identity and 
language played out in our tiny office in the Palácio do Governo, which 
had previously been used as a cash safe for past colonial regimes. The 
Portuguese translator, Jacinto, was a middle-aged man of mestiço8 origins 
and the Tetum translator, Naldo Rei,9 was a young generation Timorese 
who had spent time in Jakarta before being exiled to Australia. Then 
there was myself – an Indonesian translator and a malae (Tetum for ‘for-
eigner’). The linguistic constellations were endless. Neither Naldo nor I 
could speak Portuguese fluently. Jacinto could speak no Indonesian but 
was fluent in English. We all had different formulations of Tetum.10 Our 
debates in the Palácio do Governo about the place of the Portuguese 
and Indonesian languages in newly independent Timor reflected the 
exchanges concurrently underway in the Parliament, on the streets and 
in the homes of Timorese. 

 These debates were not merely about language but underlined the 
cultural repositioning of Timorese citizens after Independence. Our 
tiny office in Dili became a microcosm of wider social transformations. 
Naldo would chide Jacinto as Tetum and Indonesian translation work 
piled up on our desks and he, as the Portuguese translator, would be 
left idle.11 While Naldo would claim that Portuguese was not a useful 
language in today’s Timor-Leste, Jacinto would always respond by draw-

7. The United Nations Mission in Timor-Leste, which superseded UNTAET (United 
Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor).

8. A Portuguese term relating to mixed ancestry. In this case it refers to mixed 
Timorese and Portuguese parentage.

9. At the time, Naldo Rei was also working on his book, Resistance. A Childhood 
Fighting for East Timor, published in 2007 by University of Queensland Press.

10. Although Tetum was included in the Constitution as the national language, it was 
still an undeveloped language in the sense that it was yet to be standardised. In our 
translation unit, words that lacked a Tetum equivalent would be replaced by an 
Indonesian word (by me), a Tetun-Therik or Indonesian word (by Naldo) and a 
Portuguese word (by Jacinto).

11. After the unit closed, Indonesian was no longer used in training, making it difficult 
for the mostly Indonesian- and Tetum language-speaking government staff. 
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ing on the perceived superiority of Portuguese civilised behaviour. ‘The 
‘Indonesians’ had no manners – they taught you to eat with your hands!’ 
Jacinto would exclaim as Naldo and I would be eating our usual lunch of 
etu (rice) with ikan (fish). ‘Portugal is the one who civilized us!’ Jacinto’s 
jokes were illustrative of the claims on authenticity and legitimacy that 
reflected the source of generational tension between the Portuguese-
educated elite and the Indonesian-educated Generation ’99. 

 Mirroring these lived experiences was the development of a national 
narrative of belonging that positioned Indonesian influence as negative. 
Young Timorese were pejoratively dubbed the ‘supermi generation’ 
(Indonesian generasi supermi) or ‘supermi degrees’ (Indonesian sarjana 
supermi) by the Portuguese-speaking elite, who thus denied them a 
rightful place of belonging in the new nation–state. Both of these terms 
refer to the younger generation’s education under the Indonesian New 
Order and, more specifically, to their tertiary education. Supermi also 
refers to an an iconic Indonesian brand of instant noodles, and using the 
label for young people suggests that they are soft like instant noodles 
and lack strength and wisdom; that they have an instant (Indonesian 
instan) attitude toward life; and that they do not possess strong morals 
or leadership qualities. This negative marking of the younger genera-
tion’s link to Indonesia questions their legitimacy as subjects of national 
belonging and denies them access to decision-making arenas. The elite 
constructed themselves, in effect, as ‘fathers’ of the inexperienced new 
generation of youth, who were not to be trusted in decision-making 
processes, particularly in reference to the burgeoning nation–state. 

New Order intimacies
The period of growing-up for the geração foun has been referred to as 
the period of ‘Indonesian-isation’ (Indonesianisasi) of the Timorese on 
the part of the Indonesian New Order state. The education system failed 
to create the Indonesian ‘apolitical’ citizen that the New Order state so 
desired. In the words of Anderson: ‘It was hoped that this [education] 
would instil Indonesian, the New Order state ideology and loyalty to 
Jakarta’ (Anderson 1998: 134).12 Instead, the experience of colonial dis-

12. The Indonesian government used a variety of social and political strategies to 
impose an Indonesian identity on the Timorese. The other most obvious strategy 
was heavy military repression.
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crimination actually produced a space in which the geração foun aligned 
themselves with the Indonesian pro-democracy movement, which, in 
turn, contributed to the ways in which Timorese youth imagined an 
independent Timor-Leste.

 The Indonesian language proved the common thread between the 
pro-democracy front and the Timorese resistance front. One journalist, 
commenting on the necessity of employing the Indonesian language as 
a common tool, said that ‘it was the only way we could understand each 
other, it was the only way we could find some space of freedom’. A sense 
of intimacy developed between Indonesians and Timorese. The geração 
foun gained fluency in the language of the colonizer, along with fluency 
in and intimate knowledge of the sub-cultures of the pro-democracy 
front.

 The issue of the illegal occupation of Timor-Leste fuelled the 
Indonesian pro-democracy movement, which focused on human rights 
and press freedom. The Timorese students organised themselves into 
an official body, Renetil,13 and other organisations such as IMPETTU. 
They exchanged political strategies with their colleagues from the PRD14 
and other sympathetic organisations such as Fortilos, an Indonesian–
Timorese solidarity organisation, as well as a host of other human rights 
NGOs.15

 From 1991 onwards in Indonesia, there was mounting pressure 
caused by enforced censorship and increasing limits to press freedom. 
Many felt that the underground press was the only option for a demo-
cratic press. Pro-democracy groups actively participated in disseminat-

13. Renetil was the primary student organisation, established in 1988 in Bali. It contin-
ued organising students up until 1999. The urban front was the third and increas-
ingly important part of the struggle. The other two fronts were the diplomatic and 
armed Falintil front. 

14. (PRD), People’s Democratic Party, a left-leaning political party, was headed by 
Budiman Sujatmiko at the time. The left was not all embodied in the PRD. Other 
important organisations in Indonesia were INFIGHT (Indonesian Front for the 
Defence of Human Rights), LPHAM (Lembaga Penegakan Hak Azasi Manusia 
– Strengthening Human Rights Institute) and JKB ( Jaringan Kerja Budaya – The 
Cultural Network). These groups produced their own media in the form of peri-
odical pamphlets or bulletins.

15. The official government association of East Timorese was known as IMPETTU – 
the East Timorese Student Association.
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ing information supporting Timor-Leste’s self-determination, through 
publications such as Suara Independen, X-pos and Kabar dari Pijar. The 
solidarity between the movements supported the establishement of the 
magazine Talitakum. 

 Talitakum was established in Indonesia in 1998 and moved to 
Timor-Leste upon Independence. It was published monthly as a 32-page 
magazine and was the popular literary vehicle of the geração foun until 
2003; it continued to be published sporadically up until 2005, when it 
was published once. The name chosen for the publication means ‘to 
rise up’ in Hebrew.16 Senior editor of the magazine, Guilherme da Silva, 
explained that the name was significant in the context of the struggle for 
Timor-Leste’s independence: rising up against and moving beyond the 
shackles of Indonesian military oppression. In 2002, Talitakum consisted 
of 14 full-time writers and activist/journalists. The wider Farol kommu-
nitas17 also served as an important source of writers for the magazine. 
The readership mainly consisted of members of the geração foun who 
were engaged in various ways with social and political concerns, such 
as through working within the NGO community, as media and cultural 
practitioners, as employees within the public service or simply because 
they lived in the capital. It is not unusual, however, to still see earmarked 
issues of Talitakum in the districts, read with great interest and passed 
from one household to the next. 

 Talitakum was not merely a magazine; it was a cultural icon for the 
geração foun, as well as an expression and re-assertion of their legitimacy 
in post-Independence Timor-Leste. It set the tone for themes and issues 
in cultural production during the early years of Timor-Leste’s independ-
ence. Talitakum’s role was to transcribe the ordering of memories into 
textual representation. By doing this, a sense of continuity could be 
established in the formation and reproduction of youth identity, ena-
bling young people to stake their claim as legitimate citizens in the new 
nation–state. The problematique they had to face was that Indonesia 
16. Talitakum was always translated into Indonesian as bangkitlah by journalists.
17. The term kommunitas is used here in a similar way to the way in which Turner uses 

the term (Turner 1986), as a space fostering cohesion and support. The kommu-
nitas referred to here, which is based in the beachside suburb of Farol, consists of 
Talitakum, the Sahe Research Institute, Yayasan Hak (Human Rights Organisation), 
FOKUPERS (women’s media forum), La’o Hamutuk (a partly local and partly 
international aid-monitoring NGO) and various other community groups.
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was an important part of their youth identity. They dealt with this by 
privileging memories and connections to the suffering experienced by 
Timorese within the country during occupation, rather than their own 
experiences of Indonesia. 

Mediascape routes
Indonesian media production influenced the cultural production of the 
geração foun. This section highlights the ways in which the geração foun 
came to intimately engage with the discourses of the New Order period 
and how these experiences influenced the production of Talitakum.

 In discussions about the aspirations for Talitakum in the early years 
of Independence, several senior editors said they envisioned its success 
along the lines of the success of the Indonesian magazine Tempo. One 
editor put it this way, ‘I have hopes that we will, one day, become a media 
vehicle, at least – not Tempo, but heading along the same path as Tempo’. 
Talitakum editors expressed memories of the Indonesian publication 
Tempo, which was banned in 1994, until the fall of Suharto in 1998, 
as the marginalized and heroic victim of an oppressive regime. Tempo 
journalists are remembered as figures who fought for justice and truth 
in a society where the masses were considered ‘ignorant’ (Indonesian 
bodoh) by the regime. The idea that Tempo was able to uphold a sense of 
justice and simultaneously be a commercial success is firmly embedded 
within the resistance register of these Timorese journalists. The format 
of Talitakum also suggests that journalists draw on Tempo in the visual 
style that they adopted. The final page of comment written by the senior 
editor features a self-portrait in the top left hand corner. This mirrors 
the style of Tempo, which included a portrait of Goenawan Mohamad, 
the former Chief Editor of Tempo, in a similar position on the page. 

 Post-Suharto, Tempo has since established itself in Indonesia as one 
of the largest media empires. The sense of struggle that the Indonesian 
media faced remains a part of the social imaginary of the Timorese jour-
nalists, in the way in which they think about media production. When 
I asked the journalists why they insisted on staying with the magazine 
in spite of pressing economic conditions, a representative answer was: 
‘The spirit of journalism will always remain’. This ‘spirit’ is one that 
embodies the sense of struggle in the face of oppression. The most im-
portant indicators for membership for the geração foun were a sense of 
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struggle, a sense of suffering and, most importantly, the sense that young 
people are ‘truth-tellers’ for the nation. The complicating factor here is 
that the historical experience of Indonesia remains firmly embedded in 
these experiences. 

Writing (about) Timor-Leste
In an interview with Sonia when I asked how she began to write for 
Talitakum, she said:

So, I had an idea, well, why don’t I start writing their stories? So I can 
also feel… although I wasn’t there. But I can still feel their suffering 
through my writing. So I can understand the pain they’ve felt all this 
time.

Sonia highlighted the sense of suffering endured by Timorese who were 
inside the country (Falintil soldiers and the people). She wished to feel 
closer to the suffering endured by her patriots through the exercise of 
writing about violence and suffering in her articles in Talitakum. She 
says ‘although I wasn’t there’ because she was studying in Indonesia as 
a high school student, and later at university. By understanding the pain 
experienced by those within Timor during the occupation, and mediat-
ing it, Sonya is able to stake a claim as a legitimate subject of national 
belonging. Although she too suffered, of course, that suffering is rated 
second as compared with the suffering experienced by those who re-
mained inside Timor-Leste. 

 The Indonesian pro-democracy discourse located state hegemony 
at the intersection of the power holders, the military and capitalists, who 
were seen as the enemy. The pro-democracy movement lexicon has been 
transferred to the Timorese setting, which is intrinsically linked to the 
New Order, and it is found in the textual product Talitakum. The term 
rakyat (little people)18 was adopted by the middle class opposition in 
Indonesia and referred to the dichotomous hierarchy of the New Order 
period. Rakyat represented an affectionate depiction of the innocent, 
morally superior, economically underprivileged but politically sover-

18. The term rakyat, propagated by Sukarno in the 1950s, was used to denote the ‘little 
people’. Kerakyatan means ‘popular’. The term has been revived many times since 
the 1950s. Cultural collectives in Java such as Taring Padi, formed in 1998, use the 
terms rakyat and kerakyatan heavily in their oppositional discourse.
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eign figures who often suffered from the injustice perpetrated by those 
in power. Those holding positions of power, the penguasa – meaning 
either the military or the state apparatus – were seen in a negative light. 

 The Indonesian underground press during the Suharto period was 
defined by not applying journalistic objectivity. This influenced the 
resistance practices of Talitakum. The primary focus of the publica-
tion Talitakum is, in its own words, ‘justice’ (keadilan). An article by 
Talitakum’s Editor in Chief, Hugo Fernandes, in the Indonesian language 
magazine Pantau in 2001, entitled, ‘Forget Objectivity, Let’s Focus on 
Justice’, stated that Talitakum, indeed all of the media in Timor-Leste, 
should encourage the peace process and promote justice. ‘Justice’ has 
become the key-framing motif of the magazine. It is this keyword that 
shapes the content, issues and themes of the magazine.

If justice is the key-framing motif of Talitakum, then the ‘little peo-
ple’ (Indonesian rakyat/Tetum povo) is the subject in the centre of the 
frame. The meanings of ‘justice’ and ‘little people’ are not static and 
have changed over time in Talitakum. The idea of justice for the people 
was initially conceived as meaning the expelling of the occupying force, 
Indonesia, from Timorese soil. Justice in a post-Independence Timor 
Leste was seen in the light of a broader range of issues, such as justice 
and reconciliation with Indonesia (see Commission for Reception, 
Truth, and Reconciliation report). Furthermore, the ‘little people’ were 
also seen as the primary victims of the current pressing economic condi-
tions, to which they see the revenues of the Timor Gap oil as providing 
the key solution. The driving force behind the present framing of justice 
and the little people was a focus on a return to the ‘unfinished struggle’ 
of 1974, in which sustainable and equal development for all Timorese 
citizens was a part of the Independence mission. 

 The patterns of opposition of the Indonesian pro-democracy 
movement informed the way in which members of the geração foun 
have come to think about development in an independent Timor Leste. 
The pro-democracy movement positioned itself in direct opposition to 
the New Order state’s style of development. The poem which follows 
is illustrative of Talitakum’s style of social commentary. It highlights 
the perceived negative impacts of development on Timorese life and 
the anxieties embedded in the increasing desire for modernity, which 
members of the geração foun relate to a loss of traditional identity: 

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   115 13/03/2017   13:55



Fieldwork in Timor-Leste

116

Development
The development of my city
Has many meanings
The dollar game
That magnetic circle
Drags me to the city

Empty villages
Traditions forgotten
Living freely
Identity lost
Bustle without end
The dollar speaks

  

   (Hugo Fernandes 2001)

One key author whose style of Indonesian fiction writing was 
particularly influential in the production of Talitakum is Seno Gumira 
Ajidarma. His collection of critically acclaimed short stories, Eyewitness 
(Saksi Mata) (Ajidarma 1995) appeared at a time when the Timor-
Leste issue was becoming part of the Indonesian pro-democracy 
social imaginary. Ajidarma’s work played a role in the formulation of an 
alternative ‘truth’ posited by the pro-democracy movement against the 
overt military oppression and the falsity of the claims made by the New 
Order that Timor-Leste’s incorporation was unhindered by resistance.19 
Literary journalism became an increasingly important tool during a time 
of government crackdowns on the Indonesian press. On the differences 
between the state-controlled media and literature at this time, Ajidarma 
commented ‘When journalism is silenced, literature has to speak, for 
the former is facts, the source of the latter is truth’ (Ajidarma 1995: 4).

Seno’s literary representation, as a means of exposing atrocities, is 
reflective of the ambivalent relationship between repulsiveness and inti-
macy present in discourses about Indonesia by the Timorese. The short 
story Ears (Telinga) reveals the atrocities of the Indonesian military 
and its devastating operations. Yet there is a certain ambivalent sense of 
repulsiveness mixed with intimacy. In the story, Telinga, a soldier in the 

19. Since the departure of Indonesia, there has been a sustained interest in Timor 
Leste from Indonesian activists. A 2002 edition of Inside Indonesia focusing on 
Timor Leste provided more than eight articles written by Indonesians.
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battlefield (the site in Timor Leste is not revealed), sends his girlfriend 
Dewi a severed human ear as a souvenir: ‘big, beautiful and still wet 
with blood’ (Ajidarma 1995: 13).20 These symbols of undying love are 
chopped off from ‘enemies’, ‘rebels’ and ‘spies’ on the battlefield. Dewi 
immediately hangs the severed ear in her front parlour, later to be joined 
by many more: ‘Sometimes when Dewi was missing her boyfriend she 
would look at the ear when she was all alone at night’.21 The bizarre love 
affair between Dewi and her boyfriend is a metaphor for an even more 
bizarre love affair: between intimacy and violence. The ambivalent 
relationship between repulsiveness, curiosity and intimacy presented by 
Seno in this story is reflective of the relationship the geração foun and 
Indonesia.22

 Talitakum’s style was similar to that of Seno’s work, in that it served 
the purpose, indeed the incessant need, to keep alive the memory of the 
atrocities perpetrated by the Indonesian military, in order to assert their 
legitimacy as ‘suffering’ national subjects. The writer and the reader rec-
ognise themselves in the text, in the experience of Indonesian colonial-
ism which enables the creation, mobilisation and sustaining of collective 
memories. The following section describes the social construction of 
the maubere Timorese people intricately linked to the sense of suffering 
due to Indonesian colonisation that is found in the textual representa-
tion of Talitakum.

The clandestine struggle: Talitakum
In mid-2005, I took copies of Talitakum to my Timorese friends studying 
in Denpasar, Yogyakarta and Jakarta. Amo is a young Timorese studying 
at the University of Indonesia, Jakarta. He is an avid reader of anything 
produced in Timor. After I gave Amo the small bundle of newspapers, 
protest pamphlets and other media, he rummaged through to find the 
latest copy of Talitakum (the last edition was printed in 2005). I asked 

20. ‘Sebuah telinga yang besar, bagus, dan belum mengering darahnya’. (Ajidarma 1995: 13)
21. ‘Kadang-kadang, bila Dewi merindukan pacarnya, ia memandangi terlinga itu send-

irian malam-malam.’ (Ajidarma 1995: 14)
22. Some of the descriptions of the ways in which pro-independence supporters disap-

peared included ‘being taken on a trip to Jakarta by the military’ (jalan-jalan ke 
Jakarta); ‘a trip to Baucau’ (jalan-jalan ke Baucau); and ‘taken for a bath in the 
ocean’ (mandi laut).
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him why he sought out Talitakum before looking over the more recent 
media. The following conversation, beginning with Amo’s initial re-
sponse, resulted between Amo and me:

Reading Talitakum makes me feel more Timorese, a young Timorese.

How does it do that?

Sometimes living here in Jakarta... (drifts off) ... I don’t know. It just 
makes me feel more Timorese. (Tetum: Timor aan)

What do you like about the magazine?

I like the fact that it represents us and it is still critical of all forms of 
power. It is not a lackey (Indonesian pesuruh) of either the government 
or the opposition. We get a different picture of what’s going on. More 
than the [Timorese] newspapers, that’s for sure (at this point Amo 
picks up a newspaper and points to the headline about the Indonesian 
President making a foreign visit). I mean, who wants to know that the 
President of Indonesia has gone somewhere ... (Amo theatrically flips 
the paper across the table). This magazine … (Amo begins to leaf 
through Talitakum again) still remembers our role in the resistance ...

Amo’s reflections suggest a number of important issues. When asked 
to elaborate on why he liked the magazine, he began by taking a counter-
establishment position and praised the style of investigative journalism 
that Talitakum promotes. Indonesia retained a strong presence in the na-
tional news in Timorese newspapers which reflects Indonesia’s continu-
ing relevance in Timorese popular culture after Independence. Amo’s 
final comment, when he says that ‘Talitakum remembers our role in the 
resistance’, signals the crux of the importance of Talitakum: representing 
and reproducing the suffering experienced by members of the geração 
foun. This sense of suffering is vital to a sense of legitimate belonging in 
Timor Leste during the early years of Independence.

 Preserving something from the past provides, in turn, a sense of con-
tinuity for the future; if nothing can be preserved, there is no continuity 
of self and collective identity. Reorganisation of the community and 
facilitating their local indigenous culture is most important to these ac-
tivists. The impact of the war and the clandestine response, according to 
this group, has inhibited the people’s ability to re-constitute themselves 
as organised communities. Within the clandestine structure in which 
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the movement had necessarily developed, information was centralised 
in the hands of a few people. Many of the leaders remained imprisoned 
until 1998 or 1999.23 This period of Indonesian colonisation repre-
sents a void of available sources of identity. Due to the domination of 
Portuguese popular culture – regarded as the legitimate source of iden-
tity – in the public sphere, any association with the Indonesian period 
is deemed illegitimate. Therefore, members of the geração foun felt it 
imperative to delve further back in time and draw upon the anti-colonial 
struggle in order to claim an identity judged as legitimate by the current 
powerful elite. 

 In an article published in Talitakum in 2002, entitled ‘For what 
purpose is Timor Loro Sa’e independent?’ (Untuk apa Timor loro sa’e 
merdeka?), the reader is prompted to ask what Independence means for 
the Timor-Leste nation and it is suggested that the solution lies in turn-
ing to the past of the anti-colonial struggle: 

After gaining international recognition for Timor Leste’s independ-
ence, now is the time to return to why Timor Leste freed itself from 
Portuguese colonialism and Indonesian occupation to establish an 
independent nation. (Talitakum Edition 41, July 2002: 26 (published 
in Indonesian)

Besides the memory of the ‘old’ revolutionary movement FRETILIN, 
the clandestine period in which members of the geração foun played a 
significant part is an important source of cultural legitimacy and is mo-
bilised through the magazine. Talitakum dedicated a complete edition to 
the clandestine movement Klandestina in 2002, which claimed: 

Independence in Timor Leste would have been only a dream if there 
had been no clandestine movement, no mobilisation of the people of 
all levels both inside and outside the country… and the clandestine 
movement is proof that Independence was not gained by efforts of one 
group alone’. (Talitakum Edition 38 2002: 6).

Pride in the work and sacrifice of the geração foun for the nation 
makes the memory of the clandestine era desirable. Talking about their 
time in Indonesia, these activist–students would recite their brave past, 

23. Fernando de Araujo, for example, was arrested along with most of the leadership of 
Renetil. Jose Antonio Neves, who was elected as his replacement, was also arrested 
within four months of taking up the position.
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acts of defiance in the face of the Indonesian military in pro-democracy 
and pro-independence demonstrations, their experiences of arrest, 
torture and pain. They were studying at universities in Indonesia for 
the sole purpose of the fight for Timor-Leste’s independence and were 
prepared to sacrifice their futures for the sake of the struggle.24 They 
were determined that as soon as they were needed back in Timor Leste, 
they would leave Indonesia.

 The element of danger associated with the clandestine activities also 
deems the memory of the clandestine era desirable. Images25 through-
out the special Klandestina issue of Talitakum show journalists clad in 
Falintil uniforms crouching in the jungle beside Falintil combatants. 
Almost all of the male members of the geração foun with whom I spoke 
had a photo tucked away in their wallets, ever ready for presentation, of 
themselves with members of the Falintil armed force. Enlarged framed 
photos of the (now deceased) Commanders of Falintil, Konis Santana 
and David Alex,26 were hung on the walls at the front of the office of the 
Sahe Liberation Research Institute in the capital, Dili. These symbols 
were a shrine paying homage to the suffering of both the anti-colonial 
movement and the clandestine movement of the Falintil struggle against 
Indonesian occupation. 

 The constructions and mobilisations of the past through documen-
tation have become crucial for establishing a legitimate identity in inde-
pendent Timor-Leste. As noted by Lowenthal, ‘remembering the past is 
crucial for our sense of identity groups. To mobilise collective memories 
is to sustain enduring collective identities’. (Lowenthal 1985: 232). To 
continually reconstruct the past of the anti-colonial struggle and the 
resistance struggle – and the implied sense of suffering – has been vital 
to creating a sense of continuation of identity for the geração foun, who 

24. A common slogan of the time was ‘it is better to lose your degree than your home-
land’ (‘lebih baik kehilangan gelar daripada kehilangan tanah air’) (as explained by 
Carlito, a journalist in Dili). 

25. Smuggled documentation of photographs of tortured and mangled bodies and of 
pregnant women being sliced open by the Indonesian military continue to circu-
late in Dili. This visualisation of violence was thought to be one of the military’s 
strategies to instil fear, by stating ‘this is what will happen to you if you resist’.

26. David Alex died whilst in military custody in 1997. His body was buried less than 
24 hours after his death in Dili, without autopsy (Amnesty International 1998). 
Konis Santana was killed in March 1998.
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had limited legitimacy within the power relations at the beginning of 
Independence. The role of Indonesia was influential in the production 
of the geração foun’s main form of media, communicating their ideas 
on various issues, ranging from how they viewed development to how 
they ordered their memories of Indonesia in order to stake a claim as a 
legitimate citizen in independent Timor-Leste. 

Conclusion
The critical juncture of Timor Leste’s independence provided an un-
precedented opportunity for researchers to understand processes of 
nation-building, in a country where researchers had previously had 
limited access. During the early years of Independence, interventions 
and studies were produced around the state-building apparatus, on 
the assumption that the nation itself was a given and monolithic. 
Understanding the construction of the nation-state can also be under-
stood from the perspective of the people themselves. Timorese national 
identity remains contested and is experienced differently by different 
groups within society. Different ideas about what kind of identity could 
be claimed and understood as legitimate had serious implications for 
access to power in the early years of Independence. 

 There is growing anthropological interest in studying people’s lives 
in times of dramatic change. Ethnography can, in this instance, be a very 
useful tool. In studies on the nation-state, ethnographically-grounded 
and contextualized approaches, which are open to thinking about 
scale, can offer insights into the conceptualization of categories such as 
youth. In the case of Timor Leste, youth has tended to be homogenised 
by both academic and development discourses. Through studying the 
state and subjectivity, these become sites of study themselves and by 
positioning them at the heart of social life we can better understand 
the contested and often ambivalent meanings tied to belonging and the 
nation–state.
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C H A P T E R  6

Fantasy and Fossilization in 
the Study of Timor-Leste

 Territoriality, Demography, and Status

Douglas Kammen1

Scholars of Timor-Leste are confronted with the multiple grids by which 
the state and its office-holders have mapped, counted, and ordered the 
young nation’s past and present. Territory is cartographically mapped, 
land use classified, areas zoned, and future plans spatially rendered. The 
population is enumerated by age and gender, language and work, type 
of dwelling and toilet, and distance from schools, roads, and markets. 
Representation is reckoned retrospectively by membership in lineage 
houses (uma) and long-defunct indigenous polities (reino), figured 
by new electoral registers and voting behavior, and enforced through 
the geographic allocation of courts and the posting of security forces. 
Together, these interlocking matrices create from on high the appear-
ance of totality within which East Timorese live, against which research 
can be conducted, and upon which future prosperity may be planned.

This modernist vision is based on (and serves to perpetuate) a 
number of commonplace assumptions that deserve scrutiny. The first 
of these assumptions is that East Timorese society is overwhelmingly 
rural and agrarian. While it is true that the majority of East Timorese 
continue to live in rural areas, the percentage is falling and the number 
of urban dwellers is increasing rapidly. The 2010 national census, for 
example, categorizes 30 per cent of the East Timorese population as liv-
ing in ‘urban’ areas, and if all sub-district seats are added that percentage 
would increase to nearly 40 per cent. Viewed from another angle, al-

1. I would like to thank Judith Bovensiepen, Edie Bowles, and Selma Hayati for criti-
cal comments on this chapter, and the editors of this volume for their patience and 
useful suggestions.
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though Dili still ranks behind Bangkok and Manila on a scale of ‘primate 
cities’ in Southeast Asia2, East Timor’s capital city currently accounts for 
about 20 per cent of the national population, dwarfing the figures for 
all other countries in Southeast Asia. A second common assumption 
about contemporary Timor-Leste is that the current system of districts, 
sub-districts, and villages is natural, and that these units therefore ac-
cord with the social organization of East Timorese society. While many 
of the current sub-districts do in fact correspond to indigenous polities 
as configured in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, village-level 
administrative units (suco) were fundamentally foreign impositions and 
their fortunes fluctuated wildly throughout the late nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries.3 Yet today, the suco is the most basic unit of analysis in 
many government publications and scholarly reports, and it is the only 
sub-national administrative level at which direct elections are held for 
local executives and representative councils. These assumptions about 
territoriality and demographics have been accompanied by the celebra-
tion of a variety of practices and status positions in what is commonly 
depicted as the cultural realm. Lineage elders, ritual speakers, guardians 
of sacred objects, and experts in customary practice are all playing 
increasingly public roles, and have even been authorized to adjudicate 
legal disputes and enforce environmental protection.

These cursory observations suggest that the study of Timor-Leste 
will benefit from more careful consideration of the changing nature of 
administrative units, demographic patterns, and multiple systems of 
social status. Tracing these changes from the mid-19th century until the 
present, this chapter highlights how entrenched fantasies about what 
constitutes ‘tradition’ have served to fossilize, and hence exclude, the 
rural population from both the fruits of Timor-Leste’s oil bonanza and 
full citizenship. 

2. The concept of a primate city, first coined by Mark Jefferson ( Jefferson 1939), 
is defined as being at least twice as large as the next largest city in a country. 
Metropolitan Bangkok is more than 10 times larger than Chiang Mai, Metro 
Manila is 11.5 times larger than Davao, and ‘urban’ Dili is 9.2 times larger than 
‘urban’ Baucau.

