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Introduction
East Timor—known officially as the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste—stands as one
of the newest nations in Southeast Asia, with a political journey defined by the trials
and triumphs of independence. Emerging from centuries of Portuguese colonialism
and, more recently, the traumas of a 24-year-long Indonesian occupation, East Timor’s
political landscape has been sculpted by struggle, resilience, and an unwavering
pursuit of self-determination. Since the restoration of independence in 2002, East
Timor has made significant progress in building the essential institutions of a modern
democracy, yet challenges in state-building and governance remain central features of
its national story.

This book, The Politics of East Timor: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
East Timor, offers an in-depth exploration of the institutions, actors, and dynamics that
define contemporary Timorese politics. Moving beyond the headlines of conflict, this
guide seeks to demystify the workings of East Timor’s semi-presidential system,
explain how its leaders share and contest power, and illustrate how the legacies of
colonialism and resistance continue to shape both political competition and
governance.

Understanding East Timorese politics requires an appreciation of the nation’s turbulent
history. The roots of today’s political parties and public debates reach deep into the
decades of anti-colonial struggle, civil conflict, and grassroots activism. The
emergence of independence-era leaders, from guerrilla commanders to Nobel
laureates, has left an enduring imprint on political institutions and public life. Amid
such a legacy, Timor-Leste’s approach to constitution-making, elections, and power-
sharing arrangements showcases both innovation and the challenges inherent in
forging a new democracy.

Yet, for all its achievements, East Timor’s democracy is far from consolidated. The
state apparatus is still maturing, grappling with limited resources, institutional
capacity, and the ongoing influence of charismatic personalities from the
independence era. Political parties, shaped by history and persistent rivalries,
compete in a landscape where coalition governments are often necessary, reflecting
the diversity—and at times, fragmentation—of political will. Issues such as economic
dependence on oil and gas revenues, rural underdevelopment, and calls for greater
inclusion of women and youth in politics remain subjects of heated debate and policy
focus.

Internationally, East Timor balances relations with neighboring states and key
partners, its diplomatic choices often reflecting both historical alliances and strategic
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contemporary needs. The involvement of the United Nations in everything from
peacekeeping to institution-building underscores the global dimension of its political
evolution, while the efforts to reform the security sector and ensure credible rule of
law highlight the ongoing process of nation-building.

This book sets out to provide readers—with no prior expertise required—a
comprehensive and accessible account of how the political system of East Timor works
and who shapes it. In tracing the history, structures, legislative processes, and actors
of Timorese politics, we hope to illuminate both the promise and complexity of the
country’s democratic project. Whether you are a student, researcher, policymaker, or
simply a reader interested in the world’s youngest democracies, this guide offers a
window into the political heart of East Timor.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of a Nation: East Timor’s
Road to Independence
The story of East Timor's journey to becoming an independent nation is one steeped in
resilience, marked by centuries of foreign influence and decades of fervent struggle.
It’s a narrative that begins long before the formal declaration of independence in
2002, stretching back to the arrival of the first European traders and the gradual
assertion of colonial control. Understanding this history is not merely an academic
exercise; it is essential to grasping the bedrock upon which East Timor’s political
system is built. The scars of the past are etched into the national psyche and continue
to inform political discourse, party affiliations, and the very aspirations of its people.

Before the Europeans sailed into view, the island of Timor was part of ancient trading
networks, known particularly for its aromatic sandalwood. Traders from as far afield as
China and Java visited the island centuries before the Portuguese arrived in the 16th
century. The initial Portuguese presence was less about formal colonization and more
about establishing trading posts and, for Dominican friars, spreading Christianity. It
wasn't until the 18th century that Portugal began to formalize its control over the
eastern half of the island, a process that involved navigating overlapping claims with
the Dutch, who had established themselves in the western part of Timor. The 1859
Treaty of Lisbon eventually delineated the spheres of influence, leaving the eastern
half to Portugal.

For much of the Portuguese colonial era, East Timor remained a neglected outpost.
Lisbon's interest was primarily economic, focusing on the export of sandalwood and
later coffee. Investment in infrastructure, education, and healthcare was minimal. The
administration largely relied on a traditional system of local chiefs, or liurai. While
formal Portuguese authority was asserted, it could often be brutal and exploitative,
particularly in the late 19th and early 20th centuries as Portugal sought to establish
"full and effective control" in line with the norms of the time. Uprisings against colonial
rule, often sparked by new taxes and administrative changes, were met with force,
with troops brought in from other Portuguese colonies.