3. This is considerable variation in how suco is rendered in English. Some authors 
translate aldeia as ‘village’ and suco as ‘supra-village administrative unit’, but as this 
article will show the 19th-century Portuguese understanding was that the suco was 
equivalent to a Javanese desa and an English ‘village’.
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Territoriality and subjects
In the eyes of early 19th century Portuguese colonial officials the 
indigenous Timorese polities were coherent entities in which political 
authority and economic activity were fused into parcellized and verti-
cally integrated units. Officials assumed that Timorese rulers – Tetum: 
liurai (literally ‘above the land’); Portuguese: rei (king), and later regulo 
(‘little king’) – exercised power over and through ‘vassal’ aristocrats, 
and had rights over their subjects, land and produce. After reviewing the 
imperial archives, in 1811 Governor General of Goa, Count of Sarzedas 
Bernardo José Maria de Lorena, drew up a long document summarizing 
the history and state of affairs in the distant Solor and Timor archipelago. 
Under the heading ‘the political situation,’ Lorena noted that authority 
in the indigenous polities lay in the hands of ‘the Dattos, Tumumgoens, 
and chiefs of the large and small settlements of each kingdom’.4 This 
view was repeated by Governor Affonso de Castro, one of the primary 
architects of the expansion of indirect rule in the early 1860s, who lik-
ened Timorese polities to ‘Europe in the middle ages’ (Castro 1867: 
316), and persisted until the end of the century, when a Portuguese 
military officer explained: ‘The hamlets [povoações] are under chiefs, 
called datos, the villages [suco] and jurisdictions [jurisdições] are headed 
by principals and taumungões [nobles], and the kingdoms are governed 
by a liurai, who we call king’ (Dores 1903: 61).

It was not until the 1850s, however, that the Portuguese administra-
tion in Dili began to revive the system of vassalage, first introduced in 
the early eighteenth century. Loyal rulers were called to Dili to signs 
statements of vassalage (termos de vassalagem) stating that they prom-
ised to obey the orders of the governor, pay the annual tribute (finta), 
and provide corvée. Assuming the indigenous polities on which indirect 
rule was premised were coherent entities, Portuguese governors issued 
instructions forbidding Portuguese military officers from interfering 
in the internal affairs of the kingdoms.5 Adjudication of disputes and 
criminal activity within indigenous society, it was argued, was best left 
to the local rulers and native ‘custom’. The reality, of course, was that the 
polities in question did not have functionally defined political offices, 

4. ‘O Documento Sarzedas’, dated 28 April 1811 (reproduced in Faria de Morais 
1943: 152).

5. For a prohibition issued by Governor Macedo in 1856, see Gunn 1999: 160.
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administrative or fiscal bureaucracies, standing military and security 
forces, fixed territorial boundaries or rule-based legal systems (Hägerdal 
2007: 8, fn. 7). The ability to command was always threatened by ‘exit’: 
individuals and even entire communities could and often did flee to 
remote areas or seek protection from rival rulers.

Administrative innovation came under the tenure of the enterprising 
Governor Affonso de Castro (1859–1863). Castro introduced a system 
of ten military districts that, for the first time, mapped the entire territory 
claimed by Portugal in eastern Timor and the enclave of Oecusse. Below 
the new districts and old system of kingdoms, however, Portuguese 
knowledge of local conditions and social organization was limited. 
The population estimates that are available for this period reveal just 
how little colonial officials knew about the population in the territory 
they claimed to rule. In the 1850s Francisco Valdez estimated that the 
population of the colony was nearly one million people (Valdez 1866: 
37). A few years later, however, Governor Castro disparaged the exist-
ing population estimates and calculated, on the basis of rudimentary 
but quite reasonable assumptions, that the total population was about 
100,000 (Castro 1867: 429). A great admirer of the Dutch Cultivation 
System in Java based on the forced delivery of crops in lieu of cash rent, 
Castro recognized the disjuncture between the existing administrative 
units and indigenous social organization and production. ‘In Timor,’ 
he wrote, ‘there is no organization, such as that found in Java, of tjatja 
[units of labour tied to land] or desa [nucleated village]; instead, there 
are patriarchal families and hamlets (aldeia).’6

In fact, the first attempts to conduct a census in Portuguese Timor 
were informed by ecclesiastical, not administrative, concerns. In 1856, 
the Timorese priest Gregorio Maria Barreto surveyed the 22 reinos in 
which the mission operated, coming up with a tally of a mere 4000 
Catholics. The only locality in which Barreto collected complete data 
was the colonial capital, Dili, where he distinguished between the ‘free’ 
and ‘slave’ population (by age and sex), with a secondary tabulation for 
those in each category who were Christian (Barreto 1854: 478-481). 
30 years later, Bishop Antonio Joachim de Medeiros collated data from 

6. Ibid.: 429. The word aldeia, it is worth noting, is derived from the Arabic ad-dai’hâ, 
and was introduced during the long period of Umayyad rule over al-Andalas 
(Iberia).
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each of the parishes on the number of conversions, baptisms, and mar-
riages (A Voz de Crente, 30 July 1887). The results, published in his 
newspaper A Voz de Crente, , reveal more about how irregularly the small 
fraternity of priests in Portuguese Timor visited the outlying parishes 
than they do about the Christian population, let alone the total pool of 
souls potentially available for conversion.

Thanks to Governor Castro’s innovations, it was not long before 
Portuguese officials sought new ways to map territoriality and enumer-
ate the population. The territorial model was derived from the Tetum 
Terik-speaking region of Viqueque, on the south coast, where early mis-
sionary activity had left a legacy among several major ruling families of 
loyalty to the white overlords. Here, energetic colonial officers identified 
a vertically integrated hierarchy of kingdoms (reino), lesser princedoms 
(knúa fúcun, súcun), and hamlets (knúa ki’ec, cnúa oân).7 The ‘prince-
doms’ indentified in the kingdoms of Luca, Viqueque, and Bibiluto 
provided a model for the establishment of suco (administrative villages) 
in areas where the increasing use of terms of vassalage had consolidated 
indirect rule. The head of a suco was chosen from among various ‘nobles’ 
based on shared descent or more recent marriage alliances with the royal 
family. Where indigenous rulers claimed authority but lacked command 
over identifiable vassals, or where a ruler claimed non-contiguous terri-
tory, the Portuguese recognized ‘jurisdictions’ (jurisdições).8 These new 
units appear in colonial documents on Motael in the late 1870s and in 
Manatuto, Oecusse, and Balibo by the early 1880s. The immediate aim 
of command was a necessary precondition for increasing agricultural 
productivity; but ‘delivery’ of surplus continued to rest on the ‘feudal’ 
system of tribute, not taxation on individual producers.

The next step was to conduct a head count. Governor Hugo Goodair 
de Lacerda Castelo Branco (1873–1876, 1878–1880) wrote a letter to 
his superiors in Macau in 1879 lamenting the fact that it had not been 
possible to carry out a census in Timor. The reason, he wrote, was ‘… 
in part because the necessary administrative apparatus is not in place, 

7. For early terminology, see da Silva 1889. For an anthropological account of this 
hierarchy, see Hicks 1976: 4–8.

8. Over time a jurisdiction might be transformed (or even divided) into a suco, as was 
the case of Pisso, or elevated to the status of reino, as was the case in Baucau and 
Bucoli.
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in part too because in some districts there is no military commander 
while in others the commanders are changed frequently, lack respect, 
and do not have sufficient forces at their disposal….’ (Branco 1879). 
Three years later the administration did manage to complete its first 
census (Vaquinhas 1885a). Arranged by kingdom, rather than in tabular 
form, the published findings include information on the number of 
suco/jurisdictions, hamlets, and the total population, followed by brief 
descriptions of climate, agricultural produce, languages spoken, and the 
assessed tribute of the kingdom.9 The new village-level suco existed in 
all kingdoms in the districts of Dilly, Manatuto, Viqueque, Balibo, and 
Oecusse, and in two kingdoms in the districts of Allas and Vemasse. 
This is a nearly perfect facsimile of those kingdoms that, through the 
system of written terms of vassalage, formed the core region of indirect 
rule; beyond this core nearly half of the colony lay unmapped, and hence 
uncounted. The report reveals that the new system of administrative 
suco and aldeia was imposed in a highly uneven fashion: in Viqueque, 
where the sucos were an organic development, there were an average of 6 
hamlets per suco and hamlets had an average population of 137 people; 
in Dili and Manatuto districts there were fewer hamlets per suco (4 and 
1.3 respectively) and the average population per aldeia could be either 
lower or higher (105 and 246 respectively). 

Regional variation in the arrangement and size of these territorial 
units was most likely a function of the relative balance of power between 
the ruler of the kingdom, lesser nobles, and the lineage houses, which 
form the most basic unit of social organization in much of Portuguese 
Timor.10 Long-established ruling families that presided over a dense 
web of allied noble families, as was the case in Laclo, might willingly 
acknowledge multiple lineage houses, thereby encouraging recognition 
of more suco.11 On the other hand, rulers who enjoyed close working 

9. None of the ‘kingdoms’ that signed terms of vassalage were coeval with an entire 
language group, subverting any possibility of a purely linguistic (or proto-ethnic) 
approach.

10. For an excellent discussion of lineage houses (uma) as social units as well as the 
physical structures that represent those relations, see Bovensiepen 2014: 290–304.

11. In fact, we know that Laclo and Oecusse were exceptions, explained by the fact that 
the rei of Oecusse elevated what should have been povoações to the status of suco, 
apparently so as to conform with the military organization and granting of ranks 
dating from the early eighteenth century. See Vaquinhas 1885b: 479. 
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relations with the Portuguese, and hence whose power did not depend 
on such social networks, as was the case for the Rodrigues Pereiras of 
Motael, might seek to minimize the number of suco and potential rivals. 
In contrast, in kingdoms that lacked a well-established ruling lineage, 
as was the case following rebellion in Laclubar in the early 1880s, up-
start new ruling families and district-level Portuguese officers might be 
forced to acknowledge large numbers of lineage houses as separate suco. 
Variation in natural endowments also played a role, with those areas 
suited to coffee cultivation being far more likely to have more aldeia, 
which was the basic unit of production, but fewer intermediate suco, 
which was the level at which surplus was extracted.

As the system matured, a degree of standardization arose in some 
areas. Raphael das Dores, a military officer who served in various loca-
tions in Portuguese Timor from the late 1870s until the early 1890s, 
published a slim volume listing place names in the colony followed 
by demographic and administrative information. Of special interest is 
Dores’ data on the number of households and total population of all (or 
nearly all) povoação in two districts in which he served: Motael, for the 
year 1878, and Viqueque, for the year 1891.12 In Motael, the kingdom 
adjacent to Dili, these hamlets had an average of 16.8 households (fogos, 
lit. hearths) and an average population of 102 individuals. Thirteen 
years later in the kingdom of Viqueque, located on the southeast coast, 
das Dores’ data show that hamlets had an average of 17.9 households 
and an average population of 106 individuals.13 The similarity between 
the two is remarkable. Equally noteworthy is that the range between 
the smallest and largest hamlets was also extremely narrow. In Motael, 
three-quarters of all hamlets were within 25 percent of the average 
for both total number of households and total population. The most 
extreme outlier had 27 households and a population of 173, making it 
only 60 per cent greater than the average. In Viqueque, two-thirds of all 
hamlets were within 25 percent of the average for both total number of 
households and total population. Here, the most extreme outlier had 

12. Dores 1903. Compiled over the course of two decades, this work contains plenty 
of incorrect or misleading information, but there is reason to think that the data on 
hamlets in Viqueque and Motael, where das Dores served, are accurate.

13. Dores’ figures are well in line with later census data. Davidson 1994: 11, notes that 
hamlets averaged 3–12 households.
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43 households and a population of 257 individuals. The uniformity 
in the size of hamlets in Motael and Viqueque is strong evidence that 
indigenous social organization lacked mechanisms to integrate larger 
numbers of people in one place successfully. As the size of a hamlet 
approached roughly 150 people, an enterprising individual would take 
a group of close relatives and followers to establish a new settlement, 
thereby creating a dense network of ‘origin’ and ‘offshoot’ hamlets.

The discussion thus far can be summarized as follows: Portuguese 
efforts to establish an operative colonial regime during the second half 
of the nineteenth century were premised on long-standing fantasies that 
indigenous political organization involved ‘feudal’ parcellization and 
vertical integration. The strategy adopted by the governors in Dili in the 
mid-19th was to establish an administrative grid of districts above the 
kingdoms and to impose village units below where none had previously 
existed. However, the uneven reach of the state resulted in increasing 
differentiation between (a) the core zone of indirect rule that stretched 
along the northern littoral and then south through Allas and Viqueque 
and (b) the territory that lay beyond in the southwest, the central cordil-
lera, and the eastern end of the island.

Extraction and status
The transition from indirect to direct rule in Portuguese Timor had 
profound and under-appreciated consequences for administrative units 
and demographic patterns. As the locus of colonial extraction shifted 
downward from the kingdoms to the suco, conceptions of territoriality, 
power, and status were altered in ways that have critical implications for 
the Timor-Leste today.

Arriving in Dili in the immediate aftermath of the 1893 rebellion in 
Maubara, Governor José Celestino da Silva’s (1894–1908) first priority 
was to exercise full and effective control of the entire territory. A staunch 
royalist and career cavalry officer, da Silva was intent on making the col-
ony operate at a profit. This was initially accomplished through military 
campaigns in the western districts during the mid-1890s and then in the 
central and eastern districts from the turn of the century. In addition 
to the terrible devastation inflicted on the population, the pacification 
campaigns resulted in the liquidation of a number of smaller kingdoms 
(Failacor and Laicore in 1901, Bibiluto in 1903, Funar in 1905) as well 
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the removal of a number of disloyal or simply ineffective regulos from 
office (Hera, Mahubo, and Maubara in 1900, Caimauc in 1904, and 
Fatumasse and Maubara in 1907). But Governor da Silva’s aim was not 
to tweak the old system of rule at the margins. Instead, he and his staff 
had come to view the old system of vassalage – premised on indirect 
rule and the payment of annual ‘tribute’ at the level of the kingdom – as 
an impediment to effective colonial exploitation. New proclamations 
were issued curtailing the absolute power of the regulos and liquidating 
all kingdoms with fewer than 600 households (Decree of 23 April 1903, 
reproduced in Oliveira 1949: 128).

In place of the old system of tribute, a new form of direct taxation 
of the head of households was first introduced on a trial basis around 
the turn of the century in Liquica and parts of other western districts 
that were at the forefront of the new plantation economy.14 But effective 
collection of a head tax required population rolls. Fortuitously, officials 
in Lisbon were finally adopting new technologies of power. In 1904 
the Geographical Society of Lisbon published instructions on how 
to collect statistics in ‘non-civilized’ countries, and the following year 
Portugal’s Ministry of Overseas and Naval Affairs issued orders for the 
collection of census data in the colonies.15 The success of the trial head 
tax in Liquica and the introduction of the modern census paved the 
way for the Ministry of Marine and Overseas Affairs to issue a decree in 
1906 that abolished the finta altogether and replaced it with a head tax 
(imposto de capitação).16 A commission was quickly appointed to work 
out the details, and it was left to da Silva’s successor, Governor Eduardo 
Augusto Marques (1908–1909), to oversee the first mandatory head tax 
of one pataca on all adult men (applied to all males over the age of 16 the 
following year) (Davidson 1994: 103).

The lynchpin connecting the aldeia, which was the basic unit of 
production, and the vertical administrative hierarchy of command, up 

14. For an early example of the collection of the imposto de finta by suco in Maubara, see 
Boletim Official do Districto Autonomo de Timor, vol. 4, no. 5 (31 Jan. 1903), p. 24.

15. See Boletim Official do Districto Autonomo de Timor, vol. 5, no. 8 (20 Feb. 1904), pp. 
34–36, and Boletim Official do Districto Autonomo de Timor, vol. 6, no. 18 (6 May 
1905), pp. 79–84. In 1907 a population tally was compiled by district, but this was 
probably based on old data and/or guesswork, not an actual head count.

16. Boletim Official do Districto Autonomo de Timor, vol. 7, no. 4 (3 November 1906).
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which taxes passed, was the new suco. These administrative villages, 
which make their first appearance in the colonial gazette just after the 
turn of the century, were imposed in those areas not yet reached during 
the late nineteenth century, while in the old ‘core’ area of indirect rule 
in which suco had already been established there was a countervail-
ing move to streamline the system through the liquidation of units. 
Everywhere officials made efforts to formalize territorial boundaries. 
The critical position of the suco is nicely illustrated by the dual titles 
granted to its headman: chefe de suco and a military rank (usually capitão 
or major, in special cases tenente coronel) in the 2nd line military. As chefe, 
the village head was ostensibly a representative and leader; as officer, he 
commanded and, of course, was subordinated.

The head tax and administrative transition could not have been 
introduced at a worse time, however. For in October 1910 the long-sim-
mering republican movement in Portugal overthrew the monarchy in 
Lisbon. In Timor, where loyal monarchists still dominated the colonial 
administration, there was no choice but to obey the orders emanating 
from Lisbon to remove monarchist symbols (the flag, letterhead, and ti-
tles, above all else). Where the new head tax had produced an enormous 
burden for the rural population, republicanism deeply threatened the 
ruling families of the old kingdoms and lesser nobility at the suco level. 
It is little wonder, then, that the strongest support for the great rebellion 
that broke out in late 1911 came from old dato families now forced to 
play new-style chefe de suco in the regime of extraction.

The rebellion was put down in due course, and the first full census 
was taken in 1914, 1915, and 1916, with a subsequent complete count 
in 1927. These are revealing on several fronts. First, the 1916 census 
shows that settlement patterns – at least those recognized by the 
colonial state – were remarkably uniform across the territory: aldeia 
in Batugade, Hatolia, Motael, Manatuto, Baucau and Viqueque aver-
aged 5.6 households and a total population of 86 individuals. The two 
major outliers were Suro (present-day Ainaro) and Covalima, both 
of which were fully outside of the old ‘feudalized’ core, where aldeia 
averaged 11 households and 148 individuals.17 The second observa-

17. ‘Secretario do Governo: Territorio e população’ In Boletim Oficial do Governo da 
Provincia de Timor, April 1916 supplement, p. 16. The table does not provide the 
number of aldeia in Dili, Manatuto or Oecusse, and the figures given for Liquica 
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tion is that by 1927 regional differentiation had taken hold: aldeia in 
the westernmost districts (Liquica, Hatolia, Bobonaro, Covalima, and 
Suro) were the largest (together averaging 180 inhabitants); those in 
the central districts (Motael, Manatuto, and Manufahi) were mid-
sized (averaging 131 inhabitants), while those in the eastern districts 
(Baucau, Viqueque, and Lautem) were the smallest (averaging a mere 
92 inhabitants). Although the sources are silent on this matter, the 
regional variation correlates most strongly with coffee cultivation, 
suggesting that forced cultivation drove population increases, while 
from the administrative viewpoint it was desirable to have few aldeia. 
Finally, and perhaps of most interest, the censuses provide data by 
district, hamlet, and household, but carefully omits the key link in the 
administrative machine – the suco.

 The administrative improvisation that accompanied the introduc-
tion of the head tax gradually altered the meaning attached to formal po-
sitions. The position of the lesser nobility was transformed into chefe de 
suco, but these new-style village chiefs – who numbered in the hundreds 
– quickly took on the trappings of the ‘feudalized’ lords they had once 
served, and with this the appellation liurai. In the 1920s, as republican 
fervour waned and racist tendencies reasserted themselves, a ruling style 
took hold that Benedict Anderson sardonically terms ‘tropical gothic’ 
(Anderson 2006[1991]: 151). While António Salazar’s authoritarian 
Estado Novo (New State) took to dressing in fascist khaki and blue shirts, 
colonial officials reached into the closet for the monarchist-era military 
uniforms, replete with swords and swagger sticks. The corollary to this 
was what we might call ‘faux feudal’ – a state-sponsored revival of in-
digenous monarchism shorn of real authority. The kingdoms had been 
replaced by postos (sub-districts) but the old capital ‘L’ Liurai continued 
to parade as regulos, though they were in fact little more than clerks with 
an ego and a whip in the service of the state. Below them, the new lower 
case ‘l’ liurai (alias chefe de suco) proliferated. Though conflated in much 
of the literature on Timor, the two are analytically distinct: the latter 
were responsible primarily for enforcing cultivation, labour duties, and 
collection of the head tax, the former were accountable for reliable and 
timely delivery of produce to the state.

and Lautem appear to be for suco, not aldeia, making it impossible to use for statis-
tical purposes. 
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 After the embarrassment of the Japanese occupation, Lisbon re-
sponded to international calls for decolonization by adopting a rearguard 
defence of its decrepit empire. The colonies were declared ‘overseas prov-
inces’, progress measured in terms of schools, roads and telephone lines, 
and internal surveillance intensified. The starting point, once again, was 
territorial reform. The system of districts (now called circunscrição), 
which had been reduced to five in the 1930s,18 was expanded back to 
nine and further adjustments were made to the suco (Felgas 1956: 546–
549). In a number of regions the number of suco was severely reduced. 
Manatuto District, which in 1882 had 57 suco and several jurisdictions, 
was reduced to 28 suco. Lautem, which in 1909 was divided into 55 suco, 
was redrawn to include a mere 31 suco. Elsewhere the number of suco 
increased significantly. Oecusse, for example, had 8 villages in 1882 and 
18 in 1950. What impact, one wonders, did decades of administrative 
gerrymandering have on the indigenous population and social status? 
This question was not discussed in official colonial reports and has not 
been raised in the new scholarship on Timor-Leste, so any answers are 
necessarily speculative. Even so, it is safe to assume that any increase in 
the number of aldeia and suco in a given area provided opportunities 
for subaltern collectivities – especially lineage houses – to assert their 
autonomy from rival claimants, and that any decrease probably resulted 
in a loss of recognition and entailed new forms of subordination. Take, 
for example, Luca: in the early modern period it was a major kingdom; 
in 1882 it consisted of three suco with 27 hamlets and three vast juris-
dictions covering 266 hamlets; but by 1950 Luca had been reduced 
to a single administrative village. Funar, which is the subject of Judith 
Bovensiepen’s chapter in this volume, suffered a similar fate: in 1882 
Funar had eight suco divided into 18 povoações; in 1905 it was liquidated 
as a kingdom; and thereafter it became an administrative suco under the 
Laclubar posto.

 Territorial and demographic changes during the period of failed 
decolonization in 1974–1975, the FRETILIN administration in the 
mountains from 1976–1978, and the long Indonesian occupation each 
requires a full essay, so cannot be treated in detail here. But two points 
stand out. First, while FRETILIN faithfully retained the Portuguese 

18. This was accompanied by an unsuccessful project to give cities and towns grand 
toponyms from the metropole and other colonies.
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territorial division of districts, postos, suco, and aldeia, far and away the 
most important territorial units were the six large sectors (inherited 
from the Portuguese colonial military, not the civil administration) and 
the postos (many corresponding to old ‘kingdoms’!), which turned out 
to be the most effective scale on which to mobilize the population and 
resources. Curiously, the Indonesian military also conducted the war on 
the basis of supra-district zones (west, centre, and east), not the existing 
districts. With the fall of the last FRETILIN base areas, Indonesia set 
out to conduct a census, first as a register of names and places of origin 
handwritten in large books, then in 1980 as part of the decennial na-
tional census (see, for example, Taylor 1991: 90, 98). As frontal war gave 
way to occupation, the Indonesian regime returned to the Portuguese-
era territorial system of districts, sub-districts, villages, and hamlets.19 
At this point it was the names used, not the actual units, that came to 
have greatest political salience. Where the Indonesian military posted 
one babinsa (non-commissioned village-guidance officer) in each desa, 
the Timorese resistance had a responsavel (coordinator) in each suco or 
zona: state and shadow-state.

Implications for the study of Timor-Leste today
After 24 years of brutal occupation, in May 1999 Indonesia, Portugal, 
and the United Nations reached an agreement to allow the people 
of East Timor to vote in a referendum on their future. Tasked with 
organizing the vote, the United Nations naturally worked through the 
existing territorial units. This involved the complex process of compil-
ing electoral registers by village, sub-district, and district, selecting and 
equipping polling stations, and assigning staff and volunteers. Despite 
months of intimidation and violence by the Indonesian military and 
the pro-Jakarta paramilitaries, on 30 August the East Timorese bravely 
queued for hours to cast their votes. When it came to announcing the 
result, UN officials wisely decided to release only the ‘national’ total, 
not a breakdown by district or sub-district. The outcome was an over-
whelming vote against the Indonesian offer of broad autonomy, and 
hence a vote for independence.

19. In the early 1980s Indonesian villages (desa) were formally established, generally 
matching the Portuguese-era suco, and village heads were appointed.
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With the establishment of the United Nations Transitional Administra-
tion in East Timor (UNTAET) to maintain security, build institutions, 
and oversee the transition to independence, the question of territorial-
ity quickly surfaced as a critical point of contention. In 2001 elections 
were held for the Constituent Assembly, tasked with writing the new 
constitution. The resulting document, which reflected FRETILIN’s ma-
jority position and rather heavy borrowing from Mozambique’s found-
ing document, was extremely vague on the question of administrative 
organization. Section 71, paragraph 1, states that ‘[t]he central govern-
ment should be represented at the different administrative levels of the 
country’, but is followed by point 4: ‘The political and administrative 
organization of the territory of the Democratic Republic of East Timor 
shall be defined by law’. With the restoration of independence in May 
2002, the new FRETILIN government transformed the Constituent 
Assembly into a National Parliament and established a commission of 
experts to make recommendations on appropriate administrative levels 
and territorial divisions. In light of Timor-Leste’s small size and limited 
resources, the plan that emerged called for the creation of five regions 
(região), a term that in popular consciousness was strongly associated 
with FRETILIN governance in the 1970s and the armed resistance 
thereafter. Critics quickly charged that FRETILIN was bent on central-
izing political power (with some going so far as to accuse FRETILIN 
of authoritarian ambitions), and responded with countervailing argu-
ments about the need for decentralization.20

 While plans for the creation of supra-district administrative regions 
languished because of political gridlock, a new law was passed in 2004 
(Law 2/2004) mandating elections for suco chiefs and councils, followed 
by an order from the Acting Minister for State Administration (9/2004), 
Ana Pessoa, formally recognizing 442 suco and 2,228 aldeia.21 Held in 
2005, the suco-level elections were highly politicized along party lines, 
with many people viewing this as the first post-independence measure 

20. For opposition critiques immediately after the restoration of independence, 
see ‘Pembagian wilayah harus sesuai konstitusi’. STL, 6 June 2002, and ‘Mario 
Carrascalao: Belum jelas, struktur pemerintahan di daerah’. STL, 8 June 2002. 
A year later, President Xanana Gusmão lamented the ongoing ‘vacuum of local 
power’; see ‘Desentralisasi perlu dibangun dari basis’. STL, 26 May 2003.

21. In the English version of this order, suco is translated as ‘village’, not ‘hamlet’.
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of national party support and, hence, a dry-run for the scheduled 2007 
national election. The results of the 2005 elections need not detain us 
here because in mid-2006 elite in-fighting and problems within and be-
tween the national security forces led to the outbreak of armed conflict 
followed by communal violence framed in terms of ‘easterners’ versus 
‘westerners’, which resulted in the displacement of more than 100,000 
people in Dili.22

 After the establishment of yet another UN mission and a year of 
extreme political polarization and low-level violence, national elections 
were held in 2007. The outcome was a FRETILIN defeat and victory for 
former resistance leader Xanana Gusmão and his allies, who formed a 
coalition government (the Parliamentary Majority Alliance, abbreviated 
AMP). Once sharp critics of FRETILIN for proposing the creation of 
regions and failing to embrace decentralization, Gusmão and his gov-
ernment now showed little interest in the question of formalizing ter-
ritorial and administrative arrangements. There were, in any case, more 
pressing issues: the military petitioners which had provided the spark 
for the 2006 crisis, the renegade soldiers led by former Military Police 
commander Alfredo Reinado, and the tens of thousands of displaced 
people in the capital. However, the strategy adopted to deal with these 
overlapping problems directly affected the suco in two critical ways. From 
above, Gusmão promoted a variety of ‘cultural’ exercises, including the 
designation of ritual specialists to carry out fanciful ceremonies to ‘re-
turn’ weapons to their rightful place and resolve the conflict. At the same 
time, from below there was a dramatic proliferation of the rebuilding 
of the physical structures symbolizing the lineage houses, which form a 
critical node of social organization in much of Timor-Leste (McWilliam 
2005: 27–44). This cultural revival was strongly associated with notions 
of tradition, and hence village, life. But not all was as it seemed.

 In 2009 the AMP government passed a new Law on Community 
Leaders and their Election. The provisions of the law stated that elected 
suco chiefs and councils ‘are not included in the Public Administration 
and their decisions are not binding upon the State.’23 This led to a double 

22. For a history of these communal identities and a brief account of the crisis, see 
Kammen 2010: 244–269.

23. Law 3/2009, Community Leaderships and Their Election, dated 8 July 2009, 
article 2. Emphasis added.
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paradox. The first involved representation: suco chiefs and councils 
were elected to represent their constituencies, but the formal structures 
involved a clear demarcation in which there were no formal structures 
through which that representation could rise vertically. The second 
paradox involved development, which was desired by both the state 
and villagers alike: not being part of the public administration, the suco 
chiefs and councils did not receive operational budgets or salaries, so 
had few effective means by which to serve their constituencies; on the 
other hand, the AMP strategy of buying peace, made possible by the 
vast revenue from Timor-Leste Petroleum Fund, led to the provision of 
‘facilities’ (read: patronage) such as motorcycles to suco chiefs. In short, 
national elites had placed the suco between a rock and a hard place.24

 Given the historical account of territorial divisions and status with 
which this chapter began, it will be fruitful to shift our gaze away from 
the legal and administrative realm and instead to inquire into the char-
acteristics of the lowest-level territorial units in Timor-Leste today. The 
first post-independence census was carried out in 2004 based on the of-
ficially recognized state administrative units (districts and sub-districts) 
as well as individual households, but suco and aldeia are entirely absent. 
Six years later, with benefit of subsequent legislation, the 2010 national 
census does include these suco and aldeia. Although proper analysis 
of the data would require distinguishing between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ 
suco and aldeia, even crude global calculations are revealing. The aver-
age population of the aldeia is 412 people, though there is significant 
regional variation: the district with far and away the largest average 
aldeia is Oecusse (1,033 people per aldeia), while the districts with the 
smallest average aldeia are Viqueque (299 people per aldeia), Aileu (319 
people per aldeia), and Manufahi (344 people per aldeia). The other 
districts are in a rather tight band around the national average (between 
390 and 477).

 It may be instructive to place these figures in historical perspective. 
At the national level, the average size of aldeia has increased fourfold 
from about 100 during the late 19th century to 400 today. It would 
be a mistake, however, to view this simply as a function of population 

24. In October 2014 the Council of Ministers was scheduled to begin discussing a new 
draft law intended to remedy this, but it is not known when or in what form change 
will come.
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growth. For in the late nineteenth century there were virtually no aldeia 
with a population greater than 150, which is strong evidence that lim-
ited mechanisms for social integration as well as intense competition for 
status commonly led to fractures and the establishment of new aldeia. 
Today, however, a much larger population is being accommodated 
within rigidly fixed administrative units. But whereas in the late 19th 
century aldeia in many areas corresponded to (or were dominated) by 
a single lineage house, today there are often several such houses within 
a given unit, often giving rise to competition. A second point concerns 
geographic variation. Those areas with the smallest aldeia today are 
either regions from which the original system of suco was first identified 
(Viqueque and parts of Allas/Manufahi), or where suco and aldeia were 
first and most effectively imposed (Motael/Aileu). Conversely, in areas 
that were outside of the ‘core’ region of indirect rule in the nineteenth 
century, and hence for which these units were recognized at a later date, 
such as in much of Bobonaro, Covalima, and Ainaro, aldeia are larger 
than the national average. A note of caution is in order, however, because 
full analysis of regional variation would require controlling for many 
more variables. Finally, the suco was not a sociologically coherent entity 
in the late 19th century and in much of Timor-Leste it is no more coher-
ent today. While many observers speak of the suco as a ‘community’, it is 
far more often an administrative vessel within which competing claims 
are made to historical legitimacy, accusations are hurled about collabo-
ration and other past injustices, and struggles occur over access to the 
parties, the state, and largesse.

The combination of 19th century Portuguese fantasies about in-
digenous ‘feudal’ hierarchies and present-day Timorese fantasies about 
‘tradition’ has resulted in the fossilization of rural Timor-Leste. This is 
most clearly illustrated by two contrasting examples. In the early 20th 
century, the omission of the suco from the colonial census is indicative 
of how central these administrative units were in the oppressive system 
of colonial extraction. Similarly today, the prominence of the suco in 
discussions of participation, development, and progress and the highly 
public celebration of rural ‘tradition’ are symptomatic of the systematic 
exclusion of villagers from formal governance, budget allocations, and 
access to the legal system.
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C H A P T E R  7

Entanglements of Power, 
Kinship and Time in 

Laclubar
Judith Bovensiepen

In June 2007, Abílio José Osório Soares died in Indonesian West Timor. 
The Indonesian government gave him a state hero’s funeral, which was 
attended by thousands of people, including members of the Indonesian 
military and police (Fointun 2007). His death came after a long fight 
against cancer. Soares was the governor of Indonesian-occupied Timor 
between 1992 and 1999, just before the country regained independence. 
A deeply controversial figure, he not only supported the ‘integration’ of 
East Timor into Indonesia, but was also responsible for severe human 
rights violations and abuses of power (van Klinken and Bourchier 2006: 
122–124). 

Soares was governor of East Timor when, following the vote in favour 
of independence in the 1999 referendum, pro-Indonesian militias sup-
ported by the Indonesian military launched a brutal campaign of attacks 
against the local population. He was charged with inciting violence and 
financing pro-Indonesian militias, as well as neglecting civilian com-
mand responsibilities for the failings and actions of his subordinates 
during several massacres in 1999 (van Klinken and Bourchier 2006: 
123). He was indicted for crimes against humanity before the Ad Hoc 
Human Rights Court in Indonesia and was found guilty and sentenced 
for three years in 2002. Yet he was never jailed. 

Abílio José Osório Soares actively supported the brutal Indonesian 
occupation of East Timor, which lasted for a quarter of a century. When 
political parties were first formed in Portuguese Timor in 1974, Abílio 
Osório Soares’s brother, José Fernando Osório Soares, became the sec-
retary general of APODETI, the party that favoured the country’s inte-
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gration into Indonesia (see van Klinken and Bourchier 2006: 134). José 
Osório Soares was later killed by members of the independence-party 
FRETILIN. The Osório Soares brothers were both from the sub-district 
of Laclubar. This chapter is dedicated to uncovering some forgotten 
aspects of this region’s local history, a history that is characterised by 
complex entanglements of politics and kinship. 

Like Abílio Osório Soares and his close relatives, a number of East 
Timorese from the Laclubar sub–district had supported APODETI, 
which is why many fled to West Timor in 1999, when the Indonesian 
occupation ended. Some have returned to Timor-Leste since, but 
substantial numbers remain in Indonesian West Timor today, returning 
across the border only for important social occasions. Where did the 
political alignment with Indonesia in this region come from? How was 
it that Abílio and José Osório Soares allied themselves with Indonesia, 
when so many others in East Timor chose to support independence? 

In his analysis of shifting political discourses in Timor-Leste, Douglas 
Kammen has criticised the simplistic opposition between ‘traitor’ and 
‘nationalist’, ‘pro-autonomy’ and ‘pro-independence’, or ‘opportunist’ 
and ‘oppressed’ which has characterised much of the political rhetoric 
in Timor-Leste and some historical analyses (Kammen 2003). These 
‘master-slave’ metaphors, as he calls them, ignore historically complex 
political realities, where such simple oppositions do not apply. As this 
article will show, this is particularly pertinent with regard to the micro-
history of Laclubar’s elite. Fitting in well with Kammen’s argument, 
scholar and pro-independence activist Helen Hill has suggested that 
APODETI’s secretary general, José Osório Soares, ‘saw APODETI as an 
anti-colonialist movement against Portuguese colonialism’ (Hill 2002: 
70). In other words, he supported APODETI because he was opposed 
to the Portuguese colonial regime. Although this proposition may at first 
seem unlikely, given the immense brutality with which the Indonesian 
military later occupied eastern Timor, the suggestion that some mem-
bers of APODETI saw themselves as anti-colonialists makes more sense 
when we consider the events that shaped the social and political rela-
tions in Osório Soares’ home district during the twentieth century. Of 
course, the anti-colonialism of Osório Soares was very different from the 
anti-colonialism of FRETILIN, which was not just inspired by a socialist 
agenda but whose goal was an independent state. 
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This chapter will recover some neglected accounts of local history 
from the Laclubar sub-district, which will provide additional context 
to Helen Hill’s supposition about the anti-colonial underpinnings of 
José Osório Soares’ APODETI support. It will do so by exploring the 
power struggles between different elites of the Laclubar sub-district, 
including the disempowerment of local liurai by a pro-Portuguese 
rival.1 These struggles impacted the political affiliations and conflicts 
that took place on the eve of decolonisation and the onslaught of the 
Indonesian occupation. This chapter does not seek to give a complete 
and comprehensive account of APODETI as a political party, or of the 
Osório Soares brothers’ careers. Instead, the goal is to take the political 
position of the Osório Soares brothers as a starting point from which to 
examine the entanglements of local and national history in the region; 
the entanglements of power and kinship; and the entanglement of 
different historical periods. By doing this, the chapter will reveal some 
of the locally pertinent narratives that have been ignored by explicitly 
nationalist renderings of Timor-Leste’s history. 

Examining the resistance movements against Indonesian state 
violence in West Papua in a book entitled Freedom in Entangled Words, 
Eben Kirksey deconstructs the simple opposition between freedom and 
collaboration, since, as he argues, ‘Collaboration, rather than resistance, 
turned out to be the primary strategy of this political movement [i.e. 
West Papuan revolutionaries]’ (Kirksey 2012: 3). Even though favour-
ing East Timor’s integration into Indonesia can hardly be described as a 
form of indirect resistance, Kirksey’s critical engagement with the notion 
of freedom helps us to explore the motivations of APODETI supporters 
prior to the Indonesian occupation, for whom freedom from Portuguese 
colonial rule was a motivating factor. Hence I borrow Kirksey’s use of 
the term ‘entanglement’ as a notion that ‘points to the constraints of past 
connections as well as emergent possibilities’ (Kirksey 2012: 6) in order 
to examine the interconnection of power and kinship relations across 
different times. 

1. The term liurai may be translated as ‘ruler’. In the Laclubar sub-district this term 
is used in several ways; first, to refer to a ruling house, secondly, to refer to an indi-
vidual member of a ruling house (a ‘king’ or ‘chief ’) and thirdly, it is used to refer 
to a leading member of a ruling house in a specific area. When the third meaning is 
used in conjunction with a name, the first letter of the term is capitalized. 
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Scholarship that seeks to trace the national history of Timor-
Leste tends to divide it into clear-cut periods, including pre-colonial, 
Portuguese, Indonesian and Independence. These periods are in many 
ways also emic categories, since, in the Laclubar sub-district at least, local 
residents often speak about the past in these terms: ancestral times (avô 
sira nia tempo), Portuguese times (tempo Português), the Indonesian 
period (tempo Indonesia) and Independence (ukun rasik aan). Despite 
their frequent evocation, however, the divisions between these periods 
are not so clear-cut. This chapter follows to an extent this historical 
classification, yet it also shows that conflicts from one period merge 
seamlessly into the next, collapsing any such neat analytical division. 

In his historical analysis of politics in Timor-Leste since 1999, 
Grainger stresses the importance of taking into account how power 
relations transcend certain historical periodising (Grainger 2014: 118). 
He maintains that ‘pre-modern’ forms of power ‘were rarely “unsullied”’ 
(Grainger 2014: 282) by having evaded colonial contact. Rather, the 
impacts of colonial contact show how a supposed pre-modern power 
was not irremediably ‘traditional’ but bore traces of colonial influence. 
This chapter supports this general premise by showing how ‘traditional’ 
power relations in the Laclubar sub-district were deeply inflected by the 
elite’s relations with the Portuguese colonial regime. Events from ‘the 
Portuguese time’ are shaped by the Japanese occupation, while what 
local residents describe as the ‘Indonesian period’ is often connected to 
the UDT–FRETILIN conflict, which took place just before Indonesia 
invaded. The power relations that characterise one historical period have 
their roots in earlier events and this makes any sharp division between 
different time periods and different kinds of authority problematic.

Land of the navel, land of the liver
Part of the district of Manatuto, Laclubar sub-district is divided into 
six suco: Funar, Fatumakerek, Sanana’in, Batara, Manelima and Orlalan 
(see Figure 7.1).2 Laclubar Town, which is the administrative centre, is 
located in Orlalan. According to the Population and Housing Census of 
2010, the Laclubar sub-district has a population of 11,682 (NSD and 

2. A suco is a village-level administrative unit below the sub-district level. Fatumakerek 
is sometimes spelled ‘Fatumaquerec’. 
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UNFPA 2011), and most residents speak the Austronesian language 
Idaté. 

Underlying this official administrative division is another division: 
people’s membership in lulik (sacred) houses (ada lulin), also referred 
to as ‘customary houses’ (ada lisan) or ‘head houses’ (ada ulun), whose 
members share a common origin. These named ‘origin houses’ are con-
crete buildings and kinship groups. They are also hierarchically ranked, 
with the highest-ranking ones described as ruling houses (liurai); these 
are followed by nobles (dato) and then by the rest of the population 
(povo), and sometimes also by a fourth category of slaves (atan). The rul-

Figure 7.1: Map of Laclubar in Manatuto district
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ing houses are themselves split diarchically into two categories: a house 
of spiritual or ritual responsibilities (sometimes referred to as the indig-
enous ‘Timorese house’, ada Timor) and a house of political power (the 
‘foreign house’, ada malae), also referred to as ‘sceptre house’ (ada ua). 

The Osório Soares brothers, for instance, were from the suco of 
Manelima and belonged to the spiritual ada timor of Manelima, classi-
fied as the ‘indigenous’ ruling house. Other suco have different ruling 
houses and often a variety of other specialised side-houses. The ‘foreign’ 
house in a diarchic pair is sometimes considered to have an outside 
origin (similar to the notion of the ‘stranger king’), but more often 
this foreign house is described as having descended from a returning 
younger brother, who came back from a journey to the sacred land of 
Wehale, where he received entitlement to rule (Bovensiepen 2014b; 
Traube 1986: 53). 

An administrative post was established in Laclubar by the Portuguese 
in 1898 (Pélissier 1996: 180), even though the region had already been 
recognised as a separate reino (‘kingdom’) by the Portuguese in the 
mid–nineteenth century.3 The main motivation for the establishment 
of a military post in Laclubar towards the end of the nineteenth century 
was the prospecting for petroleum by British and Australian companies, 
which established a more permanent presence in 1910 (Pélissier 1996: 
118, 180, 241, 244). 

There is one prominent narrative about the origin of the Laclubar 
sub-district, of which I have heard several different versions. It concerns 
the wanderings of four ancestral siblings, the trials and tribulations they 
faced on their way to Laclubar, and how their arrival is related to social 
and hierarchical relations in the present. The way in which this origin 
narrative was recounted to me depended on who told the story, since 
members of different origin houses sought to manipulate the tale to 

3. Laclubar appears as a separate reino in the records of Governor Afonso de Castro, 
who established a new system of districts in Portuguese Timor in the mid-19th 
century (Corréa 1934: 277). Furthermore there are records of the terms of vassal-
age, which rulers in Laclubar and Funar signed in 1881 (BPMT 1881). According 
to Father Gregorio Maria Barreto (Barreto 1858) Barique and Laclubar invaded 
Lacluta in 1846, destroying the church there. This indicates that at that point 
Laclubar was not a loyal vassal to the Portuguese empire and only became so 
after the attack. There is some indication that Laclubar previously paid tribute to 
Samoro (see Bovensiepen 2011). 
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raise the status of their respective groups. One claim contained in the ac-
count and used for political positioning is that the first ancestral siblings 
originally came from Wehale, which later endowed them with the status 
of liurai. Supporters of integration with Indonesia in 1975 maintained 
that this was justification for their position, since Wehale is located in 
Indonesian West Timor. 

The origin narrative concerns the first ancestors, called Namotaek 
(female), Lawaetaek (male), Lekitaek (male) and Dautaek (female), 
who were two sets of siblings who married each other. They travelled 
to Laclubar via the south coast, near Soibada, encountering several 
obstacles on their way: a weaving female ancestor called Namu Sadik, 
who split the mountain Fatuk Kalaun into two when trying to hit the 
bird Berliku who sat on her loom comb; rising waters from which they 
were saved by the crocodile Malikere who identified the ancestors as 
having royal descent; and imprisonment by liurai Sikone of Barique, 
from which they subsequently managed to escape. The final, most 
frequently recounted part of the origin narrative concerns how the four 
ancestors discovered fire and water with the help of their dogs and a fly. 
This account is used to explain how the first ancestors, who previously 
ate only raw meat, started to lead a more ‘civilised’ life. After moving 
from place to place, the travelling party separated: Lekitaek and Dautaek 
settled on the mountain of Liambau (which is in the suco of Manelima 
today), while Lawaetaek and Namotaek settled on the ‘flat land’ near 
Laclubar Town (in the suco of Orlalan). 

Hierarchical relations amongst different groups in the present often 
depend on the way in which this narrative of settlement, and especially 
the issue of whose descendants became liurai, is interpreted. For example, 
one interpretation is that the descendants of the ancestors who settled 
in the highlands of Manelima were ‘heavy’, i.e. spiritually superior, and 
hence took on ritual responsibilities as liurai lulik, while those in the ‘flat 
land’ of Orlalan took on political responsibilities as liurai ua. They were 
buried at a place called Balulin, a sacred site described as ‘the land of the 
navel, the land of the liver’ (larek usar larek nau). This phrase indicates 
that it is the most sacred and central land in Timor, where humanity 
is said to have originated and where history began. Some respondents 
maintained that the ‘Christian names’ of these ancestors were actually 
Adam and Eve and that humanity originates from this navel land. 
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Local accounts contain the suggestion that the reino of Laclubar 
became ‘independent’ under the rule of Dom Geraldo, which is likely to 
refer to an event that took place in the mid-19th century (for a detailed 
discussion of oral accounts pertaining to this event, see Bovensiepen 
2011). The irony of the local narratives is that this event probably 
concerns the period when Laclubar’s residents became dependent on 
Portugal, starting to pay tribute directly to the colonial Portuguese 
administration instead of to Samoro, as they did before. The liurai who 
succeeded Dom Geraldo are all said to trace their origins to the first 
ancestral siblings and they include Dom Matheos, Dom Sebastião, Dom 
Domingos and Dom Carlos. Dom Domingos was later exiled to the 
island of Ataúro, probably for insubordination towards the Portuguese 
colonial regime. Whereas in 1879 Laclubar’s residents gave refuge to the 
liurai of Laleia, who had revolted against Portuguese rule, they fought 
on the side of Portuguese during the Manufahi rebellion (Pélissier 
2006: 93, 196). 

The six suco that make up the Laclubar sub–district today underwent 
a number of administrative changes during the 20th century. What was 
once the reino of Funar was destroyed by the Portuguese military in two 
consecutive attacks, one in 1905 and one in 1907, following an alleged 
rebellion (Bovensiepen 2016). This led to the division of the kingdom 
amongst the neighbouring domains. Funar was re-established as an 
administrative unit under Liurai Dom José do Espírito Santo, probably 
in the 1920s. The previous Liurai of Funar, Dom João da Cruz, is said 
to have been imprisoned on the island of Ataúro, quite possibly for the 
part he played in the aforementioned ‘rebellion’ (see Belo 2011: 186; 
Bovensiepen 2016; Pélissier 2006: 224–225; Zola 1909: 27–29). Later, 
Funar was divided again: in 1952, José do Espírito Santo’s son, Aníbal do 
Espírito Santo, became the village chief (chefe de suco) of Funar and José 
do Espírito Santo’s sister’s son, António de Oliveira, became the chefe de 
suco of Fatumakerek (Sherlock 1983: 34–35). Both village chiefs were 
from liurai families and later supported the ‘pro-Portuguese’ UDT party. 

 According to the data collected by Sherlock (Sherlock 1983: 34–35), 
every suco of Laclubar had a separate village chief in 1952. In Batara the 
chefe de suco was Francisco Duarte, in Manelima it was Luis Cardoso 
Ferreira Soares, in Orlalan it was Valentim Soares (see Figure 7.3.), and 
Samoro (the area surrounding Soibada), which was part of Laclubar at 
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the time, was under chief Raimundo Doutel Sarmento.4 Sherlock names 
António Moniz da Silva as liurai of Orlalan, a position above that of the 
village chief. Moniz’ appointment as liurai was a deeply contentious 
issue, which, as I am about to explore, shaped events in the Laclubar 
sub-district at least until the Indonesian occupation.

António Moniz: Legitimate or Illegitimate Ruler?
One of the most significant events that influenced political relations 
in the Laclubar sub-district from the mid-20th century was the rise to 
power of Liurai António Moniz. António Moniz was from Manatuto 
(Beten), where he worked as the secretary to the chief of the sub-district. 
He married two women from Laclubar. His first wife, Dona Joana Moniz 

4. In 1973 Soibada applied to the Portuguese colonial government to become a sepa-
rate sub-district from Laclubar because of the influence and the role of the church 
in Soibada. During the Indonesian occupation Soibada was one of many sucos, but 
today it is an independent sub-district again. 

Figure 7.2: Liurai of Funar and Fatumakerek
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da Silva, was the daughter of the liurai of Orlalan (house ‘Ada Makerek’) 
and was hence considered to have ‘royal blood’. António Moniz was li-
urai from the Second World War onwards, a period frequently described 
in the Laclubar sub-district as the ‘Portuguese time’ (tempo Português). 

A number of people from Laclubar sub-district were adamant that 
António Moniz was ‘not the true liurai’, i.e. that he lacked the legitimacy 
to take on this post. There are several charges against him. The first is 
that Moniz was not legitimate because he was from Manatuto and did 
not belong to one of Laclubar’s ruling houses. Those who defend him 
maintain that he was integrated into Orlalan’s ruling house through 
marriage. Even though this was rarely stated explicitly in relationship to 
Moniz’ marriage, it is notable that the preferred marriage arrangement 

Figure 7.3: Rulers in Laclubar in 1952
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in most areas of Manatuto is matrilineal; in other words, men leave their 
house of origin and are integrated into their wife’s house. In Laclubar, 
patrilineal and matrilineal ideologies coexist (called aheli and abani re-
spectively), yet there is a general preference for the former, which leads 
to the integration of women into the husband’s house. From the per-
spective of someone from Manatuto, the integration of António Moniz 
into his wife’s house, that of Orlalan’s liurai, may thus seem entirely 
legitimate, whereas this same fact could be interpreted as problematic 
from the perspective of someone from Laclubar. 

 The second, more severe charge is that Moniz collaborated with 
the Japanese in order to secure his position as liurai of Laclubar. This 
accusation is one of the most sensitive political issues that circulate in 

Figure 7.4: Marriage alliances amongst liurai of the Laclubar sub-district
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the Laclubar sub-district today, and influences how many people view 
the entire 20th century. It was a topic that was continuously alluded to 
in conversations but rarely discussed openly, since there was a general 
concern that this topic might stir up negative feelings. Some of my re-
spondents requested a private conversation to tell me about this issue 
and others refused to speak about it altogether. A few respondents also 
defended Moniz and his position.

Before the Second World War, the liurai of Laclubar, Dom Domingos, 
was imprisoned in Ataúro for his disobedience to the Portuguese colonial 
masters. Next in line to become liurai of Laclubar were Dom Domingos’ 
brothers António Lequi and Pio Wain, the latter of whom, as a nurse, was 
said to have been sufficiently ‘educated’ to fill the position. The children 
of António Lequi married notable liurai from other suco in Laclubar sub-
district (see Figure 7.4.) In that sense, António Lequi would have been 
a unifying figure, since his children’s marriages produced alliances with 
a number of other significant liurai houses in the region. Yet Avô Pio is 
said to have died an untimely death during the Japanese invasion, and 
António Lequi shortly after the end of the Second World War. Several 
respondents made Moniz responsible for the death of António Lequi 
and Pio Wain, arguing that their demise enabled Moniz to rise to power.

The rise to power of Liurai Moniz must also be understood against 
the background of Portugal’s increasing penetration into the interior 
of the island. Direct Portuguese intervention in the central highlands 
began in the mid-19th century with the introduction of cash crops, 
intensified at the end of the century through a series of pacification 
campaigns, and took final shape with the introduction of a head tax in 
1908. It furthermore involved the restructuring of the overall political 
and administrative system, in an effort to undermine existing local al-
liances and instigate rivalries between different domains (Gunn 1999; 
Kammen in prep.; Pélissier 1996; Taylor, 1999:10–12). Portuguese rule 
in Timor was interrupted by the Japanese invasion and occupation of 
the island during the Second World War, an event which was accompa-
nied by dislocation, forced labour, starvation and violence, leaving an 
estimated 60,000 Timorese dead (Taylor 1999: 14). 

The accusation that Moniz gained power by collaborating with occu-
pying powers is still very much alive in the Laclubar sub-district today. 
After the Japanese occupation, Moniz is said to have allied himself with 
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the Portuguese. At that time, Moniz managed to consolidate his author-
ity not just over Orlalan but also Manelima and Batara. These accusa-
tions are key to understanding the political positioning of the Osório 
Soares brothers, who, as members of the liurai house of suco Manelima, 
lost power under Moniz. 

The liurai of Manelima resided at Ba Hera, near the sacred mount 
Liambau, where the ‘heavy’ ancestors Lekitaek and Dautaek first settled.5 
Yet within Manelima power was ordered diarchically. The house of the 
5. As governor, Abílio Osório Soares founded the Anak Liambau Group to support 

his business interests (anak Liambau is Idaté for ‘the children of Liambau’) (van 
Klinken and Bourchier 2006: 124–125). 

Figure 7.5: Liurai of Manelima
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Osório Soares family represents the liurai lulik – the ‘sacred king’. Their 
origin house is considered to be the ‘indigenous’ house of ritual power, 
called (perhaps somewhat ironically, since this is a foreign symbol) 
‘House of the Hat’ (Ada Chapéu). The Osório Soares brother’s classifica-
tory uncle (i.e. their paternal grandfather’s brother’s son) was Liurai Luis, 
the ‘sceptre king’ (liurai ua), who had political power and represented the 
‘foreign house’ of Manelima (see Figure 7.5). When Manelima was sub-
sumed into the posto of Laclubar under the rule of Liurai Moniz, Liurai 
Luis was essentially demoted to the position of chefe de suco, inferior to 
Moniz, a position with which he did not content himself. 

In 1962, Liurai Luis wrote a letter to the Portuguese colonial admin-
istration requesting independence from Liurai Moniz for Manelima. 
His request was granted, and Manelima was allowed to become admin-
istratively independent. However, in October 1974, in the context of 
political manoeuvring triggered by the move towards decolonization, 
three of Manelima’s aldeia (hamlets or administrative units below the 
suco level) expressed allegiance to António Moniz. After a meeting with 
the chefe de posto, it was decided that these three aldeia could become 
part of Moniz’s jurisdiction. By the end of 1974, Orlalan and Batara 
were administered by António Moniz (including the three aldeia from 
Manelima), whereas the settlements belonging to Manelima and Funar 
were independent suco. There are also claims that Moniz tried to stifle 
the political ambitions of José Osorio Soares to rise in the ranks of the 
local colonial administrative structure. 

Even his critics describe António Moniz as a respectable and dip-
lomatic man. Yet the suspicion about how he became liurai is still on 
people’s minds today. Moniz’ descendants were hesitant to speak to me 
about this sensitive period of time, since they were worried that these 
events could cause conflicts today. There is a distinct possibility that 
there are many other perspectives on these events, perspectives that have 
not been covered in this chapter. However, what I did witness was the 
strong sense of injustice associated with the changing power relations 
in Laclubar during and after the Second World War, and the fact that 
the grievances against Moniz shaped later events. In the next section I 
turn to the events leading up to the Indonesian occupation that led to 
the killing of members of Laclubar’s liurai, shedding light on the painful 
memories that mark this particular period.
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Neglected accounts from the FRETILIN–UDT conflict of 1975
Immediately after the April 1974 military coup in Portugal that overthrew 
the Caetano regime, educated East Timorese rushed to form political par-
ties for the first time (Taylor 1999: 26–28). There were three main par-
ties and several minor ones. The former included the União Democrática 
Timorense (UDT), which stood for self-determination subsequent to an 
intermediate period of federation with Portugal. The second main party, 
FRETILIN (Frente Revolucionária de Timor-Leste Independente), which 
was originally called the Associação Social Democrática Timorense, adopt-
ed a socialist agenda and a platform demanding full independence.6 The 
third party, Associação Popular e Democrática Timorense (APODETI), 
favoured integration with Indonesia as an autonomous province. 

Soon after the political parties were formed, António Moniz joined 
UDT and, displaying a Portuguese flag, declared ‘This land belongs to 
Portugal’ (Aqui é a terra de Portugal). By contrast, members of Manelima’s 
liurai became key figures in the pro-Indonesian party APODETI. José 
Fernando Osório Soares was appointed secretary general of APODETI, 
and he convinced Liurai Luis, who was chefe de suco of Manelima, to join 
APODETI too. The liurai of Funar and Fatumakerek supported UDT, 
while in Batara (and some parts of Orlalan) there was quite substantial 
support for FRETILIN (see Figure 7.6). 

In May 1975 a brief and uneasy coalition between UDT and FRE-
TILIN collapsed, and in August, following an attempted seizure of power 
by a faction with UDT, a brief civil war broke out between supporters 
of the two parties (for detailed accounts, see Dunn 2003: 139–174; 
Hill 2002: 140–144; Jolliffe 1978: 92–143).7 Conflict at the national 
level quickly spilled over into the local arena. In August 1975, António 
Moniz mobilized UDT and APODETI supporters to fight against FRE-
TILIN. He assembled about 2,000 men from Laclubar, Barique, Funar 
and Fatumakerek to march on Turiscai, a FRETILIN stronghold. 
Turiscai was also the home of Francisco Xavier do Amaral, co-founder 

6. FRETILIN also had an armed wing, called FALINTIL (Forças Armadas de 
Libertação Nacional de Timor-Leste), which was formed in August 1975 following 
the attempt by UDT to seize power. FALINTIL was officially dissolved in January 
2001. 

7. Before the civil war broke out, friction between the political parties was exacer-
bated by the Indonesian intelligence services.
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of FRETILIN, first president both of the party and later of East Timor, 
brother-in-law of the Osório Soares brothers and close kinsman of UDT 
secretary-general Domingos Oliveira from Fatumakerek. Information 
varies as to what exactly happened once Moniz’s men arrived. Some 
UDT supporters maintain that the sole purpose was to distribute UDT 
membership cards. Others admit that they burned houses of FRETILIN 
supporters and took prisoners.

My interview data is biased with regard to the UDT–FRETILIN 
conflict; most of my respondents were from UDT-supporting areas, 
and all maintain that no one in Turiscai was harmed. Quite a different 
opinion was given by residents of Turiscai whom I interviewed, who 
stated that the posse from Laclubar was armed with guns, whereas 
Turiscai’s inhabitants only had spears, machetes, and bows and arrows 
to defend themselves. Laclubar’s UDT supporters, they said, attacked 

Figure 7.6: Political affiliations in 1975
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Turiscai Town, burning down houses and killing several people. Many 
more people fled into the mountains until FRETILIN troops from Aileu 
arrived with weapons to help them.8 

FRETILIN supporters from Turiscai, Aileu and Maubisse subsequent-
ly marched on Fatumakerek, armed with weapons from the Portuguese 
military, and retaliated by burning down houses of suspected UDT sup-
porters. According to oral accounts, these men then proceeded to attack 
Funar, where they also burned down houses and destroyed property, 
prompting the local population to flee in the forest and hide. Members 
of liurai houses in Funar and Fatumakerek told me how FRETILIN 
supporters took all their belongings and livestock and burned down 
the settlements of liurai and non-liurai villagers alike. When the liurai 
asked other villagers to hide them, the latter refused since they were too 
scared. Laclubar was largely spared from the violence and pillage since 
it was home to a number of FRETILIN supporters (e.g. in Turis Leek 
and Batara), who had slaughtered a goat and other animals to welcome 
FRETILIN and show their solidarity. Interestingly, one of António 
Moniz’s sons, Diogo, was a member of FRETILIN, which, some specu-
late, is why Moniz survived this turbulent period.9 

During this period of conflict prior to the Indonesian invasion, a 
number of prominent liurai from Laclubar were killed by FRETILIN. 
Francisco do Espírito Santo, the oldest son of Funar’s liurai Aníbal do 
Espírito Santo (UDT) was killed, as well as two brothers of Domingos 
de Oliveira (secretary general of UDT), called Luis de Oliveira Sarmento 

8. According to the report of the Commission for Reception, Truth, and Recon-
ciliation (CAVR 2003 Part 7.2: 13, 19) at least three FRETILIN supporters were 
killed by UDT in Turiscai (António Barbosa, Tito Manuel and a man known as 
Jacinto). The report also states that Xavier do Amaral tried to initiate a peace 
mission to stop the violence between UDT and FRETILIN, which he hoped 
would be successful given that the fighting parties had close family ties. However, 
according to those interviewed by the CAVR, UDT supporters refused and 
instead captured members of the mission and tortured them (CAVR 2003 Part 
7.2: 19-20). 