The 20th century brought further upheaval. During World War II, East Timor was
briefly occupied by Allied forces before falling under Japanese control from 1942 to
1945. The Japanese occupation was marked by significant loss of life and hardship for
the Timorese population, who also participated in a guerrilla campaign alongside Allied
forces. Following the war, Portuguese rule was restored, but the colony remained
largely underdeveloped. It was declared an 'Overseas Province' of Portugal in 1955, a
change in designation that did little to alter the reality on the ground.
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A pivotal moment arrived in 1974 with the Carnation Revolution in Lisbon. This military
coup overthrew the authoritarian Estado Novo regime in Portugal and ushered in a
rapid process of decolonization across its overseas territories. This sudden shift caught
East Timor largely unprepared for self-governance. Political parties quickly emerged,
representing a spectrum of views on the country's future. The Timorese Democratic
Union (UDT) initially favored a continued link with Portugal in a form of federation,
while the Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor (FRETILIN) advocated for
full and immediate independence. Another significant party was the Timorese Social-
Democratic Association (ASDT), which would later become FRETILIN.

The emergence of these parties and their differing visions led to a period of intense
political maneuvering and escalating tensions. As Portugal withdrew its administrative
presence, a brief but bloody civil war erupted in 1975 between FRETILIN and UDT.
FRETILIN emerged victorious from this internal conflict and, on November 28, 1975,
unilaterally declared the independence of the Democratic Republic of East Timor. This
moment, though short-lived, is deeply significant in East Timorese history,
representing a brief flicker of self-determination before a much darker chapter began.

Just nine days after the declaration of independence, on December 7, 1975, Indonesia
launched a full-scale invasion of East Timor. Codenamed Operasi Seroja (Operation
Lotus), it was the largest military operation ever undertaken by Indonesia. Jakarta's
stated pretexts included anti-colonialism and anti-communism, aiming to prevent a
left-leaning FRETILIN government from establishing itself and potentially inspiring
separatist movements within Indonesia. However, the invasion was widely condemned
by the United Nations and was never recognized as legal by the international
community, which continued to regard Portugal as the administering power.

The Indonesian occupation that followed was brutal and devastating, lasting for 24
years. It was marked by widespread human rights abuses, including mass killings,
forced displacement, and famine. Estimates of the number of East Timorese who died
during this period range from 100,000 to 250,000, a staggering figure for a small
population. The Indonesian military sought to suppress all forms of resistance,
targeting civilians and destroying villages. Despite the overwhelming force of the
Indonesian military, a determined resistance movement, led primarily by FRETILIN and
its armed wing, FALINTIL, continued a long and arduous guerrilla struggle from the
mountainous interior.

The international community's response to the occupation was, for many years,
muted. Geopolitical considerations, particularly during the Cold War, led some
Western powers to prioritize strategic stability in the region and maintain good
relations with Indonesia, tacitly accepting or not actively opposing the annexation.
However, advocacy efforts by East Timorese exiles and international solidarity
movements gradually brought the situation to greater global attention. A turning point
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came in 1991 with the Santa Cruz Massacre in Dili, where Indonesian forces brutally
killed hundreds of peaceful protesters. Footage of the massacre reached the outside
world, galvanizing international condemnation and increasing pressure on Indonesia.

Changes within Indonesia itself also contributed to the eventual shift. The Asian
Financial Crisis in the late 1990s led to significant economic and political upheaval,
culminating in the resignation of long-serving President Suharto in May 1998. His
successor, B.J. Habibie, adopted a more conciliatory approach to East Timor,
eventually proposing a limited autonomy within Indonesia. Under mounting
international pressure and with a change in leadership in Jakarta, a diplomatic
breakthrough was finally achieved.

In May 1999, an agreement was signed between Indonesia and Portugal, under the
auspices of the United Nations, for a popular consultation to be held in East Timor.
This referendum would allow the East Timorese people to choose between accepting
special autonomy within Indonesia or rejecting it, which would be a vote for full
independence. The United Nations Mission in East Timor (UNAMET) was established to
organize and conduct the vote. Despite a climate of intimidation and violence
orchestrated by pro-Indonesian militias, the referendum went ahead on August 30,
1999.

The result was an overwhelming rejection of autonomy, with 78.5% of voters choosing
independence. The announcement of the result unleashed a new wave of horrific
violence by anti-independence militias and elements of the Indonesian military,
resulting in widespread destruction, displacement, and further loss of life. In response
to this humanitarian crisis, and with Indonesia's agreement, the UN authorized the
deployment of an international peacekeeping force, the International Force East Timor
(INTERFET), led by Australia. INTERFET's arrival in September 1999 helped to restore
order and paved the way for a period of transitional administration by the United
Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET).

UNTAET was given broad authority to administer the territory, provide security, and
prepare East Timor for full independence. This period involved rebuilding
infrastructure, establishing state institutions, and working towards the drafting of a
constitution. The long and arduous road culminated on May 20, 2002, when East Timor
officially regained its independence, becoming the first new sovereign state of the
21st century. The birth of this new nation was a testament to the unwavering
determination of the East Timorese people and a powerful, albeit costly, example of
the pursuit of self-determination in the face of immense adversity.
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