9. The CAVR report also confirms that there was a counter-attack against Laclubar, 
during which FRETILIN supporters from Turiscai confiscated property and 
livestock belonging to UDT supporters (CAVR 2003, Part 7.2: 13, 20). It states 
the following: ‘They also captured five UDT party leaders in Laclubar and took 
them bound to Turiscai where they were punished. Only Raja Monis [the liurai] 
returned; the rest were killed in Turiscai’ (CAVR 2003, Part 7.2: 13). 
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and José dos Santos de Oliveira. The latter was a major in the segunda 
linha (the second line defence reservists of the Portuguese military) and 
husband of Paulina do Rosário Soares Oliveira, daughter of Manelima’s 
liurai, Liurai Luis (see Figure 7.5). Liurai Luis and his 21-year-old son 
Carlos Cardozo Ferreira Soares (both APODETI) were said to have 
been killed by FRETILIN, as was APODETI’s secretary general José 
Osório Soares, whose younger brother Abílio Osório Soares later 
became Timor’s governor (see Figures 5.2 and 5.5 – those killed are in 
bold). The UDT and APODETI supporters who were killed were from 
liurai families that were related through complex marriage alliances. José 
and Abílio Osório Soares’s sister Lucia, for example, was married to 
Francisco Xavier do Amaral, president of FRETILIN at the time. Liurai 
Luis had been the best man at Xavier do Amaral’s wedding and he was 
the godfather to Amaral’s first son. 

At the time of the full-scale Indonesian invasion in December 1975, 
several members of the UDT-supporting liurai families from Funar 
and Fatumakerek managed to survive by hiding in the forest or in the 
homes of their in-laws in Manelima. As FRETILIN and its armed forces 
continued to control rural areas after Indonesia invaded, many of those 
who were not FRETILIN members moved to Dili. It seems that many 
UDT supporters in this region were influenced by the ideas of UDT’s 
founding member and secretary general Domingos de Oliveira, who 
had backed independence for Timor-Leste after an initial transitional 
period, during which Portugal would build up its economy (see Nicol 
2002: 85–86). UDT and APODETI supporters in Laclubar clearly 
had very different political ideas. Several men who once supported 
UDT told me that their political position was motivated by scepticism 
towards communism, with which they associated FRETILIN, and that 
they marched to Turiscai to dissuade people from supporting what they 
thought was a communist party. Although most members of Funar’s and 
Fatumakerek’s liurai houses were UDT supporters, not all of the non-
liurai followed suit. Nevertheless, they still suffered the consequences 
of the entire region’s association with UDT when their homes were 
destroyed by FRETILIN. The memory of the civil war in 1975 is still an 
open wound for many in the region, and the attacks by FRETILIN often 
merge in people’s minds with the onslaught of the Indonesian occupa-
tion, sometimes described as ‘tempo Indonesia’. 
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Some members of liurai houses later helped the Indonesian military 
to establish military control in the Laclubar sub-district, and some also 
became militia members (hansip) in their fight against FRETILIN (and 
its military wing, FALINTIL). Kinship connections at times helped 
people to survive during this difficult period. António Moniz’s life was 
spared, presumably because his son was a FRETILIN member. Some 
say that Moniz himself was protected from the Indonesian military by 
FRETILIN-supporting relatives, although others claim that he also col-
laborated with the Indonesian military. In the events described above, 
we can observe a complex interplay of political allegiances and kinship 
ties that stretch over different historical periods, and of local, national 
and international political struggles (cf. Hicks 2015). 

Whereas APODETI’s first president, Arnaldo dos Reis Araujo, had 
collaborated with the Japanese during the Second World War (Dunn 
2003: 58), the Osório Soares brothers’ support for APODETI may 
well have been fuelled by a sense of frustration with Moniz’s alleged 
collaboration with the Japanese and its political consequences for the 
status of their family. Initially, UDT and FRETILIN supporters in 
Laclubar did not pursue such different goals, at least insofar as both 
groups envisioned Timor-Leste becoming independent at some point. 
The UDT-supporting elite in Funar and Fatumakerek had marriage 
ties with both prominent FRETILIN members and APODETI sup-
porters. However, faced by a growing independence movement with 
socialist ideals and the rising tensions between UDT and FRETILIN 
nationally, UDT members in the Laclubar region came to rely more 
heavily on their connections with APODETI for support and protec-
tion. 

The Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (CAVR) 
has addressed some of the events described here and has ruled both 
FRETILIN and UDT responsible for the conflict (CAVR 2006 Part 
7.2: 13, 19, 20, 51, 52; Part 8.8: 83, 84). Nonetheless, it only names 
the FRETILIN victims who died in Turiscai and not the UDT and 
APODETI supporters from Laclubar who were killed (apart from José 
Osório Soares’ death in Same). This omission seems to reflect the ways 
in which certain accounts are neglected when national history is written, 
and it is an omission which fuels a sense of injustice amongst some of 
the residents of the Laclubar sub-district, who feel that crimes commit-
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ted by FRETILIN supporters were left unpunished and received little 
attention after Timor-Leste regained independence. 

After Timor-Leste regained independence in 2002, there was a gen-
eral sense that the killings carried out by FRETILIN in 1975 did not 
receive the same kind of attention in nationalist discourse as FRETILIN 
victims did (Bovensiepen 2014a). In the 1980s, some of the remains of 
those killed by FRETILIN were recovered and buried in the Santa Cruz 
cemetery in Dili. In 2012, another ceremony was held by relatives to 
commemorate those who died and to re-inscribe the forgotten accounts 
of their death in the national history of Timor-Leste. Even today, these 
deaths evoke painful memories and a sense of injustice amongst the 
surviving relatives. These memories continue to haunt the present. 

Conclusion
This chapter has traced how changes in power relations brought about 
by colonial interventions shaped local-level politics in later years. The 
complex entanglements of kinship ties, political affiliations and the ways 
in which the past informed the later political choices of the elite mean 
that simple classifications of factions into ‘opportunists’ and ‘oppressed’, 
as Kammen (Kammen 2003) has pointed out, do not capture the lived 
reality of all the groups and the ways in which the tensions between them 
inform the present. By examining the ways in which local events at the 
onset of the Indonesian occupation are linked to previous power strug-
gles, we gain a more nuanced understanding of Timor-Leste’s national 
history. Even in a situation where people are reluctant to speak openly 
about painful experiences of the past, memories of this past still inform 
the way residents of the Laclubar sub-district engage with one another. 

The events covered in this chapter make up Laclubar’s ‘forgotten’ 
history, as they concern accounts that do not fit the national discourse. 
They are not viewed as legitimate in a nation-state that bases its identity 
on a shared experience of a particular kind of resistance. However, this 
does not mean that they have been forgotten locally; instead they remain 
extremely vivid in the minds of numerous residents of the Laclubar 
region. While for many they are perhaps too sensitive and painful to 
disclose, they linger beneath the surface and emerge indirectly during 
seemingly unrelated events. Doing fieldwork in Timor-Leste requires 
special attention to these neglected memories. 
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I began this chapter by asking how José Osório Soares’ support for 
Indonesia and his role in APODETI could be derived from anti-colonial 
sentiments. Part of the explanation for this can be found in the micro-
history of the Laclubar region. In the mid-20th century the liurai house 
of Manelima, to which Osório Soares belonged, lost its position of 
power to António Moniz, who is alleged to have collaborated with the 
Japanese and the Portuguese to secure and shore up his appointment 
as liurai of Laclubar. With this background information, it is easier to 
see how alignment with Indonesia could have been interpreted as stem-
ming from anti-colonial sentiments, since these sentiments derived 
from a sense of injustice at the privileges Moniz managed to accrue due 
to the help of external powers. In the eyes of many of Manelima’s resi-
dents, the alignment with Indonesia also asserted the autochthonous 
authority of the Soares lineage over that of Moniz, who could not claim 
political legitimacy through descent from founding ancestors with their 
origins in West Timor. Nevertheless, considering that Laclubar paid 
tribute to the Portuguese empire from at least the late 19th century, it 
is likely that previous liurai also colluded with the Portuguese colonial 
regime, which tended to recognise those who demonstrated loyalty as 
indigenous rulers. 

This chapter complements existing analyses of Timor-Leste’s national 
history, with a local-level perspective (for similar approaches see Gunter 
2016 and Kammen 2015). Historical accounts of Timor-Leste tend to 
concentrate on a division between those who favoured independence 
and those who wanted integration with Indonesia. A number of authors 
have criticised the international community for failing to condemn 
the Indonesian invasion and occupation, and even for supporting the 
Indonesian military. By focusing on a sub-district where there was signifi-
cant support for integration with Indonesia, this chapter problematises 
the stark analytical division between integration and independence, and 
between collaboration and freedom (cf. Kirksey 2012). 

Even though residents of Laclubar were reluctant to discuss Abílio 
Osório Soares’ political views during my fieldwork, when the former 
governor died in 2007 some residents said it was inappropriate that his 
body was buried in West Timor and thought it should be brought back 
to his ancestral land. There was also speculation that he died because 
he had neglected and abandoned his ancestral land by moving away. 
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Another reason for his death, several Laclubar residents speculated, 
was that he took sacred (lulik) objects from his origin house to Kupang 
in 1999. When he fled to West Timor in 1999, Soares rebuilt two of 
Manelima’s sacred houses in Kupang, placing the Indonesian Merah 
Putih (Red and White) flag right in the middle, thereby showing his 
allegiance to Indonesia. It is clear from these examples that Abílio 
Osório Soares was quite skilled at employing ‘tradition’ for political 
purposes. The rebuilding of Manelima’s sacred houses in West Timor 
and the planting of the Merah Putih flag are potent symbolic acts. Yet, 
as this chapter has shown, such ‘traditional’ matters were already heavily 
politicised prior to the Indonesian occupation. The instrumental use of 
tradition is not a recent phenomenon (c.f. Pemberton 1994). 

In Laclubar, the house of the sacred and ‘heavy’ liurai of Manelima, 
which had been opposed to the ‘light’ political authority of Orlalan, split 
further, producing a division into sacred and political authority within 
Manelima. The descendants of Lekitaek and Dautaek were no longer 
just the ‘older brothers’ of Orlalan’s political authority; through this 
internal split Manelima produced its own diarchy – possibly as a way 
of excluding Orlalan from the power sharing, or maybe even as a result 
of colonial policies. Colonial interventions can be both accommodated 
or opposed through continuous bifurcation. In the 1970s, mythologi-
cal accounts of ancestral origins in Indonesian West Timor infused the 
political choices Laclubar’s elite took about the desired configuration of 
the future decolonised state, and these choices affected East Timor’s his-
tory for over a quarter of a century. Closely intermarried liurai families 
found themselves in opposing camps and both protected and attacked 
each other during the turmoil that followed.

The post-independence reconstruction boom in Timor-Leste, which 
saw an influx of aid agencies concerned with post-conflict reconstruc-
tion and nation-building, has been accompanied by repeated appeals 
to the importance of taking into account ‘tradition’. The rebuilding of 
sacred houses across the country, for example, has been widely seen as 
the recovery of a cultural heritage that was destroyed by the Indonesian 
occupation. What such appeals often neglect, however, is the fact that 
what can be classified as traditional (including the hierarchical relations 
mobilised during the reconstruction of origin houses) has been signifi-
cantly shaped by the Portuguese colonial presence. Such relations were 
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rarely ‘unsullied’, as Grainger put it, by colonial contact. An uncritical 
revival of tradition in the present may thus lead to the reproduction of 
old colonial hierarchies or to the production of new hierarchies, which 
mimic previous forms. It is for this reason that typical historical clas-
sifications into pre-colonial, Portuguese, Indonesian and Independence 
periods do not adequately capture the ways in which power relations 
and kinship ties from one period have shaped the unfolding of historical 
events. Different time periods are entangled, in Kirksey’s (Kirksey 2012: 
6) sense, in that past connections and dependencies constrain the ac-
tions people can take, while also opening up new possibilities. 
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C H A P T E R  8

Rocks Don’t Recognise Malae!
Doing Ethnographic Research on Land Conflict 

 in Timor-Leste

Pyone Myat Thu

Introduction
In Timor-Leste, political instability overlaid by contemporary social 
and economic grievances has the potential to make unresolved tensions 
over land resurface. Land remains an integral part of people’s liveli-
hoods, social identities, cosmologies and rituals despite Timor-Leste’s 
turbulent colonial history which, to varying degrees, has challenged 
people’s connection with land. The majority of East Timorese whom I 
have met have stories to share about forced displacement arising out of 
an extended history of internal conflict, foreign invasion, and colonial 
state projects that sought to re-organise social realities. Being uprooted 
inevitably entailed the need to abandon one’s habitual residence to seek 
shelter elsewhere for an indefinite period of time. In the rural districts, 
local experiences of forced displacement are predominantly character-
ised by the long-term occupation of customary land in the resettlement 
areas by internal migrants (Fitzpatrick 2002). How settlers gained and 
maintained access to customary land upon resettlement, what rights of 
access settlers were entitled to and the connection they had with their 
ancestral land underpinned much of my interest in doing research.

 In this chapter, I draw on an ethnographic case study of Mulia, a 
resettlement village established during the Indonesian times, to discuss 
the contentious nature of customary land ownership in Timor-Leste. 
Often, tensions over land remain buried until the coming together of 
certain factors that may ultimately culminate in violence and conflict. 
In Mulia, although settlers had actively been engaged in wet rice share-
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cropping arrangements with customary landowners for the previous 
three decades, social relations between the two communities remained 
polarised. In observing and trying to make sense of these local dynam-
ics, I further take the opportunity here to discuss the challenges of doing 
ethnographic research in an area where claims over land are continually 
disputed. Watson and Till’s treatise on ethnography as ‘an intersubjec-
tive form of qualitative research through which the relationships of 
researcher and researched, insider and outsider, self and other, body 
and environment, and field and home are negotiated’ (Watson and Till 
2010: 121) is a constructive departure point from which to reflect on 
my fieldwork experience at the time as a young non-white female post-
graduate student with limited language abilities to begin with and later 
adjusting into multiple roles beyond that as a researcher in the ‘field’. 
The general atmosphere of distrust between settlers and landowners 
translated into suspicion over my presence in the communities; and 
over my research objectives. Indeed, at different times and in different 
spaces, I came to adopt or was unknowingly assigned different positions 
and identities, shifting somewhere between an ‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’. 
My inability to be fully incorporated into the two communities mirrored 
the fraught dynamics between settlers and landowners themselves; in 
both circumstances, individual identity and group membership were 
constantly negotiated in relation to the ‘other’, and informed by local 
understandings of genealogy (origins), seniority, gender, ethnicity, race, 
ritual and political affiliation, and much more.

 The Indonesian occupation (1975–1999) marks the most wide-
spread and intensive wave of forced displacement in Timor-Leste’s 
colonial past. Respondents’ accounts of the Indonesian invasion and 
of their displacement and subsequent resettlement commonly entailed 
telling of the search for temporary shelter in the mountains and of the 
loss of family members. Some respondents were deeply scarred by 
abandoning or losing their relatives while escaping from the advancing 
troops. Surviving in the mountains furthermore necessitated foraging 
for wild food. War veterans experienced unspeakable forms of torture; a 
number of these respondents refused to communicate in the Indonesian 
language, let alone communicate with Indonesians; and they continued 
to bear debilitating physical and psychological wounds. Respondents 
relied on their resourcefulness and social networks to surpass immense 
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human suffering. Although the Commission for Reception, Truth and 
Reconciliation in Timor-Leste (Comissão de Acolhimento, Verdade e 
Reconciliação or CAVR) successfully investigated the human rights 
violations committed between the period of the internal civil war in 
April 1974 to the end of the Indonesian occupation in October 1999, 
including documenting personal experiences of forced displacement, 
the CAVR was not mandated to report on the longer-term impacts of 
human rights violations in the post conflict period. Nonetheless, since 
Timor-Leste restored national independence in 2002, anthropologists 
and other social researchers have increasingly filled the ethnographic 
gap that formed as a result of limited access to the annexed territory 
under Indonesian rule. These scholars have astutely and thoughtfully 
captured diverse aspects of Timorese societies in the post-Independence 
years that have changed or persisted through encounters with conflict, 
colonialism and state-led enterprises (see for example McWilliam 2005; 
Palmer 2010; Kent 2011; Bovensiepen 2014). In a similar vein, my PhD 
research set out to understand better how internally displaced people 
rebuilt livelihoods in the resettlement areas after successive years of 
political adversity.

 At the start of my PhD candidature, I had proposed to adopt the 
‘sustainable livelihoods’ theoretical framework, which defines a liveli-
hood as consisting of ‘the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims 
and access) and activities required for a means of living’ (Chambers and 
Conway 1992: 6). I further drew on geographical and anthropological 
studies of forced displacement, rural livelihoods, refugee studies, Timor 
ethnography and Austronesian studies. With reference to historical 
research that documented the sites of military-controlled internment 
camps, resettlement villages, and transmigration sites established by 
Indonesian authorities (see Budiardjo and Liem 1984: 74–95), trian-
gulated with witness testimonies and secondary documents held in the 
CAVR archives in Dili, as well as taking into account advice sought from 
knowledgeable CAVR staff and lecturers from the National University 
of Timor-Leste (UNTL), I selected two case studies of settlers occupy-
ing land that was claimed by customary landowners. The first case study 
was a resettlement village named Mulia in the eastern district of Baucau, 
and the second was Daisua village in the central district of Manufahi 
(see Figure 8.1). Each site offered a distinct historical, social, political, 
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economic and ecological setting, which provided a window to explore 
the situated struggles and responses to the experience of uprooted-
ness. 

 After being in the ‘field’ for a month or so, I gradually came to see that 
my ‘sustainable livelihoods’ theoretical lens was not enabling me to gain 
better insights into the everyday lives of my respondents. As I tried to 
map respondents’ livelihoods in relation to the various types of ‘capitals’ 
which the ‘sustainable livelihoods’ framework sets out broader concep-
tual issues relating to the phenomenon of displacement itself lingered 
throughout the course of the fieldwork. For example, the precarious 
status of respondents as ‘internally displaced persons’ and the recursive 
nature of internal displacement in rural Timor-Leste came to the fore 
as issues that required greater attention. Without understanding what 
local (emic) meanings the English terms ‘displacement’ and ‘displaced 
people’ meant to people in the communities I was studying, it was dif-
ficult to comprehend why respondents chose to engage in particular 
livelihood activities over others. Connection to one’s ancestral settle-
ment also proved more important than I had thought it would, with 
much mobility occurring between the resettlement sites and ancestral 
villages; I travelled on several occasions with landowners and settlers to 
their respective ancestral sacred houses to attend ritual ceremonies and 
exchange practices associated with life-cycle events. It became clearer 
that simply documenting livelihoods ‘before’ and ‘after’ displacement, 
or determining what constitute ‘sustainable livelihoods’ in local terms, 
would be missing a larger and complicated story wherein landowners 
and settlers alike have had to negotiate a new co-existence in order to 
overcome the destruction which had accompanied displacement. 

 ‘Internally displaced’ East Timorese have been subjected to both 
international and national discourses that conjure up images of passive 
victims and survivors of human rights violations (see, for example, 
CAVR 2005). These broader narratives of victimhood hide my re-
spondents’ extraordinary ability to recover from repeated episodes 
of conflict. Through the case studies, I found that the degree of land 
rights settlers obtained was embedded in local notions of regulation, 
legitimacy and authority. Terms of access operated within, and were 
negotiated through, place-based social norms, obligations, and prescrip-
tions. In Mulia, land access for settlers was greatly limited by the lack of 
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pre-established kin and marriage relations, leading to mistrust between 
settlers and landowners, despite 30 years of economic partnerships in 
wet rice cultivation. By comparison, settlers in Daisua lived in relatively 
harmonious terms with landowners as a result of longstanding social 
and political affiliations that easily translated into heritable land rights 
(Thu 2012a). 

 The contrasting settler-landowner relationships in the two study 
areas directly shaped how respondents perceived my research and my 
engagement with them. Below, I draw on the case study of Mulia to 
highlight the malleable and inter-generational nature of land conflicts in 
the rural districts. I then reflect on ethnography in practice, whereby re-
searching in an environment of distrust and suspicion presents the need 
for researchers to observe what is left unsaid as much as what is said. 
Undertaking my fieldwork in 2007, during a volatile political period, I 
was moreover confronted with unpredictable and potentially dangerous 
situations.

Figure 8.1: Map of Timor-
Leste showing the districts 
of Baucau and Manufahi. 

Inset map shows the villages 
of Tekinomata, Mulia and 
Waitame.
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Forced displacement and land conflict: the case of Mulia
The interwoven nature of forced displacement, resettlement and over-
lapping land claims are cemented in the lives of many East Timorese. Out 
of an estimated population of 688,771 in 1974, nearly 40,000 Timorese 
fled over the border into West Timor and a further 4,000 fled to Portugal 
and Australia during the invasion years of the Indonesian occupation 
(Dunn 1996; Taylor 1999). Those who did not escape overseas largely 
sought refuge in the mountains. To prevent civilians from making con-
tact with and being influenced by the Timorese resistance movement 
based in the mountain hideouts, the Indonesian military concentrated 
civilians in easily accessible areas such as coastal plains, where popula-
tions could be easily monitored. Between 139 and 400 internment 
camps were reported to have been established in the early years of the 
occupation (Budiardjo and Liem 1984: 78; Taylor 1999: 32; CAVR 
2005: 61). In December 1978, some 372,921 Timorese were forcibly 
concentrated into internment camps (Taylor 1999: 90). Selected intern-
ment camps were later re-established as ‘resettlement villages’, where the 
concentration of civilians was legitimised as a development strategy to 
improve population welfare by linking villages to government services. 
Some communities were relocated far from their original settlements 
and away from areas of resistance to strategic locations along service 
corridors ( Jardine 1995; Kameo 1995). Underlying these spatial and 
social transformations were the Indonesian ‘New Order’ government’s 
broader goals of achieving national security and bringing local develop-
ment into the provinces (Vatikiotis 1998). 

 Another mass wave of displacement and destruction took its toll on 
the Timorese population in the lead up to, and following, the referen-
dum vote on national independence on 30 August 1999. Approximately 
250,000 East Timorese were forcibly displaced into West Timor, 
400,000 were internally displaced and 90 per cent of the country’s 
physical infrastructure was damaged by pro-integration supporters and 
the Indonesian security forces (CAVR 2005). With the Indonesian ad-
ministration’s departure and the arrival of international peacekeepers, 
a large wave of internal migrants and repatriating refugees proceeded 
to resettle in the capital, Dili, mostly informally occupying abandoned 
land and properties. More recently, the post-Independence state has 
concentrated its efforts on developing a land claims registration and 
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transitional land laws, to address unresolved contested land and prop-
erty claims, particularly in the urban and peri-urban areas where formal 
and informal land markets are rapidly expanding in response to state 
and private investment. The state is also increasingly expropriating 
land in Dili, on the south coast, and in Oecusse (in West Timor), to 
make way for major development projects, which will invariably create 
more displacement and dispossession that may add new dimensions to 
existing socio-economic grievances (Rede Ba Rai 2010; La’o Hamutuk 
2014).

 Mulia is a resettlement village established by the Indonesian au-
thorities on customary land claimed by residents of the neighbouring 
Tekinomata village. It was initially set up as a coastal internment camp 
in the late 1970s to concentrate surrendering Timorese civilians, 
particularly those who emerged out of hiding from the surrounding 
Matebian Mountains. Inter-communal violence (which has now turned 
inter-generational) flared up between Mulia and Tekinomata at least 
twice during my six months’ residence. Young men in both villages 
were notorious for causing trouble, so much so that international and 
national aid and development organisations working in the district were 
fearful of passing through the villages after sunset. Most of these youths 
had been attending school or trying to earn a living in Dili, but they were 
driven out by violence targeted at ‘easterners’ (ema loro sa’e) during the 
2006 crisis.1 Since then, they moved back to live with their parents and 
relatives, waiting for the security situation in the capital to improve.

 The most frightening outbreak of violence between Mulia and 
Tekinomata ensued after the announcement of the 2007 parliamentary 
election results. Young men in Tekinomata begrudgingly received news 
that the political party for which they had voted did not gain sufficient 
numbers to form a new government. Frustrated and angry, they con-
sumed alcohol in the following evenings, drunkenly yelled abuse and 

1. The regional identifiers for people from the eastern (ema loro sae) and western 
(ema loro monu) districts became strongly politicised during the 2006 crisis, 
which continued into the 2007 presidential and parliamentary elections. The 
east-west divide was used to frame the widespread violence and mass population 
displacement that occurred in Dili. Polarisation along east-west lines was not new. 
Historically, the term firaku was used to stereotype the eastern populations as be-
ing vocal, strong and assertive in nature, whereas the term kaladi described the 
quiet, passive and calm nature of residents in the western districts. 
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hurled rocks at passing vehicles. One of the rocks thrown injured a 
driver, who coincidentally happened to be from Mulia. Rumours quickly 
spread the next morning that youths in Mulia were planning to burn the 
houses and rice fields in Tekinomata in revenge for the accident. Rather 
than reporting the potential conflict to the district police, families in 
Tekinomata, particularly those residing on the coast along the main 
road that passes through Mulia, who were also the most vulnerable to a 
potential attack, promptly prepared food rations, gathered possessions, 
and shut their houses. Families that owned rice fields a fair distance 
away from the road decided to seek refuge there temporarily, while oth-
ers, such as my host family, attempted to avoid the pending violence by 
taking refuge in the ancestral sacred houses situated on the hills above 
the coastal settlement. I too stored my two prized possessions – my field 
research notebooks and a laptop computer – in my host family’s sacred 
house. My host father and the older children chose to remain in the 
residential house to protect it from being looted and damaged. Despite 
attempts to persuade my host father to let me remain with them, he 
strongly opposed this idea, declaring, ‘you may not be their target, but 
rocks don’t recognise foreigners (malae)!’

 Late next morning, a mob of young men from Mulia charged along 
the main road and over the bridge crossing the Wai Mui River, into 
Tekinomata.2 They were armed with sticks and machetes, as were the 
youths of Tekinomata. I witnessed the fight unfold from a vantage point 
in the hills; the world below was silent despite the turmoil. Fortunately, 
the district-based United Nations Police (UNPOL) and Timorese police 
officers (Policia Nasional Timor-Leste) soon arrived at the scene to quell 
the violence. A number of youths sustained minor injuries and several of 
them were arrested and taken to the district police headquarters. In the 
following days, the village council of Tekinomata organised a communi-
ty-based reconciliation for the youths in both villages. Each day village 
elders assembled in the village hall waiting for their Mulia counterparts 
to attend the meeting, but no one came. Finally, a reconciliation process 
took place on the third day, with the participation of village elders and 

2. There is only one main road along the north coast of Timor-Leste, which connects 
the eastern districts to the capital Dili and the largest urban centre in the east, 
Baucau. Residents of Tekinomata must travel through Mulia in order to attend 
school, go to work and markets.
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unapologetic youths from both villages. On the surface, this inter-village 
conflict appeared to have been fuelled by excessive alcohol consump-
tion and disenfranchised young men who unleashed their frustration in 
the neighbourhood. More significantly, however, were the deeper social 
divisions between the residents of Tekinomata and Mulia, dating back 
as far as the late Portuguese colonial times and the late 1970s, which 
have now transformed into inter-generational conflict.

‘Stealing bananas’: finding the roots of the conflict
The fraught relations between Mulia settlers and Tekinomata landown-
ers were multifold, and finding the roots of the continuing tensions 
over land was challenging on many fronts. A lecturer at the National 
University of Timor-Leste (UNTL) first introduced me to the residents 
of Tekinomata. He had previously worked on a national survey of 
land use and had good knowledge of the cases of forced displacement 
and land conflicts across the country. When I arrived in Tekinomata, 
residents were eager for me to carry out research there. A prominent 
family whose male head of household was a local government official 
and a descendant of a large landowning lineage hosted me. Indeed, 
my host father and his siblings readily accommodated their close and 
distant relatives forcibly displaced from their ancestral hamlets (i.e. 
sub-villages) in the hills to the coast. With my initial limited language 
abilities, I understood that the displacement phenomenon was localised 
within the village of Tekinomata. In the following weeks, I carried out 
household interviews along the coast to map out which hamlets people 
came from; their relationships with the landowners; and their livelihood 
strategies and degrees of land access. 

 By chance, one afternoon, while attending a death anniversary cer-
emony (kor metan) in the neighbouring village of Mulia, I first learned 
about the longstanding tensions over land between the two villages. 
A family friend took me aside and quietly explained that while their 
relatives had always resided in this area, the majority of residents had 
settled in Mulia only since the Indonesian times. This new information 
came as a complete surprise – on one hand I welcomed this additional 
layer of complexity into my research and realised that the issue of social 
tensions between the two villages was probably the ‘pressing issue’ 
which I remembered had been alluded to by the lecturer at UNTL who 
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introduced me to Tekinomata. On the other hand, I became frustrated 
that I had spent almost three weeks walking along the coast and up hills 
under the hot sun to carry out household interviews in Tekinomata, and 
worse, that no one with whom I had talked had mentioned this ‘elephant 
in the room’! Did I fail to communicate my research objectives to my 
respondents? Did my host family deliberately conceal this information 
from me? 

 With this new discovery, I sought permission from Mulia’s vil-
lage chief (chefe de suco) to explore the matter in more depth. On our 
preliminary visits to Mulia, residents greeted my research assistant and 
me with cold stares and silence. Groups of young men, usually with an 
audience of children, laughed and joked whenever we walked past. My 
research assistant, a final year UNTL student, was clearly uncomfort-
able. I too felt unsafe. Despite gaining consent from the village chief, 
it was evident that Mulia residents had already associated me with the 
host community/landowners, and decided that I was sympathetic only 
to Tekinomata’s land claims. A number of households in Mulia were 
initially reluctant to participate in my research. It took several visits and 
repeated explanations to establish that my research was an academic 
endeavour to understand both landowners’ and settlers’ perspectives 
on land relations and experiences of displacement. Over time, they 
gradually came to understand its purpose and gained trust in me. I 
also became more attentive to minor details on the side of Tekinomata 
residents, such as their reluctance to walk through Mulia, particularly in 
the evenings. Perhaps this rift between the two communities was know-
ingly hidden or omitted to protect me from encountering a potentially 
dangerous situation? 

 In the early years as an internment camp, Mulia accommodated 
populations from the eastern sub-districts of Quelicai, Baucau, Laga, 
Viqueque and Los Palos. All except for the populations drawn from 
Quelicai gradually returned to their origin places. The majority of set-
tlers who have resided in Mulia over the past three decades originated 
from the four highland villages of Waitame, Gurusa, Afasa and Baa’gia. 
Respondents who participated in my research were resettled from the 
origin village of Waitame, situated on the foothills of Matebian, nearly 
two hours away by motor vehicle from Mulia. Villagers who emerged 
later from their mountain hideout were not reunited with family mem-
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bers on the coast. They were instead concentrated in Quelicai town 
centre until 1980 and subsequently permitted to return to Waitame. 
Consequently, there are presently two Waitame populations, one in the 
origin village and the second on the coast in Mulia.3

 Mulia became an official administrative village (known then as 
desa) in the early 1980s. During my fieldwork, it included five hamlets, 
Gugulai, Sialimu, Karanu, Gamana and Saibere. These hamlets spa-
tialised enduring social ties with the origin places, since the names of 
the hamlets were derived from the ancestral hamlets in Waitame, with 
the exception of Saibere, which was named after a hamlet in Gurusa 
village. Most settlers resided within their kinship groups, re-emplacing 
their origin communities in the new settlement. By the 1990s, Mulia 
had a primary school, a church and a village hall, and a road had been 
opened which connected to Quelicai. As the population from Waitame 
dominated, the democratically-elected village chief in Mulia has con-
secutively been a descendant of a liurai (noble indigenous ruler) lineage 
in Waitame. 

 Mulia is situated on the customary land claimed by at least four 
patrilineages in Tekinomata. Historically, the place name is Wai’aka. 
Settlers contended that the Indonesian authorities paid compensation 
to landowners in exchange for the land. Some accounts further sug-
gested that a ritual ceremony marked by the sacrifice of two buffaloes 
was conducted for the occasion. Landowners nonetheless argued that 
they were intimidated and coerced into giving up their land. A few oth-
ers maintained that the compensation was not nearly enough for the 
amount of land taken. In Indonesian language, Mulia means ‘honour-
able’ or ‘supreme’, but the significance behind choosing this name, if 
any, remains unclear. Nevertheless, because a number of members of the 
pro-integration militia group Tim Saka originated from Quelicai sub-
district, Tekinomata landowners believed strongly that Indonesian of-
ficials symbolically chose the name ‘Mulia’ in recognition of Tim Saka’s 
cooperation, to pacify the Timorese population. Landowners instead 
referred to Mulia in a derogatory manner by translating the Indonesian 

3. The legacy of forced displacement and, internal migration, along with colonial ad-
ministrative changes, is observable across Timor-Leste, with place names bearing 
‘old’ (e.g. lama and tuan) and ‘new’ (e.g. baru and foun) identifiers. These names 
indicate the socio-spatial links between an origin settlement and a newer one.
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term into the local Makassae language terms ‘banana’ (mu) and ‘steal’ 
(lia), in reference to the settlers occupying the land ‘stolen’ from them. 
Perceptions of a strong positive relationship between settlers and the 
Indonesian military were further reinforced by the military’s visible 
presence in Mulia. During the occupation years, military officers resided 
on the hills above the resettlement village to keep a watchful eye over 
the local residents. A military check-point was additionally stationed in 
Mulia, which required commuters to stop for routine interrogation. 

 Amid the politicisation of land claims in the post-Independence 
years, Tekinomata’s landowners successfully lodged a petition request-
ing the state to return their land. My host family, which held large parcels 
of customary land, played a central role in gathering support against 
Mulia’s land claims. Consequently, Mulia was reduced to the status of 
‘provisional village’ (suco provisorio) in the early 2000s. No official deci-
sion has been made on the land claims to date. Nonetheless, the provi-
sional village name was officially changed back to the customary name 
of Wai’aka. There was a general consensus among landowners that set-
tlers were not ‘displaced’ or ‘victims’ of war. Respondents in Tekinomata 
described the settlers, for example, as land occupants (okupados) instead 
of refugees (refujiados) or internally displaced people (ema dislokado), 
insisting that the settlers were no longer occupying other peoples’ land 
out of political duress or concern for personal safety. 

 In addition to asserting that settlers supported the Indonesian mili-
tary regime, landowners referred to past political loyalties to frame their 
present-day grievances. Tekinomata was allied to the indigenous Laleia 
kingdom which flourished in the Manatuto district, while Waitame 
was allied to the Luca kingdom in the Viqueque district. These former 
kingdoms gradually lost their influence in the late 19th century, when 
the Portuguese introduced a parallel system of governance drawing on 
the indigenous liurai political structure (Ospina and Hohe 2001). Oral 
histories in Tekinomata further suggested that the administrative land 
boundaries changed several times during the Portuguese and Indonesian 
occupations (see also Kammen, this volume). In 1914, a liurai lineage in 
Tekinomata was thought to have won a war against the liurai of Quelicai, 
winning over the territories of Abafala, Gurusa, Namane and Mumana. 
In 1949, after the departure of the Japanese, the Portuguese returned and 
consolidated their rule by establishing sub-districts, to make taxation 
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easier to manage. With this administrative shift, Afasa was considered 
the centre of Quelicai sub-district, and Tekinomata was incorporated 
into Quelicai, due to its geographical closeness. This marked an impor-
tant point in history, because the population in Mulia who did not wish 
to return to their ancestral land in Quelicai drew legitimacy for their 
land claim by contending that they once shared a historical link with 
Tekinomata, as being administratively within Quelicai. The boundaries 
changed again after a few years, and Tekinomata came to be included in 
Baucau sub-district. During this latter period, the liurai of Tekinomata 
held control over the areas of Lavatari, Abafala, Gurusa, Waitame and 
Namane (which presently fall within Quelicai’s administrative bounda-
ries). In 1956, the Portuguese administration restructured Timor-
Leste’s administrative boundaries again, incorporating Tekinomata into 
the sub-district of Laga. Whether these colonial boundary changes in 
fact caused a rift between the two communities in the past or became 
significant only in retrospect remains unclear. That local accounts took 
into consideration the repeated administrative and territorial boundary 
changes implemented during the colonial periods suggests, however, 
that the ongoing mistrust and suspicion between Tekinomata and Mulia 
are multi-dimensioned, overlaid by divergent historical and contempo-
rary political affiliations. Taking this perspective, it is unsurprising that 
landowners disassociated themselves from the settlers. Arguably, these 
political divisions have not amounted to stronger social ties through 
inter-marriage or translated into secure land rights for settlers. 

 Social identities continue to be intimately mapped onto place in 
Timor-Leste, and this is still very relevant for contemporary youth. 
As discussed above, land conflict between Tekinomata and Mulia has 
become inter-generational. In my focus-group discussions with youths 
in Tekinomata and Mulia (who make up the second generation of 
landowners and settlers), their notions of ‘home’ were linked to their 
ancestral villages. Especially for the young men and women born and 
raised in Mulia, their personal and collective identities were tied to 
Mulia. As they stressed, ‘whether or not Mulia changes its name to 
Wai’aka, we will always say we are from Mulia.’ Yet their sense of belong-
ing was not exclusively rooted in Mulia; their origin village of Waitame 
retained significance as a ritual centre where their ancestors originated. 
The youths’ sense of identity and belonging, which are tied to multiple 
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places, problematise essentialised notions of ‘displaced populations’ as 
either ‘displaced’ from or ‘emplaced’ in a single place. 

 Despite persisting communal violence over land claims, many 
Tekinomata landowning families, including my host family, contracted 
Mulia settlers to work as sharecroppers in their rice fields, due to a short-
age of labour (since most youths were schooling or working in urban 
areas) – which was an unexpected productive engagement (Thu 2012b). 
Broadly, settlers found innovative ways to lead multi-local livelihoods by 
working in Tekinomata’s rice fields, raising livestock, fishing, setting up 
small business stores, and returning to their ancestral land seasonally to 
cultivate food crop gardens. 

 Below, I discuss the actual task of doing ethnographic research on 
displacement and land conflict, which presented challenges related to 
methodology, building rapport with respondents, and risks to personal 
safety.

Doing ethnographic research in a post-conflict setting
Researchers working in conflict and post-conflict situations may not 
be fully aware of the potential risks involved in the fieldwork process. 
They may be confronted with the presence of armed actors, a general 
atmosphere of fear, insecurity, and unpredictable turns of events (Wood 
2006). My PhD fieldwork in Timor-Leste started with a three months’ 
delay due to travel restrictions imposed by my university, in response 
to continued social unrest following the 2006 crisis in the capital Dili. 
I finally set foot in the country in May 2007, a few days ahead of the 
eighth anniversary of the restoration of national independence. The 
general atmosphere upon my arrival in country was tense. Compared 
with my previous research trips in 2004 and 2006, Dili was visibly cha-
otic. I was struck by the scale of property destruction and dislocation 
of people from their homes. IDP (internally displaced persons) camps 
and improvised shelters made of tarpaulin sheets were erected in every 
possible available space across the city centre and in the outskirts.4 The 

4. Temporary shelters were set up in alleyways, parks, on the beach, and inside, adja-
cent to or behind recently burned buildings. In 2007, there were 53 camps located 
in Dili. The three largest were Dom Bosco (in Comoro), the Comoro Airport 
and Becora camp areas. Outside of Dili, Metinaro camp was the largest. The IDP 
camps were all officially closed by the end of 2009.
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social and physical destruction in Dili and its surrounds can be traced 
back to the violent events of the 2006 crisis. Following the government’s 
dismissal of a large group of military officers (who were mostly from the 
eastern districts), the discharged officers held several days of demonstra-
tion on the streets of Dili, which erupted into violent clashes with the 
police force, resulting in five deaths (ICG 2006). Conflict between the 
national security forces triggered widespread localised violence around 
the capital, polarising the population along east-west lines, consequently 
causing over 150,000 East Timorese to become internally displaced and 
homeless. Scholars generally agree that the 2006 social unrest was the 
result of the coalescing of complex root and proximate causes, ranging 
from longstanding rivalries between the political elites, historical rifts 
and mistrust between the police and military, rapid population growth 
and property disputes in Dili to the exploitation and mobilisation of 
disaffected youth by political actors to engage in criminal activities and 
violence (see for example ICG 2006; Harrington 2007). Gone were the 
days when Dili buzzed at night with people chatting and singing out on 
the streets. Instead, the streets emptied once the sun had set and people 
retreated inside, sleeping to the distant sounds of helicopters, police 
sirens, and gang fights. Occasionally, rocks were thrown at travelling 
vehicles and the roofs of houses. 
 Barely a month or so into my fieldwork, violence broke out in the 
lead up to the parliamentary elections and immediately following the 
vote count, when the ruling political party FRETILIN lost.5 During 
this time, I was in Dili renewing my visa, but taking advice from a close 
friend to steer clear of the looming troubles in the capital, I left for the 
safety of Baucau town, in transit to the assumed quiet ‘village life’ in my 
field site of Tekinomata. Post-election troubles followed me instead, 
with unhappy voters venting their anger and frustration in Baucau town. 

5. The 30 June 2007 legislative election results showed that the ruling political party 
FRETILIN (Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor) had won the 
most votes. However the party failed to form a coalition ahead of CNRT (National 
Congress for the Reconstruction of Timor-Leste), which received the second 
highest number of votes. CNRT went on to form a four-party coalition with PD 
(Democratic Party) and the ASDT–PSD Coalition, which governed until 2012. 
CNRT shares the same initials as the National Council for Timorese Resistance, 
which was the umbrella resistance body of the East Timorese during the Indonesian 
occupation.
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Numerous houses and businesses of known supporters of the newly 
elected political parties (later to form the CNRT coalition), humanitar-
ian agencies and government buildings were burned by angry mobs of 
young men. The hostel where I was staying in Baucau was rumoured 
to be a potential target of the mobs and accordingly hostel guests, in-
cluding myself, decided to take temporary refuge in the United Nations 
compound based in the new part of town. For two nights we slept on 
military folding beds and consumed emergency food rations. We had 
a personal taste of being forcibly uprooted, with our sense of freedom 
lost and our physical movement restricted. Against this backdrop of 
unpredictability and personal insecurity, I became more interested in 
learning about the recursive nature of displacement in Timor-Leste and 
local lived experiences of it.

Adopting and shifting between being an ‘outsider’  
and being an ‘insider’

Ethnographers generally agree that the process of undertaking qualita-
tive research, particularly involving extensive fieldwork in a cross-
cultural setting, is complex, messy and iterative. Our understanding of 
the world and ourselves is at best partial and situated, shaped by our 
cultural backgrounds, education, age, gender, class, race and intersub-
jective relations (Rose 1997). Here, I wish to acknowledge that I was 
a young, single, female Burmese postgraduate student at the time of 
carrying out fieldwork. These, and other characteristics which I am 
unable to fully identify and articulate, marked degrees of sameness and 
difference between my respondents and me. Ultimately, the extent to 
which respondents shared, concealed or omitted information would 
have had a bearing on how respondents chose to construct their social 
worlds, and in turn, how I have interpreted and represented the reali-
ties in which they lived. My inability to be fully incorporated into the 
two communities mirrored the ongoing tensions between settlers and 
landowners themselves. Individual identities and group memberships 
are understood in relation to the ‘other’; in Timorese societies they are 
particularly informed by local conceptualisations of origins, kinship, 
seniority, gender, ethnicity, ritual and political affiliation and more (see 
in particular Forman 1980, for his anthropological insights into the 
social organisation of Makassae populations).
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 When I began fieldwork, the question ‘where are you from? was 
routinely posed to me. I believe that this simple question enabled re-
spondents to position ‘others’ in relation to them, and to place strangers 
somewhere along a continuum between friend and foe. Typically, my 
response consisted of a rather long story of leaving Myanmar as a child, 
of my formative years spent in Singapore, and of my current residence 
in Australia. My cultural, racial, religious and educational backgrounds, 
alongside other personal qualities, undoubtedly shaped my interac-
tions with research participants in more ways than I can articulate here. 
Sometimes I was considered similar to respondents with respect to shar-
ing an Asian heritage. Respondents often said, ‘although you come from 
Australia, you are like us’. Interestingly, my country of origin, Myanmar, 
resonated in some hearts, as people saw a strong ‘resistance solidarity’ 
between the two countries, based on our shared history of militarisation. 
I was surprised how frequently and easily the name Aung San Suu Kyi 
entered into conversations even in some of the remotest of settlements. 
I believe such markers of ‘sameness’ helped to build rapport and gave me 
access, to some degree, to an exploration of the lives of respondents.
 This routine question was also posed to my Timorese research as-
sistants. They were selected on the basis that they came from the same 
ethno-linguistic groups, and therefore spoke the same mother tongue 
language or at least a mutually intelligible dialect, as the respondents. 
This selection process proved advantageous as the research assistants 
tended to share distant kin relations and/or mutual acquaintances with 
respondents, which facilitated much more open communication. With 
increased trust and rapport, I became increasingly enmeshed in the 
kinds of reciprocal exchange relationships that underpin local social 
relations. Particularly in Tekinomata, I was incorporated as a daughter, 
sister, friend, mentor and guest. Each of these relationships was mutu-
ally constitutive to my role as a researcher. 
 The ‘insider–outsider’ boundary was nonetheless fluid and shifted at 
particular spaces and times (Mohammad 2001). In some instances, I was 
set apart as an ‘outsider’ and excluded from accessing several domains 
of inquiry. My inability to speak in the local mother tongue languages 
hindered the fieldwork process. Communicating in Tetum, the national 
lingua franca of Timor-Leste, meant that I was reliant on translation and 
interpretation from research assistants and, consequently, unable fully 
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to understand the nuances in the responses. I also failed to probe deeper 
into local clan histories and origin myths – which would have provided a 
greater level of knowledge on kinship and social relations that form a sig-
nificant channel to gain access to land. Every ritual leader I interviewed 
gave me fragmented stories. This can largely be attributed to the fact 
that lineages and their subsidiary ‘houses’ are featured within a nested 
hierarchy (McWilliam 2005), and each group only communicated their 
own history and origin myths. Ancestral histories were for the most part 
reserved as ‘sacred’ knowledge to be shared only among members of kin 
and during specific spatial and temporal ordering (Fox 2009). 
 Another notable example of my exclusion was when conflict be-
tween youth in Tekinomata and Mulia occurred; I was clearly taken to 
be a malae (foreigner), and asked to leave my host parents’ house for 
safety reasons. I was further excluded from particular spaces because 
I was a female. For example, I was prohibited from observing in close 
proximity a harvest ritual in the rice fields of Tekinomata. Together with 
the female family members of the landowners, I was not permitted inside 
the perimeters of rice paddies during ritual proceedings when sacrificial 
offerings were made to the spirit inhabitants of the land. Local belief has 
it that female attendance interferes with communicating with the spirit 
realm, ‘polluting’ the earth, which may adversely affect rice production 
in the following season. Conversely, this instance of exclusion can be 
inferred as an indication that I was in fact included as a member of com-
munity, since I was expected to adhere to the same gendered norms as 
the other female members of the family.
 My ‘outsider’ status was at times striking, particularly when my 
host family took extra care to watch over me. On all occasions, a young 
female or male always accompanied me when I ventured into the rice 
fields or travelled further to visit the remote ancestral settlements. 
One evening I arrived home much later than usual, from observing an 
unexpectedly long rice harvest ritual, to the dismay of my host parents. 
Along with the neighbours, they stood outside their house in the dark 
and reprimanded me for not informing them that I would be late. After 
that incident, I made it a priority to return home before dark. As Herbert 
contends, the ethnographer is ‘multiply-positioned’, always negotiating 
his/her position with those with whom he or she engages (Herbert 
2010: 119). I had little knowledge of how the ‘insider–outsider’ bound-
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ary was exactly determined, but these shifts in my position and identity 
in relation to respondents would have influenced my access to certain 
information, and accordingly shaped my research findings in particular 
directions. 

 As I oscillated between being included in one instance and excluded 
in the next, the power relations between the researcher and researched 
oscillated accordingly. I purposefully chose to cast an alternative light on 
‘displaced people’, and in the process, re-present a narrative that empiri-
cally challenges the prevailing disempowering representations. In return 
for participating in my study, some respondents intentionally used this 
research as a bridge to communicate their experiences, grievances and 
desires to the Timor-Leste government, non-government organisations 
and other potential audiences. Engagement with research participants 
has ethical imperatives. In addition to seeking informed consent, ensur-
ing confidentiality and not intruding on domains deemed inaccessible 
to ‘outsiders’, I have sought to use the information made available care-
fully, so as not to cause harm to individuals or contribute to more social 
tensions. As Dove suggests, the representations of our respondents are 
ultimately political in nature (Dove 1999: 221–224). In challenging the 
broader discourses of victimhood, my research focused on the agency 
of ‘displaced people’ in responding to their plight and transforming 
it for their own betterment. Although my doctoral research was not 
policy-oriented, it is hoped that it shared their stories of overcoming the 
predicament of displacement. 

Conclusion
The nature of land contestation in post-conflict/post-Independence 
Timor-Leste is very much contingent on each locality’s distinct his-
torical, socio-political, cultural and ecological characteristics. The 
case study of Mulia captures some of the complexities found in places 
where claims to customary land are disputed. At the time of research, 
national-level politics had a very real influence on everyday life in the 
rural districts, causing contemporary grievances to conjure up feelings 
of historical injustices, and causing residual frictions to resurface as 
conflict. Researchers doing ethnographic research during such periods 
of heightened political tensions may similarly be confronted with unex-
pected risks to personal safety.

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   187 13/03/2017   13:55



Fieldwork in Timor-Leste

188

 Persisting communal tensions relating to land between Mulia set-
tlers and Tekinomata landowners illustrate the difficulties in addressing 
the remnants of colonialism, conflict and development processes, which 
have now come to be overlaid with modern-day grievances related to 
unemployment, disenfranchisement and the unequal distribution of 
state resources. The lack of common political loyalty – in the past and 
at present – coupled with the lack of pre-existing kin relations, have 
compromised Mulia settlers’ ability to remain on Tekinomata’s custom-
ary land. More broadly, experiences of forced displacement have trans-
formed the lives of many East Timorese spatially and socially, and these 
impacts will remain inextricably part of their lives for the foreseeable 
future. 

 As I have learned through fieldwork, undertaking ethnographic 
research is an iterative process, and our preconceived research ideas may 
restrict us from observing the more subtle details of respondents’ every-
day lives. Although I began with the ‘sustainable livelihoods’ theoretical 
framework, by capturing the voices and views of individuals and groups 
living with the complexities arising out of displacement I was able to 
conceptualise forced displacement and land conflict in a way that better 
reflected local lived experiences. Despite being unable to fully articulate 
how certain aspects of sameness and difference with the respondents 
influenced my fieldwork process, my position in the two communities 
constantly shifted along the ‘outsider–insider’ spectrum.

 There remains much scope for empirically-grounded qualitative 
research to be carried out across Timor-Leste, considering at least a 
25-year gap in ethnographic studies. Importantly, engagement with 
research participants entails an ethical responsibility to use the infor-
mation gathered in a manner that will not pose risks to individuals and 
groups, especially in conflict-prone or post-conflict settings. Taking the 
perspective that the stories we tell as ethnographers can bring about 
more than discursive effects in the lives of our respondents (Hay 2005), 
the onus is on us to choose those stories carefully. 

References
Bovensiepen, Judith 2014. ‘Paying for the dead: On the politics of death in inde-

pendent Timor-Leste’. The Asia Pacific Journal of Anthropology 15(2):103–
122.

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   188 13/03/2017   13:55



189

Rocks Don’t Recognise Malae

Budiardjo, Carmel & Liem, Soei Liong 1984. The War Against East Timor. 
London: Zed Books. 

CAVR (Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation in Timor-
Leste) 2005. Chega! Final Report of the Commission for Reception, Truth and 
Reconciliation. Dili: CAVR.

Chambers, Robert & Conway, Gordon R. 1992. ‘Sustainable rural livelihoods: 
Practical concepts for the 21st century’. IDS Discussion Paper no. 296. 
http://www.ids.ac.uk/publication/sustainable-rural-livelihoods-practi-
cal-concepts-for-the-21st-century, accessed on 10 July 2015. 

Dove, Michael R. 1999. ‘Representations of the “other” by others: The eth-
nographic challenge posed by planters’ views of peasants in Indonesia’. In 
Tania Murray Li (ed.), Transforming the Indonesian Uplands: Marginality, 
power and production, pp. 203–229. Amsterdam: Harwood Academic 
Publishers.

Dunn, James 1996. Timor: A People Betrayed. Sydney: ABC Books. 
Fitzpatrick, Daniel 2002. Land Claims in East Timor. Canberra: Asia Pacific 

Press.
Forman, Shepard 1980. ‘Descent, alliance, and exchange ideology among the 

Makassae of East Timor.’ In James J. Fox (ed.), The Flow of Life: Essays on 
Eastern Indonesia, pp. 152–177. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Fox, James J. 2009. ‘Precedence in perspective’. In Michael Vischer (ed.), 
Precedence: Social Differentiation in the Austronesian world, pp. 1–11. 
Canberra: ANU E-Press. 

Harrington, Andrew 2007. ‘Ethnicity, violence, and land and property disputes 
in Timor-Leste’. In East Timor Law Journal, no. 2. http://easttimorlaw-
journal.blogspot.com.au/2012/05/ethnicity-violence-land-and-property.
html, accessed 10 July 2016. 

Hay, Ian 2005. Qualitative Research Methods in Human Geography. South 
Melbourne, Victoria: Oxford University Press (2nd ed.).

Herbert, Steve 2010. ‘Introduction’. In Dydia DeLyser, Steve Herbert, Stuart 
Aitken, Mike Crang, and Linda McDowell (eds), The SAGE Handbook of 
Qualitative Geography, pp. 117–120. London: Sage Publications. 

ICG (International Crisis Group) 2006. ‘Resolving Timor-Leste’s Crisis’. ICG 
Asia Report no. 120, 10 October 2006.

Jardine, Matthew 1995. East Timor: Genocide in Paradise. Tuscon: Odonian 
Press.

Kameo, Daniel D. 1995. ‘Socio-Economic, political and cultural development 
in East Timor’. In John Clement (ed.), East Timor: Prospects for Peace, pp. 
45–60. Geneva: Unit on Justice, Peace and Creation, World Council of 
Churches. 

Kent, Lia 2011. ‘Local memory practices in East Timor: Disrupting transi-

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   189 13/03/2017   13:55



Fieldwork in Timor-Leste

190

tional justice narratives’. International Journal of Transitional Justice 5(3): 
434–455.

La’o Hamutuk [The Timor-Leste Institute for Development Monitoring and 
Analysis] 2014. ‘Special economic zone in Oecusse’. http://www.laoha-
mutuk.org/econ/Oecussi/ZEESMIndex.htm. Accessed 12 December 
2014. 

McWilliam, Andrew 2005. ‘Houses of resistance in East Timor: Structuring 
sociality in the new nation’. Anthropological Forum 5(1): 27–44.

Mohammad, Robina 2001. ‘Insiders and/or outsiders: Positionality, theory and 
praxis’. In Melanie Limb & Claire Dwyer (eds), Qualitative Methodologies 
for Geographers: Issues and Debates, pp. 101–117. London: Arnold. 

Ospina, Sofi & Hohe, Tanja 2001. Traditional Power Structures and the 
Community Empowerment and Local Governance Project: Final Report. Dili: 
CEP/PMU, ETTA/UNTAET and The World Bank. 

Palmer, Lisa 2010. ‘Enlivening development: Water management in post-
conflict Baucau city, Timor-Leste’. Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography 
31(3): 357–370. 

Rede Ba Rai [Timor-Leste Land Network] 2010. ‘Rede Ba Rai press statement: 
More evictions to come’. http://easttimorlegal.blogspot.com.au/2010/10/

rede-ba-rai-press-statement-more.html, accessed 5 December 2010.
Ribot, Jesse & Peluso, Nancy2003. ‘A theory of access’. Rural Sociology 68(2): 

153–181. 
Rose, Gillian 1997. ‘Situating knowledges: Positionality, reflexivities and other 

tactics’. Progress in Human Geography 21(3): 305–320.
Taylor, John 1999. East Timor: The Price of Freedom. London and New York: 

Zed Books.
Thu, Pyone M. 2012a. Negotiating Displacement: A Study on Land and 

Livelihoods in Rural East Timor. Ph.D. thesis, The Australian National 
University.

——— 2012b. ‘Access to land and livelihoods in post-conflict Timor-Leste’. 
Australian Geographer 43(2): 197–214.

Vatikiotis, Michael 1998. Indonesian Politics under Suharto: The Rise and Fall of 
the New Order. London and New York: Routledge.

Watson, Annette & Till, Karen E. 2010. ‘Ethnography and participant observa-
tion’. In Dydia DeLyser, Steve Herbert, Stuart Aitken, Mike Crang, and 
Linda McDowell (eds), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Geography, pp. 
121–137. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Wood, Elisabeth J. 2006. ‘The ethical challenges of field research in conflict 
zones’. Qualitative Sociology 29: 373–386. 

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   190 13/03/2017   13:55



191

C H A P T E R  9

The UN Document Leak
 The Production of Political Controversy

Maj Nygaard-Christensen

Timor-Leste’s 2006-2007 political crisis was accompanied by a radical 
shift in external assessments of the new nation. Following the political 
breakdown and outbreak of civilian violence, the country went from be-
ing described as a miracle nation in the making to landing on the failed 
states index. It thus joined the ranks of other post-conflict nations, often 
described as particularly prone to relapse into conflict within the first 
five years after the end of conflict (Collier et al. 2003: 83). 

 Ethnographic examinations of Timorese political crisis and conflict 
have done much to counter and nuance the view of Timor-Leste as a 
failed state (see the introduction to this volume). However, while in the 
past Timorese conflict and crisis dynamics were primarily explained 
as caused by external factors (as in the resistance literature’s focus 
on Indonesia), they have increasingly been understood through an 
exclusive focus on local political dynamics. Moreover, the instabilities 
characterising Timorese politics have been understood as resulting from 
rivalries and alliances stemming from at least the early resistance years, 
and from locally-produced political dramas. In this chapter, however, 
I challenge this dichotomy between the local and the international by 
‘studying through’ (Wright and Reinhold 2011) the unfolding of one 
such political drama that occurred some years after the 2006–2007 cri-
sis, namely the temporary crisis proceeding from the leak of a UN docu-
ment in 2011. Against this background, the chapter calls for increased 
analytical and methodological attention to the complex entanglements 
of external and local political projects in Timor-Leste, entanglements 
that have resulted from the intense international attention to which the 
country has been subjected over the past decades. 
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Background: the leak
At the centre of the political drama was a brief document stemming 
from a retreat held by UNMIT (the United Nations Integrated Mission 
in Timor-Leste) in early 2011. Some time after the UN retreat, the 
Timorese newspaper Tempo Semanal obtained a copy of the document 
and, on 15 May, published an article on its contents. 

The document itself, linked to in full on the newspaper’s website, 
consisted of a 9-page PowerPoint presentation used at the seminar. The 
section that would spur months of heated debates and cause a temporary 
crisis between UNMIT and local elites was its critique of then Prime 
Minister José ‘Xanana’ Gusmão, whom, Tempo Semanal wrote, the UN 
considered ‘a major obstacle to the development of democratic govern-
ance in Timor-Leste’ (Tempo Semanal 2011). To underline this claim, the 
article quoted what was in fact a relatively minor section of the PowerPoint 
document, which identified the Prime Minister as an ‘anticipated gap’ in 
relation to the development of constitutionalism. This, it was suggested in 
the presentation, was owing to his ‘seeking more and more power at the 
expense of parliament and the judiciary’ so that ‘by the end of 2012 this 
may have … significantly reduced the accountability of the executive and 
the rule of law, with the rule of the Prime Minister’ (ibid.).

On 18 May, a press release was issued from UNMIT in response 
to the critical local news reports that followed the publication of the 
PowerPoint presentation. The press release emphasised that the docu-
ment was not an official document of UNMIT, and did not ‘represent 
the official views of UNMIT’. For these, UNMIT referred to its own 
website, and stressed that ‘UNMIT views’ were regularly communicated 
directly to the Timorese government (UNMIT 2011a). 

Nevertheless, a series of articles and statements kept the issue alive in 
local media. When, on 18 May, Radio Australia aired a show with an un-
forgiving Gusmão (Radio Australia 2011), a member of parliament from 
the opposition party FRETILIN issued a statement on the US-based 
mailing list hosted by the East Timor Action Network (Teixeira 2011). 
Here, he described ‘the concerns expressed by the UN’ as ‘legitimate 
and long overdue’, and further questioned the commitment of Xanana 
Gusmão to ‘constitutional democracy, especially his allergy for being 
held accountable to parliament’ (ibid.). Other articles, however, reacted 
with criticism of the United Nations’ failure to live up to their stated im-
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partiality. And on the same day, then RDTL President José Ramos-Horta 
issued a press statement critical of the United Nations, stating that the 
president was ‘outraged’, for its ‘unacceptable pseudo-analysis’ and, with 
reference to the long commitment of Xanana Gusmão to the Timorese 
independence struggle, described the Prime Minister as truly committed 
to ‘democracy, the rule of law and peace’ (Ramos-Horta 2011). 

Also on 19 May, UNMIT issued another press release, now disassoci-
ating the PowerPoint presentation from UNMIT. In addition, the press 
release emphasised the good relations between UNMIT and the Prime 
Minister, of whom it was said that he was not ‘an obstacle to democratic 
governance in Timor-Leste, nor to constitutionalism’ (UNMIT 2011b). 
Finally, it stated that ‘Mr. Gusmão is a democratically elected Prime 
Minister, who continues to govern according to democratic principles, 
entrenched in Timor-Leste. Those principles are the result of the sacri-
fices of many people, in particular Mr. Gusmão’ (ibid.). 

On May 20th, however, the case had made its way to foreign media, 
with an article in the Sydney Morning Herald entitled ‘Gusmão tells UN 
time to leave’ (Murdoch 2011). According to this article, Gusmão pro-
posed to ‘UNMIT and Timorese experts’ that they should instead ‘offer 
their services to nations such as Iraq, Afghanistan or Pakistan’ (ibid.). At 
this point, then, the crisis between the Prime Minister and his support-
ers and UNMIT seemed official.

Follow the rumour
Some weeks later, I visited Timor-Leste to conduct a month of field-
work. During my year of PhD fieldwork in Dili in 2007, in the late crisis 
months, I had become interested in the way the 2006–2007 crisis, al-
though described as a local crisis, seemed entangled with a broader mo-
ment of crisis surrounding global attempts to democratize fragile states 
(Nygaard-Christensen 2010 and 2011). In my thesis I argued that by 
2007 the crisis was as much a political atmosphere of emergency as con-
crete manifestations of violence. This political atmosphere, I suggested, 
was in some ways co-produced by the international UN-led intervention 
put in place in response to the crisis. Since my PhD, I had commenced 
a post-doctoral research project on the promotion of international 
democracy, also focused on the Timorese democratisation process, and 
supported by comparative fieldwork in Kosovo. The drama surrounding 
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the UNMIT leak seemed to me a good example of the way the political 
disputes often described as characterising post-conflict democratisation 
processes – which are typically viewed as occurring in relative isolation 
from international democratisation efforts – were in fact often entangled 
with international aid processes. Hence, as I planned my next fieldwork I 
hoped to follow the unfolding of this relatively contained political crisis 
by speaking to a mix of aid workers, political elites, and anyone else who 
might be willing to comment. 

When I arrived in June 2011, the case of the UNMIT leak remained 
a hot issue, circulating as rumour and gossip amongst both UN employ-
ees and local political informants. Obtaining formal interviews from 
UN staff on the topic proved impossible, however. ‘Oh, you can forget 
about that!’ Michael, an acquaintance and long term UN employee, 
blurted out, when I asked if he had any contacts who might be willing to 
talk with me about it.1 He had given some contact numbers to another 
researcher who was in Timor-Leste to carry out research on security 
issues. However, the researcher, who was new to Timor-Leste, had been 
told that UN staff would not give interviews on political issues any time 
soon. According to this account, UN officials sought to prevent the case 
from circulating further by keeping doors closed to inquisitive outsiders. 

Nevertheless, the issue, together with the drama surrounding it, were 
sustained and cultivated not least by UN employees themselves. Gossip 
about the leak kept popping up in my own interviews and informal 
conversations with UN staff. For work meetings and lunches, evening 
dinners and drinks, international staff in Dili meet up in the many cafés, 
bars and restaurants set up to cater to the aid industry. Here, work issues 
are debated and rumours and information on the latest political dramas 
are exchanged. And here, outside formal workspaces, the issue of the 
UNMIT leak was brought up repeatedly. Hence, I was able to carry out 
a number of interviews and conversations with UN contacts established 
during previous fieldwork as well as a series of interviews with local 
political leaders. 

One of the recurring rumours circulating at the time, which also ap-
peared in the local press, was that the author of the document was not an 
international, but a Timorese UN staff member. Rogers, an international 

1. The names of aid workers cited in this chapter have been changed to protect their 
anonymity.
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staff member from the UN Political Affairs office, was not sure whether 
this was true. ‘This is just a rumour’, he commented, when I tested this 
claim during an encounter with a group of UN employees at a beachside 
café in Dili. In conversations about the UNMIT leak, the notion of the 
document’s local authorship soon appeared as a small sensational leak in 
itself, a leak which some said had come from a senior UNMIT official; 
a claim others nevertheless disputed. Michael, introduced above, who 
believed the rumour of the document’s local authorship, backed this 
claim. ‘It doesn’t matter if the guy was a Timorese or an international 
employee!’ he said, repeating the claim that such presentations would 
have been approved from above. ‘It’s just about them wanting to find a 
scapegoat. And besides, it’s true what the report says!’ 

Michael was a discontented long-term UN employee about to leave 
both the organisation and the country for good, and thus one of the more 
outspoken of my international contacts. He proposed that the leak had 
signified a shift in relations between UN officials and the political elite, 
and that the Prime Minister now refused to hold meetings with the UN. 

Later that year, on another field visit, I spoke with Benny, a European 
UN Political Affairs staff member. ‘Ah, they’ve never met on a monthly 
basis’, he said, downplaying the significance of the regularity with which 
meetings were held in the first place. Benny had worked in Timor-Leste 
for seven years. Fluent in Tetum and remarkably knowledgeable about 
the intricacy of family alliances and personal connections and disputes 
that marked relations between political leaders, he hoped to remain in 
the country even if the mission closed down. ‘I wonder if the drama of 
the whole thing wasn’t just created by the leadership for the people’s 
consumption’, he suggested instead. To underline this claim, he referred 
to another rumour circulating that year – that UNMIT had been caught 
importing bullets to the country. Indeed, the UNMIT leak fed into 
recurring popular critiques of the UN occurring at the time, the most fa-
voured perhaps being the reckless speed with which UN vehicles raced 
through the capital, resulting in a number of sometimes-fatal accidents.

Between policy and practice
At the time of the leak, UNMIT, the UN mission in place since 2006, 
had a significant presence in the Timorese political landscape, through, 
among other things, various democracy promotion initiatives. Among 
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funding agencies and democracy promoters themselves, democracy 
promotion tends to be conceived of as a practice operating in relative 
separation from local politics. The notion of democracy promotion as an 
external and apolitical practice can be related to a broader understanding 
of international interventions – of which democracy promotion typically 
comprises a key function – as both external and impartial in relation to 
the social and political contexts in which they intervene. Often, these 
are post-conflict contexts or political settings characterized by ongoing 
or recurring political crises. As argued by Chris Dolan, contemporary 
conflicts are broadly portrayed as internal in nature, as ‘detached from 
the wider systemic dynamics at the international level’ (Dolan 2009: 2). 
This type of argument is particularly pronounced in debates about ‘failed 
states’, where state failure is typically understood as both arising out of 
and sustained on the basis of factors emerging within the scale of the 
nation–state (see Nygaard-Christensen 2011). Hence, Chris Dolan sug-
gests, NGOs, the United Nations and international donors come to be 
seen as external to – and thus merely responding to – the conflicts which 
they set out to contain (Dolan 2009: 4). During UNMIT and previous 
UN missions in Timor-Leste, the international presence in Timorese 
politics was spread out over a range of international institutions and 
projects. At the time of the UNMIT leak, it included a number of foreign 
advisors working in various ministries and alongside individual political 
leaders; it further included communications between the UN political 
affairs office and political leaders, training workshops held by various 
international institutions, multiple observer missions arriving to moni-
tor electoral processes, parliamentary monitoring projects, and a range 
of experts who provide ongoing political commentary through interna-
tional media and reports. This comprehensive international presence, in 
other words, permeates all major political processes of decision-making, 
debate and policy-making. As I wish to demonstrate in this chapter, the 
various marks democracy promoters make on Timorese politics thereby 
supersede activities formally encompassed under the label of ‘democracy 
promotion’, and further challenge distinctions between the international 
and the local found in both academic and development debates. 

Often accompanying the dichotomy between local politics and inter-
national aid put forward in such debates is the division between infor-
mation and rumour. As noted by Sara Gonzales Devant in her analysis 
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of Timor-Leste’s 2006–2007 political crisis, ‘global international actors’ 
tend to be associated with official sources of information, in contrast 
to rumour, seen as produced in a ‘local’ political ‘climate of … inse-
curity’ (Devant 2008: 9). Hence, information versus rumour tends to 
be viewed as ‘opposite extremes of a ‘hierarchy of credibility’ (ibid.). 
However, as demonstrated so far, the case of the UNMIT leak did not 
only preoccupy local political leaders or citizens. Although the leak 
originated from somewhere within the United Nations, many of the UN 
employees I spoke with treated the leak in similar fashion to my inform-
ants in the political community, as a mystery to be untangled, and joined 
in the general sense of political scandal stirred up by its revelation. 

Likewise, international staff of aid organisations took part in the 
constant cultivation of gossip and rumour that surrounds Timorese 
politics – including speculation concerning political parties mobilising 
gangs in the run-up to elections; the making and unmaking of political 
alliances; new political disputes; corruption charges; instances of senior 
political leaders guilty of domestic violence; political leaders’ illegitimate 
children; and other attempts to uncover the ‘real’ ongoings of Timorese 
political life. Hence, the practices of revelation and concealment so often 
described as characteristic of local political dynamics in the post-conflict 
society are also characteristic of at least the more informal practices relat-
ing to aid work. Indeed, even as UN officials reasserted the impartiality 
of their institution and claimed its position ‘above’ local political life, they 
behaved in similar fashion to my political informants during interviews 
and more informal conversations: they attempted to decode the political 
standpoints of others before offering opinions that might be perceived as 
political, or scanned their immediate surroundings in a room when meet-
ings took place in semi-public spaces such as cafés or restaurants, in order 
to determine who might be listening in, before relaying information seen 
as politically sensitive (i.e. opinions about particular political figures). 

Anthropological conflict research has increasingly included a focus 
on the political atmosphere in which crises unfold and on the affective 
dimensions of political conflict (e.g. Bubandt 2009; Navaro-Yashin 
2012; Spyer 2002). With reference to the official crisis reports emerg-
ing from international institutions and NGOs during conflict, Patricia 
Spyer calls attention to the tendency to decontextualize, to write out the 
broader political environment in which such events unfold. ‘Some of this 

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   197 13/03/2017   13:55



Fieldwork in Timor-Leste

198

writing’, she suggests in her analysis of political conflict in Indonesian 
Ambon, ‘is just too abstract, and too removed from the volatile fractured 
field where Ambonese men, women, and children piece together their 
everyday lives out of the fears, contingencies, insecurities, and appre-
hensions that now weigh upon them’ (Spyer 2002: 24). Moreover, she 
suggests that ‘the character of the very space in which all of these figures 
[referring to the various actors involved in the crisis], for better or for 
worse, deploy their schemes and make their dubious marks’ (ibid.) is 
absent in much international coverage of crises. 

What is also missing in such work, and which might usefully be 
incorporated into ethnographic research on crisis and conflict, is atten-
tion to the role international actors and institutions involved in crisis 
responses have in the making of this political environment of emergency. 
While these often comprise a marked feature of the political landscape 
in post-conflict situations, they are rarely analysed as part of the political 
landscape in which crises emerge. Part of the reason for this is that the 
international presence in political crises is typically analysed through a 
focus on international policy rather than practice. In contrast, local crisis 
dynamics are typically examined through a focus on practice and on the 
affective dimensions of political crisis, and, in Timor-Leste, often with ref-
erence to ‘culture’. As suggested by Chris Shepherd, however, rather than 
examining ‘development’ and ‘culture’ in separate terms, we might instead 
‘bring them into the same analytic framework’ (Shepherd 2009: 339).

By shifting attention from policy to practice, I have sought to dem-
onstrate through the above sketch of the unfolding of the UN leak how 
everyday democracy promotion practices in Timor-Leste occur in the 
thick of politics, just as they are shaped by this political environment. As 
argued by Chris Shore and Susan Wright, ‘policies belong to – and are 
embedded within – particular social and cultural worlds or “domains of 
meaning”’ (Shore and Wright 2011: 1), of which they are co-producers. 
And as we will further see below, democracy promotion practices ac-
tively contribute to the remaking of political space in ways far beyond 
those spelled out in international democracy promotion policies. 

New lines of exclusion
Returning to the speculations about the origin of the document’s author 
described above, these had their own political implications. When I 
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visited Timor-Leste again in December that year, I found that the ru-
mour that the document had been written by a Timorese UN employee 
had produced more enduring anxieties amongst local staff employed 
by international institutions. I met Martinhos, a local UN employee, 
for an interview in the café area of Obrigado Barracks. He immediately 
stressed that he wanted to be anonymous, since the United Nations 
‘always get in trouble if we say something critical. You saw this with the 
UNMIT leak.’, he said. He was clearly frustrated, and, as we sat down, 
he sighed while waving a report at me that he had printed just prior to 
our meeting. To begin with, he had difficulty focusing on the interview 
due to his frustrations over the report, of which he gave me a copy at the 
end of our meeting. The document was a printout of a speech delivered 
by Xanana Gusmão at the Bali Democracy Forum earlier that month, 
in which Gusmão made a number of critical statements against civil 
society and Timorese working for international organisaions. ‘ In young 
democracies’, the speech stated, ‘people in society tend to consider 
themselves ‘independent’, that is, operating ‘outside the State’, in the 
sense that they are more of an activist than they are a citizen, or better 
yet, that they are the citizens of the international organisations that pay 
them so handsomely, and defend them so well, rather than a citizen 
defending their own country’ (Gusmão 2011). Martinhos read the 
speech as a poorly-masked reference to the dispute between UNMIT 
and Gusmão earlier that year and, as a long term UN employee who 
took pride in his work, felt personally targeted by the Prime Minister’s 
response. ‘I am really disappointed about this critique of us’, he said. ‘I’m 
sad, actually. We don’t work for the United Nations, we work for Timor, 
for the government’. 

The UNMIT dispute evoked a recurring issue for local staff work-
ing for international institutions, relating to issues of national loyalty 
and commitment. At the height of the UNMIT leak controversy, Julio 
Thomas Pinto, the Secretary of State for Defence, wrote an article in 
Tempo Semanal in which he suggested that ‘there are some who are taking 
advantage of UNMIT to pursue their political, personal or group’s mis-
sion’ (Pinto 2011). Pinto quoted Xanana Gusmão, from a speech held 
on independence day earlier that year, as saying that ‘I want to say to the 
Timorese that have become UNMIT experts, not to show off, there is 
no need to grovel for other people’s money because this is a bad sickness 
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that we call mental colonialism or intellectual colonialism’ (ibid.). For 
Martinhos and a number of his colleagues employed by international 
institutions, such remarks prompted concerns about their future after 
the termination of the UN mission, which in 2011 was imminent. The 
critique of Timorese staffed by international institutions entangled with 
other local debates about national commitment, loyalty, and, thus, the 
distribution of privileges and rights. In particular, it set recurring po-
litical metaphors of opportunism versus nationalism (Kammen 2003) 
in motion in new ways. Traditionally, accusations of opportunism 
have been made against those who did not participate in the struggle 
for independence, or, worse yet, favoured continued integration with 
Indonesia, but who now sought to exploit or benefit from the new na-
tion’s privileges, for instance by occupying political positions. The issue 
of loyalty to the nation, numerous analyses have thus shown, is therefore 
closely tied to the right to privileges and benefits and to participation in 
the new nation (see in particular Traube 2007). While the metaphors of 
opportunism and treachery thus have an enduring impact on Timorese 
politics, the categories they subsume are more liable to change as new 
lines of exclusion emerge. Indeed, among those who rushed to accuse 
local UN staff of opportunism were political leaders who in the past had 
been at the centre of such accusations, due to their alleged past support 
for continued integration with Indonesia. 

The suspicions of local staff employed by international institutions 
described here equal critiques found in other development contexts, 
where individuals are seen to gain access to disproportionate economic 
privileges through their employment by international institutions such 
as the United Nations (see West 2003: 114). Hence, while rumours of 
the document’s domestic authorship might have lessened the impact it 
had on relations between the UN mission and the local political leader-
ship, the leak at least temporarily assisted in the creation of new lines of 
exclusion within the Timorese political landscape, by calling the national 
loyalty of local UN staff into question. Moreover, the UNMIT leak fed 
into local political antagonisms between the government and leaders of 
FRETILIN, the opposition party associated with the resistance struggle, 
who in the past have often felt sidelined and scapegoated by international 
commentators and institutions. The leak occurred only a couple of years 
after FRETILIN’s ousting from government in Timor-Leste’s contested 
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parliamentary elections in 2007. Although the party had secured the 
highest number of votes, its leaders were unable to form a majority 
government. Hence, after months of political disputes and divergent in-
terpretations of the country’s novel constitution, FRETILIN leaders 
saw a number of other parties, with Gusmão’s CNRT party at its centre, 
form a broad government alliance without the inclusion of FRETILIN. 
Subsequently, FRETILIN attempted to undermine the legitimacy of the 
Parliamentary Majority Alliance (AMP), as the coalition was known, 
by routinely labelling it ‘unconstitutional’, for instance through media 
releases calling for protests against the ‘unconstitutional government’ 
(FRETILIN 2007). The UN document’s identification of Gusmão as a 
threat to constitutionalism landed it straight into such political contesta-
tions over political legitimacy, articulated through references to constitu-
tionalism and legality. 

Democracy promotion in the thick of politics
The UNMIT leak appeared to give an official stamp to these complaints 
about the AMP government. ‘The problem isn’t UNMIT’, one senior 
FRETILIN leader said, ‘it’s Xanana not welcoming its criticism’. Other 
FRETILIN leaders, however, welcomed the UNMIT leak, not so much 
because its contents criticised their political opponent, Gusmão, but 
because it seemed to reveal and make public the true political nature 
of international institutions involved in the country. Many FRETILIN 
leaders I spoke with felt that UNMIT had interfered with the process of 
government formation by supporting Gusmão’s appointment as Prime 
Minister and thus made frequent complaints about the impartiality of 
the UN mission. The roots of such complaints about the partiality of 
external actors in Timor-Leste stretch back to the resistance struggle, 
when leaders like Xanana Gusmão and José Ramos Horta, President of 
Timor-Leste in 2011, became the face of East Timor’s independence 
movement abroad. Somewhat romanticising Western accounts of the 
independence struggle assisted in the establishment of such figures as 
iconic liberation figures to a degree that they often seemed ‘unable of 
paying critical attention to their actual, political practices’ (Aditjondro 
2001: 126; see also Nygaard-Christensen 2012).

As we have seen, formal UN responses to the leaked document came 
in the form of attempts to downplay its significance, and pleas that the 
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document was not to be seen as representative of the United Nations or 
the UNMIT mission. Legal anthropologist Annelise Riles, in her work 
on UN documents in the context of the 1995 United Nations Fourth 
World Conference on Women, emphasises the attention to aesthetics 
and commitment to ‘matters of procedure’ (Riles 2001: 16) and to ‘form 
and presentation’ in the production of such documents (ibid.: 117). 
The end point of the conference was a document, termed the ‘Global 
Platform for Action’, which could ‘gain the assent of every national gov-
ernment’ (Riles 2006: 71, 74). This entailed a highly complex process, 
summed up here by Riles:

A document comes to exist when a conference is convened to reach 
an agreement on a certain set of issues. This is a matter of a series of 
well-defined stages or steps. After initial speeches and discussion, the 
text is negotiated section by section. At the close of the conference, the 
document is adopted by the delegates in a formal resolution (ibid.: 83). 

Hence, UN documents come into being through intense processes of re-
drafting and negotiation over amendments and withdrawals to the text 
(Riles 2001: 74; Karlsson 2013: 5). It is exactly this attention to form and 
procedure – rather than to ‘content and doctrine’ (Riles 2001: 182) – 
that allows consensus to take place. Moreover, development documents 
are characterised by their institutional rather than individual ownership 
(Karlsson 2013: 5), with individual authorship written out in favour of a 
document composed by multiple and often anonymous authors (ibid.). 

Never intended to end up in printed and publicly available form, 
the leaked UN ‘document’ described in this chapter escaped the con-
ventions pointed to in such analyses. Indeed, UNMIT’s rejection of 
the leaked document’s significance and relationship to the institution 
might be viewed as a continuation of the process by which formal UN 
documents come into being. The fact that the document had not been 
through the formal process of collective production and negotiation 
rendered it inauthentic, and it might be argued that, for UN officials, the 
document was, against this background, not perceived as a ‘UN docu-
ment’ at all. This helps us understand how, for UN officials, there was no 
seeming paradox in referring critics to official views found on websites 
or press releases for the actual opinions of UNMIT, and in discounting 
the leaked document as having nothing to do with the United Nations 
or its Timor-Leste mission in spite of its origin within the institution. 
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Indeed, as we have seen, critics from within the UN backed their allega-
tion of the complicity of senior UN staff in the document’s production 
by suggestions that ‘all documents have to be approved from above’. 

In his work on development experts, David Mosse draws attention to 
this tension between institutional policy and individual practice in devel-
opment work, pointing to the tendency to write out individual agency: 

Whilst stories of success bury individual actions or events and em-
phasise policy, experts ideas, the system and the professional, so as to 
make an intervention appear a unified source of intention and power, 
directing attention to the transcendent agency of policy ideas, expert 
design or technology (and hence replicability), stories of failure search 
out the individual person and point to the contingent, the arbitrary, the 
accidental, the unintended and the exceptional (Mosse 2011: 55). 

Building on his own ethnographic work on international aid and its dif-
ficult reception within the aid community, David Mosse suggests that 
ethnographic policy research may be seen as threatening to professional 
identities in development work, due to its tendency to highlight ‘contra-
dictions and contingencies of practice and the plurality of perspectives’ 
(Mosse 2006: 938). Likewise, formal UNMIT responses came in the 
form of references to those stabilised, end-point products that had al-
ready been through a process of collective negotiation over content and 
form. As we have seen, however, UNMIT references to formal docu-
ments as sources in which the ‘real’ standpoints of UNMIT might be 
found had little effect on the public debates described above, concerned 
as they were with unmasking the hidden character of international insti-
tutions. Critics were uninterested in authorised or official views. Since 
public interest in the leak was driven by attempts to discern what goes 
on behind the cover of such official, and authorised, presentations, refer-
ences to these proved irrelevant. For local critics of the document, the 
UNMIT leak appeared to provide a rare glimpse into the inner workings 
of international institutions, and to unmask and reveal their true political 
workings. In other words, however much UNMIT officials asserted the 
impartiality of the United Nations and emphasized the insignificance 
of the leaked document, local responses incessantly propelled the issue 
back into the realm of ‘politics’.

As argued by Shore and Wright, policies contribute to the making 
of ‘new social and semantic spaces, new sets of relations, new political 
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subjects and new webs of meaning’ (Shore and Wright 2011: 1). Susan 
Wright and Sue Reinhold suggest that policies and political transforma-
tion must be examined by ‘studying through’ (Wright and Reinhold 
2011: 87). Rather than a ‘linear movement down a hierarchy, from 
policy makers at the top to policy recipients at the bottom’, or a ‘linear 
sequence of activities through time’, they suggest that policy might be 
understood ‘as a continuous process of contestation across a political 
space that could extend from local residents to interest groups, local in-
stitutions and authorities, the media, national government and, in some 
cases, international agencies’ (ibid.). In terms of doing ethnographic 
fieldwork on policy processes, this entails an appreciation of the fact 
that ‘the field cannot always be delimited in advance’ (ibid.: 93) but 
might involve a process of tracing policy initiatives back and forth be-
tween different actors in an ever-expanding field of contestation (ibid.: 
91–93). David Mosse draws attention to the way in which development 
actors create ‘everyday spheres of action’ in relative separation from ‘the 
organising policy models’ (Mosse 2005: 10). What I have sought to do 
in this chapter is to shift the focus from policy models to these ‘everyday 
spheres of action’ (ibid.) by examining everyday practices of democracy 
promotion. The chapter has primarily focused on the informal and so-
cial practices or ‘bi-products’ of democracy promotion interventions, 
in order to show how even practices relatively peripheral to the broader 
project of democracy promotion ended up in the thick of ‘local’ politics.

Conclusion
One way to read the unfolding of this temporary political drama would 
be to view it as a ‘clash’ between international intervention and local 
political dynamics. This approach has tended to characterise both 
ethnographic and political science-oriented work on democratisation 
and political imaginaries in independent Timor-Leste. My aim in this 
chapter, however, has been to examine the international presence and 
Timorese political dynamics as part of the same political terrain, and 
hence as co-constitutive, and to show how the UN intervention in 
Timor-Leste has effectively transformed Timor-Leste’s national political 
terrain and contributed to its complexity. As illustrated above, the UN 
mission in Timor-Leste existed within a political landscape of suspi-
cion and secrecy, causing it to be liable to the same forms of critique 
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and suspicion as local political groups and individuals. Moreover, the 
chapter has demonstrated that international institutions in the post-
conflict landscape cannot be separated from the processes through 
which suspicion is cultivated and political crises emerge. Hence, instead 
of writing out the presence of international institutions and actors, 
analyses of political and social change in the new nation might usefully 
pay increased attention to the way in which these have contributed to 
the rapid changes and moments of crisis that have characterised the first 
decades of nation-building. 
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Research as Active Citizenship
 Public Policy Research in Timor-Leste

Guteriano N. Soares Neves

Introduction
This chapter is the result of critical reflections on my experiences of 
researching public policy in Timor-Leste. Being Timorese, and thereby 
having a constant physical presence in the country, I cannot claim 
either objectivity or neutrality with regard to my research. While this 
may also be the case for foreign ethnographers whose work is shaped 
by their personal connections, political preferences or activist back-
grounds, researching one’s own society leads to particular challenges 
and offers particular insights. My research is directly aimed at develop-
ing knowledge that can contribute to social change toward a just society 
and, as demonstrated in this chapter, might thereby be viewed as a form 
of active or engaged citizenship. This chapter explores some of the 
methodological challenges and insights that result from this work, with 
a particular emphasis on my ongoing research on policy issues relating 
to petroleum. 

In using the term active – or engaged – citizenship, I draw on the 
work of Marcus & Fischer (1986) and Becker (Becker et al. 2005), 
who raise the unique problems of positionality when researching one’s 
own culture. While much has been made of the ‘native anthropologist’ 
(Narayan 1993), it is perhaps more helpful to think of working less in 
the ‘same culture’ as in ‘shared historical-political spaces’ (Becker et. al. 
2005: 124). To this end, my approach has more in common with the 
idea of a ‘citizen anthropologist’, as it breaks through the idea that there 
are distinct categories of native and outsider (see Cheater 1987) that 
are created around enduring ideas of bounded cultures (Narayan 1993). 
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Cheater argues that citizen anthropologists face different subjective 
professional realities from those who work in societies other than their 
own: ‘citizen anthropologists who do research and teach within their 
own societies are less able than their “visitor” colleagues to shelve local 
interpretations of reality in a safe compartment when being challenged 
by politicians, students and other fellow citizens’ (Becker et al. 2005: 124; 
see also Cheater 1987). Although citizen anthropologists’ interpretation 
of a shared world may be very different from that of their fellow citizens, 
they cannot escape it. In this article, I therefore reflect on my positionality 
as a public policy researcher and how it has changed over time. Moreover, 
I consider the shared ‘historical-political space’ of doing research at a 
critical time in Timor-Leste, when issues to do with wealth and prosperity 
were being decided through allocation of the petroleum fund. 

 My research involves a process of interpreting and providing per-
spectives on the social and political context in Timor-Leste; and on 
my everyday experiences of life in a new nation. Two aspects of this 
are brought into focus in this article, which each reflect on the process 
of researching one’s own nation-in-the-making. Firstly, my research is 
embedded in the different institutions with which I am and have been 
affiliated and their respective activities, and is thereby embedded in the 
context of their work. Secondly, the chapter explores research as a per-
sonal intellectual exercise and learning process; a process which, in my 
case, is aimed at contributing to the social transformation of my country. 
The expectation is that this contribution will provide references for 
future researchers to understand Timor-Leste. The chapter highlights 
two main factors that have shaped Timor-Leste’s national development 
after independence and on which my research has focused over the past 
decade: foreign aid and petroleum.

Researching foreign aid and petroleum dependency 
So far, my research on these topics has not been aimed at contributing 
to academic debates or the development of academic theory. Instead, it 
has been aligned with the institutional activities with which I have been 
involved since Timor-Leste’s independence, characterised by a deep 
personal involvement. The study of petroleum and aid is complex and 
dynamic. It involves many actors with multiple layers of interests and 
local as well as international bureaucracy, and the issues surrounding 
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both of these themes have changed rapidly over time. Therefore, public 
policy also changes to conform to the reality in which policy is taking 
effect. In the following section, I will reflect on my personal experiences 
researching these issues across different institutional settings. 

Foreign aid
In the early years of independence, when foreign aid projects flourished 
in Timor-Leste, particularly in the capital Dili, I was relatively unfamiliar 
with the workings of foreign aid. My understanding of international aid 
and development processes resembled the average Timorese view on aid, 
in which aid is viewed as a form of generosity from donor countries to the 
Timorese population and as a way of supporting the country’s reconstruc-
tion in the aftermath of 24 years of surviving brutal Indonesian military 
occupation and utter destruction of the country by pro-Indonesian militia 
groups in 1999. To the public, aid was – and remains – a complex issue, 
and it is experienced as highly inaccessible to the general population. Since 
the early years of independence , media interest in aid to Timor-Leste has 
been limited to coverage of formal and ceremonial events, and has thus 
been restricted to public relations campaigns. No critical media coverage 
of aid has existed that has sought to examine or explain how aid money has 
been spent, by whom it has been spent, who has supervised it, what it has 
been spent on or what has been spent on Timor-Leste or in Timor-Leste. 
Aid agencies continue to be reluctant to provide in-depth information 
about donor programmes in Timor-Leste, for instance by making publicly 
accessible a breakdown of spending, the economic impacts of aid projects 
or the interests of what is a diverse range of actors in the aid field. Many 
Timorese working in aid organisations have felt discriminated against 
by international staff in terms of wage gaps, decision-making processes, 
attitudes of internationals toward Timorese and information sharing. 
Moreover, the combination of the high public expectations generated by 
incoming aid to Timor-Leste and the lack of information about how aid 
money has been spent have led to a deep mistrust between Timorese elites 
and the grassroots level. Lacking clear, transparent information, people 
have assumed that the government has misused donor aid that was really 
meant to benefit the broader population. 

In 2004, I joined La’o Hamutuk, a Timorese NGO founded in 2000 
to monitor and report on international institutions involved in the coun-
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try’s reconstruction. La’o Hamutuk’s work is aimed at providing critical 
information relating to different development models, experiences, 
and practices, as well as facilitating contacts between East Timorese 
groups and specialists and practitioners involved in matters relating to 
development in various parts of the world (La’o Hamutuk 2000). The 
guiding principle is that Timorese should be the decision-makers in the 
reconstruction process, and the reconstruction should be democratic 
and transparent (ibid). Furthermore, LH’s work also aims to educate 
international institutions and their staff about Timor-Leste, in the hope 
that this will lead to decisions made by international institutions being 
responsive to Timorese needs (ibid.). Since its founding, La’o Hamutuk 
has published numerous articles about foreign aid and development 
agencies in Timor-Leste, with the aim of educating the public about 
relevant institutions and their work. My work for La’o Hamutuk largely 
fell within this area. It was aimed particularly at filling the information 
gap relating to the activities and budget spending of aid organisations 
and international agencies as described above. Between 2004 and 2008, 
I was part of the staff base at La’o Hamutuk, and took part in researching 
a series of international aid projects, such as the UN’s support to rebuild 
public administration, the European Union’s various aid programmes, 
UNDP community development programmes, etc. Our research on 
these topics aimed to examine how concepts such as participation, good 
governance, and ownership are being translated into practice through 
aid programmes. La’o Hamutuk’s research also unpacked multiple layers 
of bureaucracy, diverse institutional approaches, the roles of traditional 
and local structure and project sustainability. Against this background, 
it further aimed at providing some ground tools for other NGOs and 
activists, as well as the general public, in order to enable them to engage 
in advocacy work on such issues. 

 Some issues repeated themselves in almost every one of the donor-
funded projects we examined. These included a tendency towards 
donor-driven agendas, a highly complex multilayered bureaucracy, ten-
sions between formal policy objectives and practical implementation of 
policies, very little popular participation in project designs, and a lack 
of long-term vision, as well as sustainability (Neves 2006). In addition, 
we encountered a tendency among international aid agencies to bypass 
local authorities, and sometimes to import external ideas that made 
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little sense in a Timorese context (ibid). An example of this was the 
Community Empowerment Project (CEP), implemented by the World 
Bank, which was characterised by lack of local power structures, popular 
participation and local ownership (La’o Hamutuk 2002c). This project 
was later criticised by many academics (Moxham 2005). The same is-
sues were evident in the RESPECT programme, implemented by the 
United Nations, with the programme’s conceptualisation being heavily 
influenced by international actors, and with a lack of understanding of 
the local context (La’o Hamutuk 2004; IEG 2011). With the arrival of 
international organisations in Timor-Leste came external ‘experts’ and 
consultants who had little or no background knowledge of the country 
but still came to shape the country’s future in fundamental ways through 
their work and the policy prescriptions that they offered. 

Our research on international aid further revealed how policy ideas 
and concepts were transferred from one place to another, facilitated by 
international organisations. Within the policy literature, it is generally 
admitted that this is not a new phenomenon; nonetheless, in Timor’s 
case the presence of international actors facilitated this process. CEP 
and the Petroleum Fund Model, for example, were heavily influenced by 
international agendas. CEP was modelled on other community-driven 
development projects that have been implemented by the World Bank in 
other parts of the world, including the Kecamatan Development Project 
in Indonesia (Mansuri 2004), whereas the Petroleum Fund Model was 
based on a Norwegian model (GoTL 2004). These approaches do not 
easily translate into the Timorese context. CEP was recognised by many 
experts and by the Independent Evaluation Group (IEG 2011) as a failed 
enterprise, due to a lack of understanding of the local context as well as 
a lack of political support within the country; whereas the Petroleum 
Fund, although influenced by international actors, does have political 
support within the country. The latter is still used as the framework for 
fiscal policy in Timor-Leste. 

By 2011, a change had occurred in foreign aid discourse and practice, 
globally as well as within Timor-Leste. At the international level, several 
events occurred. The international Aid Effectiveness Agenda became 
more influential and was discussed widely among development practi-
tioners. Changes in the international political landscape brought about 
due to the rise of new players in international aid contributed to a chang-
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ing power relationship between donors and recipients. The economic 
recession in donor countries slowed down donors’ commitment to the 
targets set forward in the Millennium Development Goals. Meanwhile, 
a new set of donors from the global south emerged on the development 
scene, including countries like South Korea, China, and Brazil. Moreover, 
the 2010 establishment of G7+, an association of fragile and post-conflict 
countries in which Timor-Leste has provided a leadership role, has aided 
these countries to become more assertive about their own agendas, and 
to achieve greater influence on international development discourses 
and practice. The adoption of the New Deal in the Busan High Level 
Forum on Aid Effectiveness is a further result of the increased role of 
fragile states in shaping the international development agenda. 

Against the backdrop of these changing international aid discourses, 
there is a need for researchers to align their approaches by formulating 
new questions about international aid. For researchers, new questions 
arise. Despite the shift in the aid discourse, it is unclear as yet to what 
extent the shift in discourse affects people’s lives in practice, and how 
it affects the most pressing contemporary political challenges relating 
to service delivery, fiscal sustainability and economic diversification. 
Thus, researchers engaged in policy-related research need to adjust their 
research focus to fit in with this changed political context. Although 
aid only provides 8–10% of public spending, it does not automatically 
negate all the issues associated with international aid agencies and in-
ternational advisers. Theoretically speaking, international actors such as 
international institutions, advisers and consultants are also increasing 
in importance, as their ability to influence domestic policies increases, 
facilitated by their knowledge and financial resources (Howlett and 
Ramesh 2003). Their advice is usually based on what is perceived to 
be ‘best practice’, facilitating knowledge tranfers from one place to an-
other through conferences, training and exchange (Dolowits and Marsh 
2000).

I initially viewed international aid in a manner similar to most of my 
Timorese interlocutors. However, my time at La’o Hamutuk exposed me 
to the complex arena of international aid and my work with the NGO 
provided me with a set of analytical tools through which to understand 
the role of aid in the Timorese national development process. This 
helped to modify my ‘black and white’ understanding of aid. I no longer 
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viewed aid agencies as generous benefactors, but neither did I view 
them as ‘evil’ colonisers. However, I was as exposed to and affected by 
decisions made about foreign aid as other Timorese citizens. As a result, 
I shifted from being a mere ‘recipient’ or ‘bystander’ vis-à-vis foreign 
aid to understanding and learning to traverse the system, understand-
ing what decisions were made about foreign aid and being able to make 
public judgement calls on how this would impact upon Timor-Leste, the 
home of the Timorese people. 

Petroleum dependency
Domestically, the decrease in international aid spending on Timor-Leste 
was met with increased state spending from Timor-Leste’s sovereign 
wealth fund (the Petroleum Fund). This is an issue that I have dealt with 
extensively since 2006, and which I will explore in more depth below. 
Petroleum – gas and oil resources from the Timor Sea – remains a cru-
cial factor in Timor-Leste’s development. As the commodity that allows 
and sustains the expansion of the Timorese public sector, it has been 
the country’s principal potential enabler of economic growth in the past 
few years (Neves 2013). This expectation continues today, as people 
continue to see oil as the catalyst for the development of the country. 
For example, the strategic development plan 2011–2030 (GoTL 2010), 
envisions Timor as becoming a ‘middle-income country’ by 2030 and 
places oil as the centre of this vision. According to the report (ibid. 
2011: 9), petroleum ‘can help to secure the foundations of a sustainable 
and vibrant economy’. It is further expected that petroleum revenues 
will be used to invest in education and health services, helping farm-
ers to increase their productivity, funding the infrastructure necessary, 
diversifying the economy and transforming Timor’s economy into that 
of a modern nation (ibid. 2011: 9). 

Following the 1999 withdrawal of Indonesia’s military from Timor-
Leste, one of the main concerns of the Timorese authorities and of 
the transitional government was how to get hold of the oil revenues 
from petroleum extraction in the Timor Sea between Timor-Leste and 
neighbouring Australia. Negotiations with Australia started even before 
independence was restored. Under financial pressure, Australia signed 
the Timor Sea Treaty with Timor-Leste in 2002, just 12 hours after 
the independence of Timor-Leste was restored. The Certain Maritime 

Nygaard-Bexley_book.indd   214 13/03/2017   13:55



215

Research as Active Citizenship

Arrangement in the Timor Sea (CMATS) and the International 
Unitization Agreement (IUA) came later, after a long process of nego-
tiation between the two countries. The Timor Sea Treaty and CMATS 
are revenue-sharing arrangements that give a sound legal basis for oil 
companies to develop natural resources in the Timor Sea. However, nei-
ther of them offer a permanent solution to the maritime boundary issue, 
which to many leaders and citizens of Timor-Leste is more important 
than sharing resources.

Debates about the maritime boundary issue had legal, moral as 
well as nationalistic dimensions. Timorese civil society organisations 
argued that the disputed reserves in the Timor Sea are closer to Timor 
and therefore – based on the median line principle – should belong to 
Timor-Leste. In addition to these legally-grounded arguments, some 
argued that Timor-Leste had a moral right to petroleum resources, due 
to the nation’s newness and poverty, in comparison to Australia. Finally, 
political approaches to settling the maritime boundary fused with 
the broader struggle to define the new nation’s territorial sovereignty 
(Alkatiri 2004).

With a temporary revenue division and a deferral of the resolution 
of the Maritime Boundary, attention began to shift towards issues of 
transparency and accountability with regard to revenue management, 
as well as to macroeconomic policy. During 2004–2006, when discus-
sions on the maritime boundary shared with Australia were heated, 
another critical issue within Timor-Leste related to the management of 
petroleum resources. The concern was how to manage revenues wisely, 
so that Timor-Leste would avoid facing the same problems as other 
countries whose economies depend on the export of non-renewable 
natural resources, that is, how Timor-Leste would avoid falling into 
the ‘resource curse’. As part of this discussion, in 2005 the National 
Parliament unanimously approved the Petroleum Fund Law, something 
which was viewed by many parties as a milestone for petroleum revenue 
management. The Petroleum Fund Law lays down important objec-
tives such as intergenerational equity, transparency, accountability and 
institutional frameworks for revenue management, and was designed to 
provide fiscal stability for the government (Neves 2010).

In the petroleum-related sector, La’o Hamutuk set out to cover the in-
terests and politics of international oil companies and their involvement 
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in the history and shaping of Timor-Leste (La’o Hamutuk 2002b). La’o 
Hamutuk’s work also brought the issue of the resource curse – which 
received scant attention in debates among civil society organisations 
at that time – to the forefront of public debate, and examined the po-
tential negative developmental, environmental and economic impacts 
of oil dependency (La’o Hamutuk 2002b). In response to the immense 
expectations that many Timorese have had in relation to the ability of 
oil to improve their lives radically – mirroring their early expectations 
vis-à-vis international aid – La’o Hamutuk has consistently argued 
for caution with regard to the role of oil in developing the Timorese 
economy. Learning from the experience of other oil-dependent states, 
the organisation has consistently called for close monitoring of and clear 
government policies in relation to the oil industry, in order to ensure 
that Timor-Leste does not repeat the negative experiences of other 
oil-dependent states (La’o Hamutuk 2002b). As a result of such efforts 
from civil society organisations, and as increased amounts of petroleum 
revenue have flowed into the state’s coffers, public and institutional 
awareness of these and other issues has grown immensely. 

My work in La’o Hamutuk between 2004 and 2007 was carried out 
in this organizational setting. Between 2005 and 2007, I worked with 
Charles Scheiner and Santina Soares in La’o Hamutuk on a series of 
articles, and frequently attended discussions and workshops. Alongside 
such research, I further committed myself to lobbying and other advo-
cacy activities. 

In 2007, I was awarded a United States–Timor-Leste (USTL) 
Scholarship at the University of Hawaii. My study in Hawaii, in addition 
to providing me with theoretical frameworks, took me away from the 
reality in which I had been living and allowed me to view Timor from a 
different angle. In 2010, I was awarded a place on the undergraduate sum-
mer research programme by the University of Hawaii, Manoa, to assess 
Timor-Leste’s Petroleum Revenues Management. This aims to assess the 
impact of the Petroleum Fund Law with regard to mitigating the resource 
curse in Timor-Leste. 

By that time, dramatic changes were evident in Timorese society. 
The petroleum sector dominated the entire economy, comprising more 
than 90% of the state budget. The government’s annual expenditure 
grew rapidly, enforced by the decreased spending of development part-
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ners on Timor-Leste. A new middle class emerged, concentrated in Dili. 
Although the petroleum fund framework mentioned above has been 
successful in some ways, it has not provided a solution to petroleum-
related ailments such as inflation, lack of economic diversification, im-
port dependency and inequality (Neves 2010). Moreover, public policy 
issues in Timor-Leste have shifted. The new issues emerging relate to 
the quality of spending, the quality of public policy, ‘easy money easy 
spending’ problems, import dependency, and allegations of political 
corruption. In other words, some predictions of La’o Hamutuk regard-
ing the harmful effects of petroleum on the Timorese economy have, 
sadly, been confirmed. 

Since then, my research on and analysis of petroleum dependency 
has gone beyond a specific focus on the government’s policies related to 
the petroleum industry and to maritime boundary issues. Unlike other 
approaches to Timor-Leste, which focus on financial sustainability, 
my research instead tries to offer a broader and more comprehensive 
view of how petroleum dependency shapes various issues including 
state–society relations, institutional quality, inequality and the relations 
between different sectors in the economy (Neves 2016). I now aim to 
explore the politico-economic aspects of petroleum, by looking at how 
petroleum money has contributed to shaping development policies in 
the short-term and long-term, relations between urban and rural areas 
and political institutions. Drawing on rentier state literature and broader 
political economy literature, I have tried to investigate in more depth the 
relationship between petroleum revenues and characteristics of state in-
stitutions; the politics of subsidies and its impacts on local production; 
the quality of expenditure; the relationship between the distribution of 
oil money and inequality inflation; and unemployment. Based on my 
investigation of these issues, I have come to view Timor-Leste’s current 
political and economic dynamic as a manifestation of the rentier state 
(Neves 2013; 2016). The manifestation of this can be observed in the 
way in which the state is expanding its programmes without depending 
on the domestic economy, where easy money leads to easy spending, 
the expansion of bureaucracy, and a gap between Dili and the rest of the 
country (Neves 2013). Politically, it can also be seen in the way in which 
political institutions function and operate. Scholars have now begun to 
point out the growing patron-client relationships within the political 
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system, where decisions are made in favour of certain groups of people 
(Scambary 2015). 

The rentier state paradigm offers an analytical framework within 
which to understand and make sense of the current political economy 
resulting from petroleum dependency. ‘Rentier state’ is a term coined 
by Hossein Mahdavy (Mahdavy 1970) to characterise Middle Eastern 
countries that receive significant amounts of revenues from external 
sources. The state in petroleum-dependent countries becomes a ‘rentier 
state’ because the government is the primary recipient of petroleum 
revenues. Hazeem Beblawi (Beblawi 1987: 51) identifies a number of 
characteristics of the rentier state, namely that externally derived rent 
dominates the economy, with only a few engaged in rent generation, 
whereas the majority are involved in rent distribution and utilisation, 
and the government is the principal recipient of rent. The rentier state 
paradigm positions the state as the primary unit of analysis, and explains 
how the state’s financial dependency on external rent shapes the state’s 
roles in society. This includes the state’s roles in development policies, 
in the political regime, in the concentration of power and in patronage 
politics. Oil enables the state to expand, fortifies its position in society 
and strengthen its power vis-à-vis society. It is argued that ‘petro-states 
are skewed by petrolized economies, permeated by interests vested in 
maintaining an oil-based model of accumulation, and institutionally too 
weak to resist further petrolization’ (Karl 1997: 64). 

This framework emphasises petroleum as a commodity and the 
state as the unit of analysis. Based on this framework, as argued by 
many scholars, petroleum has special characteristics that make it dis-
tinct from other commodities. It is a commodity that is non-renewable, 
high-tech and capital intensive, and the price of which is unpredictable 
in the international market (Karl 2004). Given these characteristics, 
many scholars view petroleum revenues as rent: ‘the economic return 
to natural extraction that exceeds production and transport costs 
and some “normal” return to capital’, even when all the production 
factors are used optimally (Dunning 2008). When oil money enters 
the domestic market, it creates difficulties in economic diversification 
through resource movement, undermines efforts to develop agricul-
ture and discourages the development of non-traditional exports (Karl 
1997).
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Researching public policy in Timor-Leste
It is crucial to frame public policy in the context of state –society rela-
tions. State-building involves a process where the state builds its pres-
ence and legitimacy in society through social services, the improvement 
of infrastructure and its own economic role. Traditionally, public policy 
is viewed as the realm of the state, since it is the only institution that has 
coercive power (Howlett & Ramesh 2003). However, with globalisa-
tion, public policy literature began to recognise the growing influence of 
non-state actors (ibid.). Therefore, public policy has become a universe 
where different actors directly or indirectly participate in solving what 
are perceived to be public issues (ibid.). Since 1999, this has manifested 
itself particularly clearly in the context of Timor-Leste, where interna-
tional actors have continued to play critical roles in shaping public policy. 
International actors have also acted as the government, by providing ba-
sic services such as health, water and sanitation in areas where the state 
is not present. The involvement of these actors has been framed as a 
state-building process, where the state interacts with society, attempts to 
shape the future of society and claims its legitimacy within the society. 
In the process, social, political and economic dynamics shape the state’s 
policies and state policies also affect these dynamics. It is a complex and 
a dynamic subject of study, as a multitude of actors are involved and 
the process transforms over time to conform to socio-political changes, 
which in turn are often also the result of public policy. 

Field visits to sites where political or development projects are imple-
mented, or where the effects of specific policies can be examined, have 
comprised an important data collection method to support my research 
on policy processes. This has been done particularly with the aim of 
supporting research on formal policy processes by examining the experi-
ences of people in the districts. In rural districts, public policies such as 
the improvement of infrastructure and relating to water and sanitation, 
education and agriculture productivity are made visible and lend them-
selves to empirical examination. During visits to these sites of implemen-
tation, I have come to find that most Timorese are politically active and 
engaged. They perceive politics as something that matters to them, and 
are concerned that their voices be heard in political life. The debates on 
public policy issues occur in many different ways. During my visits to ru-
ral districts, I found that political discussions tend to attract many people, 
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who are tempted to come and offer their opinion on political matters. 
Traditional ceremonies and everyday meetings between people are also 
venues for political discussion. Hence, the public sphere in Timor-Leste 
is not merely a middle-class phenomenon taking place in Dili and urban 
centres. Instead, rural areas too are settings of lively political discourse 
and concern. As a researcher, and most importantly as a Timorese, I too 
have been a participant in such discussions, both proposing answers and 
also raising specific issues in order to examine responses. 

Policy research and networks
Being Timorese and being physically present in Timor-Leste has an 
impact on the research described above. I am in a sense always on field-
work. Moreover, the relationship between the researcher and his or her 
surroundings is an interdependent one. My ongoing physical presence 
in the country means that I experience and live with problems similar 
to those of my interlocutors. I am thereby in a unique position both to 
examine the everyday implications of such problems and to learn from 
them. In the sort of situation in which I find myself, data collection tech-
niques such as documentation, discussion, observation and interviews 
occur on an ongoing, daily basis, as part of an everyday learning process, 
and in various settings. For example, access to water is an issue that is sure 
to affect almost everyone in Timor-Leste at some point of time. When 
I encounter this kind of everyday problem, as a researcher working on 
policy, it naturally prompts me to ask ‘how can this be changed?’ Even 
this small, everyday example leads to a process of prompting discussions 
on bigger issues related to bureaucracy, planning, budgeting, priorities 
and development paradigms.

Being Timorese affects my relationship with the people I interview, 
whether in Dili or in other districts, in other ways too. Notably, inter-
viewees tend not to view me as an outsider, but rather as taking part 
in their own problems. Hence, offering information to me is part of 
their struggle to solve problems. People in remote, rural areas with little 
access to information tend to assume that offering information and shar-
ing their experiences and struggles will help make their voices heard. 
The informal environment in which I operated supported unstructured 
discussions, rather than formal interviews. This approach had many 
benefits. There is no doubt that this kind of informal setting makes it 
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easier to extract information, and makes it possible to throw in more 
sensitive questions than would be the case in a more formal interview 
setting. It also promoted a three-way dialogue, not only between me and 
my research subjects, but between themselves. 

A regular, physical presence in the field is crucial in establishing and 
sustaining the professional networks needed for such research, and in 
order to remain updated on public policy issues, which change con-
stantly. These networks enable the researcher to obtain information, as 
well as knowledge about what kind of information is necessary, and how 
to obtain it. In policy research and analysis oriented towards advocacy, 
professional networks thereby become a key political force to push for 
change. For domestic researchers in Timor-Leste, such networks are fur-
ther crucial with regard to gaining access to academic sources, whether 
journals or books. Universities in Timor-Leste do not have access to 
academic resources. Hence, personal connections and professional 
networks become a critical channel through which to obtain access to 
such information.

Research as engaged citizenship
So far, I have reflected on some of the changes in Timorese society 
that my research on aid and petroleum has both been shaped by and 
worked to uncover. In the following section, I will provide some more 
personal reflections on my experience of researching the country in 
which I grew up, which I am passionate about, and for which I have 
visions and hopes. Understanding these personal experiences requires 
attention to the social, economic and political settings in which I have 
worked, and my personal and institutional affiliations. As a researcher 
in Timor-Leste, I was based firstly with La’o Hamutuk, and I was later a 
researcher at the Department of Research, Analysis and Documentation 
of the Presidency of the Republic. 

The political agendas of both of these institutions have influenced 
and shaped my perspectives and worldview. As research plays a crucial 
role in the activities of both institutions, my perspective has also af-
fected their performance and research frameworks. At La’o Hamutuk, 
research is a tool aimed directly at advocacy. It is used to increase public 
awareness of the work of international agencies in Timor, in the expec-
tation that this will help people to participate in decision-making pro-
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cesses relating to their own future. Furthermore, through research and 
analysis the organisation seeks to generate solid evidence that might 
help raise public awareness among other members of civil society, and 
thereby support advocacy work in reponse to policy processes at the 
state level.

In the Department of Research, Analysis and Documentation of 
the Presidency of the Republic, on the other hand, research is directly 
deployed as a policy-making tool. There, my research has been used as 
a mechanism to examine public perceptions of public policy issues, and 
to inform the President and relevant staff about public policy issues. 
Hence, the research I have been involved with has served as a resource 
to the President and other staff, and has informed the agenda of the 
Presidential office by calling attention to particular issues. Working in 
a political institution, my role is not only to inform the President and 
other staff about certain issues, but also to raise public awareness of 
certain issues that relate to the President’s agenda. This can be done by 
publishing information about initiatives developed in the presidential 
office. Beyond that, however, my research at the presidency has served 
to fulfil a deeply passionate personal curiosity. Research is a dynamic 
process through which the researcher examines social reality and learns 
from it; in my case with the aim of transforming it. As a Timorese, en-
dowed with citizenship in a new, democratic country, research is thereby 
also a form of active and engaged citizenship. As a citizen, I have the 
right to express my opinions, ideas and perspectives on public matters. 
As a researcher, I attempt to systematise problems and transmit them 
through a multitude of fora, including publishing articles in local media 
or blog posts, commenting on posts on Facebook, giving testimony 
to the Parliament, asking questions, and lobbying. My work in both 
institutions has equipped me with the necessary skills to provide policy 
advice to policymakers, offer training sessions, participate in academic 
conferences, and give press interviews. 

My tasks as a Timorese researcher of public policy are thereby multiple. 
Firstly, they involve gathering information and evidence, systematising 
information, uncovering and unpacking certain narratives and interests, 
formulating a particular view of society, and conveying it in the public 
sphere. In doing all of this, analysing facts, making empirical observations 
and using statistical information are each deployed as methodologies 
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to gather information that can support alternatives to existing policies. 
Secondly, policy research requires a view of society as heterogeneous, as 
made up of different and sometimes contesting classes, groups, settings 
and interests. As a researcher, I am required to assess the impact that 
particular policies have on different groups in society. Thirdly, the role 
of policy-oriented researchers is often to provide particular projections 
about the future based on general policy trends and the current situa-
tion. In this kind of situation, where the researcher aims both to instigate 
and to contribute to social change the relationship between researcher 
and society is dynamic and progressive. 

Researching my own society, I thereby perceive myself as an agent 
and co-producer of particular historical and political processes and, at 
the same time, I learn and grow as a researcher, along with this changing 
reality. In the process of this work, I always try to listen and to learn from 
people, especially people who live outside of Dili. Their life and experi-
ences have taught me a lot. Through my experiences I have learned not 
only about the hardship that people are going through, but also about 
local wisdom, and about the initiatives of the general public, taken 
with the aim of transforming their lives and their immediate society. 
Listening to collective experiences and personal stories is a particularly 
fruitful source of research inspiration. Therefore, researching my own 
society has taught me to view the policy issues I am researching from the 
perspective of ordinary people, a process that requires me to contextu-
alise myself as part of their world and world-view. Actively pursuing this 
strategy has helped me to avoid falling into the trap of being judgemental 
about other people’s way of life and everyday decisions and thereby to 
contextualise big policy issues within the everyday lives of the people 
they affect. 

Conclusion
As previously stated, I cannot claim ‘objectivity’ and ‘neutrality’ in the 
research in which I am engaged. I view research as a process not only 
of understanding the world around me, but as one that is deeply con-
nected to the process of trying to change that world. In my experience, 
while my research has been carried out through particular political and 
institutional activities, it is also a process of personal fulfilment and 
satisfaction, and an exercise of citizenship. 
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C H A P T E R  1 1

Malae Melee
 A Failed Attempt to Observe the Making of  

Timor-Leste’s First Feature Film

Amy Rothschild1

Introduction
One of the strangest incidents during my fieldwork in Timor-Leste was 
a public shouting match between me and another malae (foreigner, non-
Timorese), in the middle of the small, remote village of Kraras, where, in 
1983, hundreds of Timorese had been massacred by Indonesian troops 
and their proxies in one of the most violent episodes of Timor’s ex-
tremely violent history.2 This spat resulted from my attempts to engage 
in participant observation of the making of what has been promoted 
as Timor’s first feature film, based on Kraras’ tragic past.3 While the 
incident was unfortunate, as is often the case with difficult events from 

1. The author is extremely grateful for support from the following: Charlotte W. 
Newcombe Foundation; Dan David Foundation; UC Institute on Global Conflict 
and Cooperation; UCSD Center for the Humanities; UCSD President’s Fund; 
Wenner-Gren Foundation; UC Pacific Rim Research Program; UCSD Institute 
for International, Comparative and Area Studies; and UCSD Friends of the 
International Center.

2. While people often refer to the ‘Kraras massacre’, in fact a series of massacres took 
place in and around Kraras throughout the month of September 1983 (and for 
months afterwards). The most infamous massacre, known as the massacre at Tahu 
Bein, took place on 17 September 1983. Timor-Leste’s Commission for Reception, 
Truth and Reconciliation (Comissão de Acolhimento, Verdade e Reconciliação de 
Timor Leste or CAVR)revealed the names of 141 victims, all male, who died in this 
massacre (CAVR 2005 chap. 7.2: 171–172). 

3. The people living in Kraras in 1983 were originally inhabitants of an area called 
Biblio. In 1976, after the Indonesian invasion, they fled to the mountains. Most 
surrendered or were captured in 1978–1979 and resettled in the town of Viqueque. 
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fieldwork, it has also proven productive. It has spawned insights into the 
topic of my dissertation, on how the violence of the Indonesian period is 
being remembered in independent Timor-Leste. It has also illuminated 
some of the methodological hurdles of doing fieldwork in Timor, par-
ticularly fieldwork that extends ‘sideways’, in that it involves the study of 
those with similar status or work (Nader 2008). This chapter proceeds 
as follows: I begin by providing background information on my research 
topic, my fieldwork, and the film project; I then elaborate on my en-
counter with the filmmaker; I move on to analyze the encounter and the 
film project in the context of Timor’s past and attempts to come to grips 
with that past.

Background
My research examines how Timorese are remembering the violence 
of the Indonesian occupation: Which persons and what events from 
the past are being remembered and how? Who is engaging in remem-
brance of the past? For what purposes is the past being remembered? 
How are international discourses, such as that of international human 
rights, affecting remembrance of the past? My interest in these ques-
tions emerged from my time working at Timor-Leste’s Commission 
for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (Comissão de Acolhimento, 
Verdade e Reconciliação de Timor Leste or CAVR) from 2002–2003, 
as a human rights lawyer.

 In 2007 I started my Ph.D. in anthropology, focused on the above 
questions. After four pre-fieldwork trips to Timor, I began my fieldwork, 
which lasted approximately one and one half years, in August 2011. I 
intended to have the bulk of my fieldwork take place outside of the capi-
tal, Dili, in a village or town that had been the site of a major massacre. 
Focusing on an area where a major event of violence had occurred, as 
opposed to an area where smaller, more dispersed acts of violence had 
occurred, would lend itself more easily to a study of collective memory, 
especially one that intended to look at remembrance at the local or 
community, national and international levels (and to examine the inter-
relationships between remembrance at these different levels). 

In 1981 they were resettled by the Indonesian military in Kraras (CAVR 2005, 
chap. 7.2: 168).
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 Within the first few months of my fieldwork, I decided that Kraras 
was a prime site for my project. Among the reasons for this decision was 
the fact that Kraras was located in the eastern part of Timor-Leste, where 
there had been a greater number of guerilla fighters and thus would be 
a greater number of veterans of Timor’s independence struggle. Also, 
while the Kraras massacres were somewhat known throughout Timor 
and internationally, they were not nearly as infamous as Timor’s 1991 
Santa Cruz massacre, or the massacres that occurred in Timor in 1999, 
before and after Timor’s UN-sponsored referendum for independence. 
Another reason for choosing Kraras was that soon after arriving in 
Timor in 2011, I had heard that a film was being made based on the 
history of the Kraras massacres. While consistently described as ‘East 
Timor’s first feature film’,4 or East Timor’s first locally made or locally 
produced feature film,5 the film project was also partly international (as 
was to be expected, in light of the reality that Timor is small and poor, 
and has only recently emerged from 24 years of brutal occupation).6 
Among other things the film had international funding and was being 
co-directed and co-produced, alongside two Timorese, by a two-person 
foreign film team.7 

 As only the second full-length feature film about Timor ever, and the 
first explicitly centred around the violence committed against Timorese 
(the feature-length film Balibo, released in 2009, centres on the deaths 
of the ‘Balibo Five’, a group of five foreign journalists killed in Timor in 
1975),8 the project seemed to provide an ideal opportunity to explore 
how memory emerges out of negotiations between local, national and 

4. Craig 2012. 
5. Fair Trade Films 2014. 
6. Another assertion of the film’s ‘Timoreseness’ included a declaration about the 

film, ostensibly from Timorese, that ‘after 500 years of foreign colonisation and 
occupation we are free to tell our story’ (Fair Trade Films 2014). 

7. I was told that about ten non-Timorese were employed on the film, some in key 
crew roles; the non-Timorese helped to train Timorese counterparts (interview 
by author with anonymous interviewee, June 2012). My observations in Kraras 
confirmed this.

8. The film’s ‘local’ or Timorese nature was also emphasized through comparisons 
with Balibo. It was noted that Balibo was ‘essentially an Australian production … 
[whereas] this film is conceived, performed and directed by young Timorese …’ 
(Craig 2012).
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international forces. If the film were widely watched, it could have 
a considerable impact on Kraras and on its relationship with its past, 
which I would be able to explore by doing research in Kraras both before 
and after the film’s release. I planned eventually to move to Kraras for 
an extended period of time, and by the time of the filming in Kraras I 
had made three research trips there, as well as to the even more remote 
area of Lalerek Mutin, where most of the surviving former inhabitants of 
Kraras now live.9

Filming in Kraras
In May 2012, a foreign acquaintance in Dili told me that the film crew 
would soon be going to Kraras for the final two weeks of filming (most 
of the film had already been shot outside of Kraras). I wondered aloud 
whether I could travel with the film crew to Kraras, as this would al-
low me to be more of a participant-observer in the process, rather than 
the mere observer I would be if I went to Kraras independently. My 
acquaintance told me to contact one of the film’s two main foreign film-
makers. However, on the phone the next day the filmmaker told me that 
not only could I not join the film crew on its journey to Kraras, I could 
not observe the filming at all, even if I went to Kraras on my own. I was 
told that there was a ‘closed set’ and that I might be distracting to the 
film crew. There seemed to be no room for negotiation. 

 I was taken aback. I had only called the filmmaker to ask permission 
to join the crew on its journey to Kraras; it had not even crossed my 
mind to ask the filmmaker for permission to observe the filming. I asked 
myself: What if I had never called the filmmaker and had just turned up 
in Kraras to observe the filming? What if I had been in Kraras on one of 
my previous trips, or had been living there when the crew arrived? Was 
the whole village off-limits to any outsider not connected to the film 
crew, foreign or Timorese, for the duration of the film shoot? Finally, I 
questioned whether a non-Timorese had the authority (or at least the 
unilateral authority) to forbid me from observing the shooting of a film 
in Timor – one so consistently touted as locally-owned, no less. 

9. Known as the ‘widow’s village’, Lalerek Mutin is the site to which most of the 
women from Kraras were relocated with their children after the massacres (a large 
percentage of those killed in the massacres were men). 
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 Not only had no Timorese person told me that I couldn’t observe 
the filming but, after hearing my story, my Timorese friends, including 
some from Kraras, told me that that I should just go to Kraras, and that 
the filmmaker had no right to stop me. My main informant from Kraras, 
Jose, whose uncle had been killed in the massacres, was particularly livid 
about my conversation with the filmmaker, declaring Hau ema Kraras 
(‘I’m a Kraras person’; ‘I’m from Kraras’) and Ida ne mak hau nia historia 
(‘It’s my story; it’s my history’). After asserting that ‘If I say [stop] to 
the community, they will stop [filming]’, Jose urged me to go to Kraras, 
telling me that he would meet me there. In addition, another Timorese 
friend, Nuno, offered to travel with me from Dili to Kraras, confidently 
telling me that I would be fine because he had spoken to his uncle, a 
former commander in Timor’s guerrilla forces, FALINTIL,10 and a 
current member of Timor’s armed forces, F-FDTL.11 Nuno’s uncle was 
providing security for the film in Kraras and had a major acting role in 
the film.12  

 Taking all of this into consideration, with less than a week left of 
filming I travelled to Kraras by motorbike with Nuno and another 
Timorese friend. However, despite the reassurance from Jose, Nuno and 
others, things did not go well in the tiny village, where my presence was 
immediately known to the filmmaker. Several days after I arrived, while 
I was observing the filming at what I thought was a reasonable distance 
from the action, the filmmaker walked over to me and told me in no 
uncertain terms to leave the area. A heated exchange followed in front 
of the film crew and the many villagers who had also been observing the 
filming. To avoid further confrontation and embarrassment, I spent the 
following day, the final day of shooting, outside of Kraras. I returned to 
Dili shortly thereafter.

 I took several additional trips to Kraras after this, still not having 
ruled out the idea of relocating there for a significant period of time, 
although I felt that the incident might have made this option more 
untenable. Indeed, on one of my trips, while interviewing someone who 
happened to have participated in the film, the interviewee stopped the 

10. Armed Forces for the National Liberation of East Timor or Forças Armadas da 
Libertação Nacional de Timor-Leste.

11. The Timor-Leste Defence Force or Forças de Defesa de Timor Leste.
12. ‘Nuno’ and ‘Jose’ are both pseudonyms.
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conversation after realizing that I was one of the foreigners involved 
in the ‘malae fight’. In the end, the public spat provided an additional 
reason for me to continue to be based in Dili for the remainder of my 
fieldwork, a decision I realized I had anyhow been leaning towards, and 
with which I was ultimately happy. As for the film, almost a year after 
my fieldwork ended it had a two-night premiere in Dili, beginning on 
17 September 2013, the 30th anniversary of Kraras’ biggest massacre. 
Tickets cost 60 dollars. The film has toured Timor’s districts and has 
done well on the international film circuit. 

Studying power, studying sideways
What happened here? Why was the filmmaker so adamant that I not 
observe the filming? Why did I go to Kraras despite the filmmaker tell-
ing me not to? What kinds of larger issues, both in relation to fieldwork 
methodology and in relation to my research topic, do the incident and 
the film project help to illuminate? 

 Documentary-type filmmaking is a power-laden process under even 
the best of circumstances. Most obviously, in having control over the 
story that is told filmmakers have power over those whose lives they 
represent. In the case at hand, two main factors made issues of power 
especially salient. First, the film was being shot with the involvement of 
‘Northern’ filmmakers in a very poor, post-conflict ‘Southern’ country 
where, among other things, the costs of labour are relatively cheap and 
‘locals’ aruably have less bargaining power than they would in a more 
developed country (rural areas of Timor such as Kraras are particularly 
poor).13 Second, while all people’s stories or pasts are valuable resources, 
for multiple reasons pasts involving violence and suffering are often par-
ticularly valuable or powerful. Among other things, they can lead to an 
especially strong sense of shared or collective identity (Irwin-Zarecka 
1994: 58; Bellah et al. 1985: 153). The stakes were especially high with 
this film project, because the story or past being portrayed on screen 
– that of Timor in general and of Kraras in particular – was particularly 
violent and tragic.

13. At the time of my fieldwork and the time of the filming there was no electricity or 
running water in Kraras or in Lalerek Mutin (although some houses in both places 
had solar panels). 
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 The film, centred on an extremely tragic story and involving indi-
viduals and groups with vastly different interests and amounts of power, 
financial and otherwise, was thus a highly political and sensitive project. 
Among other things, permission had to be granted to tell the story of 
Kraras and to film in Kraras. Agreements regarding finances also had 
to be reached: how much would the foreign filmmakers, the Dili-based 
filmmakers and actors, and those from Kraras acting in the film as extras 
receive for their work? How would the film’s profits be split? Would any 
of it go to Kraras? Issues of artistic control were also at play, especially 
with regard to how to represent Kraras’ past. As will be discussed further 
below, the history of Kraras is contested even within Kraras, and the film 
would be crystallizing only a particular version of a very complicated 
and controversial story. 

 That all of these power-laden issues existed in relation to a project 
involving memories of past violence was why I was interested in the 
film project in the first place. I had hoped that I could gain insight into 
at least some of these matters by observing the filming process. At the 
time, I honestly could not understand why the filmmaker would have 
any problem with my involvement; I was not a competing filmmaker 
or a journalist planning to write an exposé on the film. In hindsight the 
situation seems clearer. Obviously aware of the power relations in which 
the film was embedded, the filmmaker was rationally protecting the 
project from the gaze of an outsider’s metaphorical and literal camera.

 Anthropologist Sherry Ortner has written that media profession-
als work ‘in the same general cultural zone as ourselves – the world of 
knowledge, information, representation, interpretation and criticism’ 
(Ortner 2010: 223). Within the general category of ‘knowledge work-
ers’ there is arguably no job closer to that of an anthropologist than 
that of a documentary filmmaker. Both jobs involve relaying in-depth, 
ethnographically-based stories, often from one part of the world to an-
other. These stories frequently focus on less powerful people. In light of 
the commonalities between filmmaking and ethnographic fieldwork, my 
failed attempts to gain official access to the filmmaker and the project in 
which the filmmaker was engaged can be used to illustrate the particular 
difficulties of ‘studying up’ or ‘studying sideways’. Simply put, it can be 
harder to get inside the worlds of the powerful than the worlds of the less 
powerful (Nader 1974 [1969]: 302). Among other things, a competitive 
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edge can exist between those ‘in the same arena doing basically similar 
things’, as expert is pitted against expert (Ortner 2010: 225). After all, the 
filmmaker and I were both, in our own ways, working to relay the same 
general story to a similar Western audience. 

 The commonalities between my work and that of the filmmaker 
also help to explain my behaviour. When the filmmaker forbade me 
from going to Kraras, I interpreted this as an expression of ownership 
of Kraras and its story. I felt that even if the filmmaker had a legal right 
to keep people off the ‘film set’, however far that ‘set’ extended – and I 
questioned whether it could have included the entire village of Kraras 
– as a non-Timorese working on a film in Timor, one so consistently 
described as locally-controlled, no less, the filmmaker did not have the 
ethical right to do so. In addition, a part of what I was trying to study, as 
I researched how Timorese were remembering the Indonesian past, was 
how international discourses such as human rights, and international ac-
tors themselves, affected or were a part of the process of remembrance. 
In this vein, my going to Kraras was not despite the fact that the film-
maker told me not to, but because the filmmaker told me not to. 

 Yet if documentary filmmaking exists in a field of problematic 
power-relations, a field I was eager to explore in relation to the Kraras 
film, so too does anthropology, which has a long and not-proud history 
of serving as a ‘handmaiden of colonialism’ (Asad 1973: 16–17). In 
hindsight I see that the strength of my reaction to what I interpreted 
as the filmmaker’s expression of ownership in relation to Kraras was 
probably linked to feelings of guilt and remorse over anthropology’s 
history of power relations, and self-consciousness about my position 
as a foreign researcher in Timor. Paradoxically, the similarities between 
our work also served to reveal my own latent sense of ownership over 
Kraras and its story. I felt that, while I certainly had no claim to Kraras, 
I had as much, if not more, of a right to engage with the site and story 
as did the filmmaker. Using standards that anthropologists traditionally 
and problematically use to denote authority, I reasoned (correctly or 
otherwise) that I had spent much more time in Kraras than the film-
maker. Even more problematically, I felt that I had a purer motive than 
the filmmaker, in that my project was not commercial but was instead 
aiming to understand and critique power relations, of which partially 
commercial projects such as the filmmaker’s were part. Of course, my 
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dissertation project on remembrance of Timor’s history of violence and 
suffering is very much enmeshed in the same power relations it intends 
to critique; by writing a dissertation that I hope will lead to an academic 
career, I am also involved in capitalizing on the tragic and valuable story 
of human suffering with which I am engaged.14

The politics of memory in Timor:  
historical narratives and usable pasts

At this point I turn away from the encounter with the filmmaker and 
provide a critical analysis of the film project itself. In present-day Timor, 
the dominant collective memory of the Indonesian occupation is a story 
of heroic resistance to Indonesian rule centred on the veterans or ‘he-
roes’ of that struggle; accordingly, the most ‘usable pasts’ (Brooks 1918) 
in Timor, for individuals and communities alike, are pasts involving acts 
of resistance. Among other things, since 2006–2007 the Timorese gov-
ernment has been awarding pensions and medals to those it defines as 
veterans of Timor’s independence struggle.15 While Kraras is infamous 
for the horrific massacres perpetrated there by the Indonesian military 
in September 1983, these massacres were in response to an uprising by 
residents of Kraras that occurred on 8 August 1983, in which villagers, 
including members of the Indonesian-controlled paramilitary or civil 
defence unit, Ratih, killed from 14 to 16 Indonesian combat engineers. 

 Yet despite the dramatic nature of this act of armed resistance – as 
well as the fact that the reprisal massacres were among the largest of 

14. Ulf Hannerz points out that anthropologists often avoid other transnationals, 
‘holding [their] own efforts to be either intellectually or morally superior (or both)’ 
(Hannerz 1998: 109–110). Yet malae in various positions in Timor compete with 
each other over the authenticity or depth of their relationships with Timor and 
Timorese.

15. In addition to medals and payments, the Timorese state has recognized veterans in 
numerous other ways. It has built a museum dedicated to Timor’s resistance (the 
Resistance Archive & Museum) and a ‘Martyrs’ Cemetery’ for veterans. During 
my fieldwork in 2011–2012, the state was in the process of building monuments 
to veterans in all 65 subdistricts, as well as ossuaries for veterans in all 13 districts. 
More informally, in a pattern noted in other post-conflict areas, the government 
has awarded business contracts to many senior veterans. Veterans have also held 
the most powerful political positions in Timor since independence, with veteran-
hood used to justify and gain this political power.
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the Indonesian occupation – in the post-independence era the Kraras 
events and those connected to them have been relatively ignored at a 
national level. Neither the date of the Kraras uprising nor the date of 
any of the Kraras massacres is a national holiday. While there have 
been commemorations of the uprising and massacres on and off since 
independence, one of which I attended in 2012, these have been 
mostly small, low-budget, local affairs, with only one or two low-level 
state representatives in attendance (if any at all).16There is no national 
monument or memorial to the Kraras event, and few from Kraras are in 
positions of power in Timor (Rothschild 2015). 

 Along with many other individuals and groups in Timor who protest 
that the Timorese state has forgotten their particular histories of suffering 
and struggle (see Bovensiepen, this volume), those from Kraras bemoan 
this lack of attention, complaining that ‘the Kraras heroes have been 
forgotten’. They often point out that ‘twelve November is national…
but ’83 is nakukun (dark)’.17 Indeed, in post-independence Timor the 
‘peaceful’ pro-independence demonstration and resulting ‘Santa Cruz 
massacre’ that occurred in Dili on 12 November 1991 receive much 
more attention than the Kraras uprising and massacres of 1983, despite 
the fact that many people are believed to have been killed in Kraras. 
One reason for this is that the Santa Cruz massacre was videotaped (by 
one of several Western journalists who witnessed the event) and shown 
around the world, while the Kraras events, which occurred while Timor 
was closed to the outside world, were scarcely documented.18A relative 

16. There have been two exceptions. The twenty-fifth anniversary commemoration of 
the Kraras massacre in 2008 was larger than average (and attended by then-Presi-
dent José Ramos-Horta and other national figures). In addition, on 28 November 
2013, Timor’s national Independence Day ceremonies were celebrated in Kraras 
and the thirtieth anniversary of the Kraras events was also commemorated at this 
time in a large, national ceremony.

17. Interview with anonymous interviewee by author, June 2012.
18. Timor-Leste was officially closed to the outside world from the time of the 

Indonesian invasion in 1975 until 1989. A main reason that the Santa Cruz dem-
onstration and massacre receive more attention than the Kraras massacres is the 
impact of the Santa Cruz massacre on the independence movement. After footage 
of the massacre was seen on televisions across the globe, international support for 
Timor’s independence struggle increased dramatically; the Kraras event, on the 
other hand, had little immediate impact on Timor’s struggle for independence. 
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lack of knowledge about the Kraras uprising and massacres, both inside 
and outside of Timor, persists to this day. The film was thus potentially 
very significant for those from Kraras, in that it would spread awareness 
of the Kraras events both nationally and internationally, and possibly 
bring Kraras some desperately-needed attention.

 However, even in the best of circumstances collective memories or 
representations of past events are ‘the product of processes of intense 
contest, struggle, and, in some instances, annihilation’ (Gillis 1994: 5). 
For many reasons, including the scale of the tragedy in Kraras and the 
aforementioned timing of the Kraras events, Kraras’ past is particularly 
contentious, with even the major ‘facts’ of its history under dispute.19 

Xanana Gusmão, the former leader of Timor’s resistance, has admitted 
to ordering an uprising against the Indonesia military for 17 August 
1983 (Niner 2009: 100); apparently all of the eastern districts of Timor 
were supposed to revolt at the same time. It is still unclear why other 
districts didn’t revolt. It is also unclear why the uprising in Kraras oc-
curred on 8 August. Had there been a misunderstanding or a failure of 
communication, or did the uprising ultimately occur, prematurely, in 
response to particular crimes committed by Indonesian forces? If so, 
what were these crimes?20 To what extent was Falintil involved in the up-
rising, as opposed to only villagers from Kraras and Timorese defecting 
from Ratih?21 Was Indonesian ex-General Prabowo Subianto directly 

19. Also relevant is that reprisals for the massacres targeted all villagers in Kraras (as 
well as villagers from surrounding areas), not just those who led the uprising; some 
from Kraras and surrounding areas feel they were ‘abandoned’ by those who led the 
uprising.

20. Some argue that the uprising was in response to the sexual harassment of local 
women; others argue that it was in response to the murder of several men and 
women from Kraras. If the uprising was in response to crimes committed by the 
Indonesian forces, that would mean that the ceasefire between Timor’s resistance 
leaders and the Indonesia military that had been initiated in March and April 1983, 
and that formally ended with the Kraras uprising, had originally been undermined 
by the Indonesian military (as opposed to by Timorese). The relationship between 
the Kraras uprising and the breaking of the ceasefire is another contentious issue in 
relation to Kraras (CAVR 2005, at chap. 3: 105).

21. Many Ratih were ex-Falintil.
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responsible for ordering the massacres? What was the total number of 
Timorese killed in the massacres (Waddingham 2013)?22 

 The film was thus potentially significant for those from Kraras not 
only because it would increase general awareness of what happened in 
Kraras, but because, in its portrayal of Kraras’ past, it would present ‘an-
swers’ to at least some of these controversial questions. As one observer 
noted, ‘it is ... highly predictable that in the future, when Timorese are 
asked to describe or comment on the Krarás massacre they will retrieve 
images from [the film]’ (Callahan 2016: 6). In cementing national (and 
international) ideas of what occurred in Kraras, the film would then have 
concrete consequences for Kraras in terms of recognition. In present-
day Timor, recognition is afforded to ‘heroic’ actions undertaken by 
Timorese during the Indonesian occupation. Depending on how the 
Kraras uprising was depicted, it could be deemed more or less heroic. 

 It should be noted here that representations of Kraras’ past are 
particularly sensitive because discourses of transitional justice and 
reconciliation that have circulated in Timor since independence have 
focused on the suffering of the victims of violence on all sides of Timor’s 
independence struggle, including Indonesian victims. The result is that 
some acts of past armed resistance committed during the Indonesian 
occupation – particularly those committed by Timorese not officially 
associated with Falintil – are viewed as less unequivocally heroic than 
some acts of unarmed or ‘peaceful’ resistance, such as the demonstra-
tion on 12 November 1991 (Rothschild 2015). As one youth from 
Kraras told me: ‘I think the reason the Kraras massacre is not so famous 
is because it resulted from the killing of Indonesians’.23

22. The CAVR gives over 500 names of Timorese who were killed by the Indonesian 
military from 1983 to 1984 in counter-insurgency attacks related to or in retalia-
tion for the Kraras uprising (CAVR 2005, at chap. 7.2), but credible sources report 
deaths of up to a thousand (Kraras ex-village chief, interview by author, December 
2011). 

23. Interview with anonymous interviewee by author, June 2012. That discourses of 
reconciliation encompassed the events in Kraras can be seen in the following. First, 
in 2008 then-president José Ramos-Horta spoke in Kraras on the twenty-fifth an-
niversary of the Kraras massacres, noting: ‘I also feel your suffering, but … the 
best way for the Timorese is forgiveness and reconciliation, including to forgive 
Indonesians because during this fight Timorese also killed each other and many 
Indonesians also died in this land … Therefore as I have appealed many times 
before that even though the biggest responsibility of the Kraras massacre is com-
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 Ownership, locality and truth
In light of the potential significance of the film for those from Kraras, I 
was interested in perceptions of the film project at the community level. 
While advertisements for the film all stressed the film’s local or East 
Timorese nature, what exactly did ‘local’ mean here? The consistent use 
of the term local to describe the film project not only raised the question 
of to what degree the film was a purely Timorese project – as opposed 
to a Timorese project with international involvement – it also raised the 
question of which Timorese were involved in the film project. As the 
film was grounded in the history of the Kraras uprising and massacres, I 
was particularly interested in the extent to which those from Kraras were 
involved in the project. In light of the fact that the history of Kraras is so 
contested, I was also interested in who from Kraras was involved. These 
concerns relate to larger questions at the centre of my research about 
who owns, or should own, historical narratives of violence; and about 
the relationship between subnational and national histories of violence. 
These questions are particularly salient where violence has occurred in 
the context of a national liberation movement.

 Many in Kraras with whom I spoke during the filming and afterwards 
told me that the film had been given the ‘go-ahead’ in Kraras because it 
was linked with Ular Rihik. Ular was a member of the local liurai (royal) 
family and the leader of the Kraras uprising. After the uprising he became 
a Falintil commander and then a major in Timor’s post-independence 
armed forces (Ular passed away in 2010).24 I was told that one of the 
film’s main consultants had previously visited Kraras with Ular to learn 
more about Kraras’ history. According to my informants, Ular ‘and other 
big commanders in Dili’ had told the film crew the story of Kraras and 

ing from the Indonesians, however, they also suffer like us’ (Ramos-Horta 2008). 
Second, a Timorese historian told me that before his death in 2010, Ular Rihik, 
the leader of the Kraras uprising, had planned to hold a reconciliation meeting 
in Kraras in honour of Timorese and Indonesian victims of the Kraras uprising. 
Ular planned that the reconciliation would take place under the tree where an 
Indonesian army engineer who had avoided being killed in the uprising hid for a 
night before escaping to inform his superiors of the revolt. 

24. Ular Rihik was the nom de guerre of Vírgilio dos Anjos. After the uprising, Ular, 
along with other Ratih involved in the uprising, defected to Falintil.
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the film crew had promised to ‘fulfill Ular’s story’.25 The importance of 
Ular’s apparent endorsement for legitimizing the film at the local level 
highlights the centrality of hierarchy in Timorese society and in Timor’s 
struggle for independence.

 Yet despite the apparent endorsement by Ular and the fact that 
some who participated in the Kraras uprising were used as extras in the 
scenes filmed in Kraras26 (and were able to share their knowledge of the 
historical events), many from Kraras complained that there had been a 
lack of consultation with the ‘little people’ in Kraras and Lalerek Mutin, 
including with the survivors.27 Others conveyed a lack of ownership 
over the project via complaints regarding the film’s depictions of the 
Kraras events. Here I should note that while the film is grounded in the 
historical events of the Kraras uprising and massacres, it moves on to 
tell a fictional love story based on a French film, The Return of Martin 
Guerre, which itself is based on a story from 16th century rural France. 
One scholar theorized that the Kraras film’s move away from ‘a more 
closely historical narrative’ might help turn discussion about the film 
from ‘issues of mimesis and archiving’ to ‘ongoing social issues in the 
present’ (Callahan 2016: 2), including how Timorese ‘might deal with 
their past in the present’ (ibid.: 3). The film could then avoid some of 
the problems that plagued Balibo, which had claimed to be a ‘piece of 
history’ and was then critiqued for being historically inaccurate (ibid.: 
2–3).  

 While it may be true that on the national and international levels the 
film has avoided being primarily read ‘in terms of factual verisimilitude’ 
(ibid.: 3), this was not the case as I perceived it at the community level, at 
least during the time of the filming. While some seemed to understand 
that the film was not meant to be a strictly historical narrative of Kraras, 
if such a thing could be possible, many who watched the filming along-

25. In an interview conducted by Zelda Grimshaw with Ular a year before his death, 
Ular had noted his desire to film a reenactment of the Kraras events (Grimshaw 
2009).

26. This included the father of the family with whom I stayed during the filming. 
27. Indeed in the weeks and even days leading up to the filming in Kraras, many of 

those from Kraras to whom I spoke – including people living both inside and 
outside Kraras – were unaware of the film. I visited Lalerek Mutin the day after the 
filming had ended and many there told me that they had no knowledge of the film.
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side me seemed upset or confused by what they perceived as factual 
inaccuracies. Some protested that the film was la dun los (‘incorrect’). A 
few grumbled that they had told the filmmakers about particular facts, 
but the filmmakers hadn’t listened. Still others noted their desire for 
what they termed ‘real history’ or a ‘complete’ film, proclaiming ‘we will 
make our own … better film when we have money’. ‘Better’, in this case, 
seemed to relate to perceived truth or accuracy. 

 A community-level preoccupation with ‘truth’ and ‘facts’ is a reflec-
tion of Kraras’ contested history, as well as an inevitable consequence of 
filming a reenactment of traumatic events in front of people who have 
lived through them, thirty years after the fact. A concern with questions 
of truth and falsehood can also be understood in the context of larger, 
national-level discourses about the Indonesian past that have circulated 
in Timor since independence, discourses or themes that are ironically 
at the heart of the film, which centres around a question of false iden-
tity. These discourses focus on the question of who was on what side 
during the war and involve claims that people are lying about their past 
involvement in Timor’s resistance movement. Concerns with the truth 
of who did what during the occupation link directly with struggles over 
recognition. Many complain that history ‘has been turned on its head’ 
in present-day Timor, because those who supported independence 
have failed to benefit, while those who committed crimes or supported 
Indonesia have either gone unpunished or have been rewarded. A com-
mon saying is heroi jadi traidor, traidor jadi heroi (‘heroes have become 
traitors and traitors have become heroes’). 

 Indeed, an unrealistically high number of Timorese have registered 
as veterans (as of 2011, the country of just over one million people 
had almost 200,000 persons trying to register). It is clear that Timor’s 
veterans’ pension scheme is rife with problems, with many who meet 
the state’s definition of veteranhood failing to receive benefits and vice-
versa. Additionally there is the reality of continued impunity for most of 
the perpetrators of the main crimes committed during the Indonesian 
era,28 as well as a reflection of the fact that, beginning in 2007, and the 

28. Timor’s Hybrid Serious Crimes Tribunal operated from 2000 to 2005, but only 
dealt with crimes committed in 1999. It filed indictments against 391 people, but 
a majority of these still enjoy sanctuary in Indonesia; of 83 convictions by the 
Tribunal, almost all were of low-level Timorese perpetrators (Cohen 2006: 2–4). 
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fact that some former pro-autonomy leaders who supported integration 
with Indonesia have held powerful positions in Timor’s government. 
The complaint that history has been ‘turned on its head’ partially reflects 
these realities.

However, a strong preoccupation in Timor with determining the 
truth about who was on what side during the Indonesian occupation 
and a corresponding sense of frustration that the truth is continuously 
obscured, also reflect the lack of transparency that characterized life 
under Indonesian rule. Simply put, the question of which Timorese 
were on which side was never clear or simple. The Indonesian military’s 
deliberate militarization of Timorese society and the related nature of 
Timor’s clandestine resistance meant that Timorese were often forced by 
circumstances to ‘play both sides,’ moving between collaboration with 
Indonesia and resistance. This reality has been insufficiently examined 
in post-independence Timor (Drexler 2013: 75). In sum, assertions 
by some from Kraras that the film was presenting a ‘false’ or ‘incorrect’ 
history can be seen not only as direct comments on what was being 
observed during the filming process, but also as expressions of a wider 
national-level criticism or lament regarding the different ways in which 
the truth of the Indonesian period was and continues to be elusive.

 In light of criticism of the film at the community level, why did 
those from Kraras ultimately allow the film to proceed?29 Beyond the 
fact of Ular’s endorsement (and payment for those acting in the film as 
extras), some simply didn’t want to enmesh themselves in a situation 
that was already so fraught and emotional. As one informant told me, ‘I 
could have blocked it, but we see that there are some veterans involved 
in the film, so we need to, well, respect another person’s effort, if we get 
involved it will just cause more conflict and we can’t do that …’ Yet many 
others noted that even if the film was ‘incomplete’ or not completely 
community-driven, it was still better that some film was made, rather 
than none at all, so as to bring attention to Kraras and its history. Some 
were concerned with raising awareness at the national level, asserting 
that the film would help Timor’s leaders recognize what happened in 
Kraras and realize that ‘it wasn’t only twelve November that was a mas-
sacre’. Others were more interested in gaining international exposure. 

29. One person in Kraras told me that there had been initial moves by some at the 
community level to ‘block’ the film.
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As one Kraras veteran noted, ‘at first they approached me to make the 
movie and I said they couldn’t because it wasn’t accurate, but then they 
explained it would raise the profile of Kraras in the international realm’. 

 The desire of those from Kraras to promote their history must be 
understood not only in the context of a perceived lack of national rec-
ognition, but also in the context of the aforementioned lack of punitive 
justice for crimes from the Indonesian era, including for the Kraras mas-
sacres. Those from Kraras frequently pointed out to me that Timorese 
who took part in the massacres are still living in and around the Kraras 
area. On an international level, General Prabowo, the person thought to 
be responsible for ordering the massacres, was not only never indicted 
for his role in the massacres, but is still a major player in Indonesian poli-
tics. Less than a year after the Kraras film’s release in Timor, Prabowo ran 
for president of Indonesia and finished a close second. 

Conclusion
The ‘malae melee’ depicted in this chapter raises fundamental questions 
about fieldwork. What rights does an anthropologist have in the field? 
Does the anthropologist get to decide who can provide or deny her 
‘informed consent’? In what situations might such consent be granted or 
denied by another foreigner or ‘outsider’ in the field? While issues of ac-
cess are always at play in fieldwork, many of these issues are heightened 
or further problematized when fieldwork involves ‘studying sideways’. 
Due to the critical role that international actors played in Timor’s strug-
gle for independence and continue to play in Timor’s post-independence 
era (see Nygaard-Christensen, this volume), these issues have particular 
salience for foreign researchers in Timor.

 In relation to my research topic, the encounter between the film-
maker and me illustrates and is symbolic of the power-laden, emotional 
and contested environment in which already contested memories and 
histories of suffering and struggle are being negotiated and reworked in 
present-day Timor. The stakes are so high not only because so many 
lives were lost but because these histories of suffering and struggle 
matter in the present. They are essential in helping to forge new shared 
identities at the community and national levels. They are also critical 
in more concrete ways, as Timor’s state has been awarding material 
benefits to particular persons and groups whose pasts it deems ‘heroic’, 
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while at the same time failing to recognize and award others. The fact 
that this particular dispute occurred between two foreigners in Timor, 
each engaged in a separate project focused on Kraras’ past, illustrates 
that just as Timor’s struggle for independence against Indonesia in-
volved a complicated and muddled entanglement of local, national and 
international forces, so too do post-independence attempts to represent, 
remember and valorize this struggle.
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