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East Timor and Portugal: The Ending
of Empire in the Media

Rita Ribeiro and Joanguim Costa

EasT Timor: THE LONG SHADOW OF THE PORTUGUESE EMPIRE

Despite approximately five centuries of Portuguese colonial presence in
East Timor, the importance of the small island at the far edge of Asia
was always more symbolic than actual in the Portuguese empire. It was
more than two decades after decolonisation that Timor became particu-
larly important to the Portuguese imagination in triggering a moment of
national interpellation, which led to revisiting the country’s imperial past
and to a full assumption of responsibility for its postcolonial condition.
Following the ruthless Indonesian annexation of East Timor in 1975,
Portuguese political forces and the media remained aware of the situa-
tion, especially from 1990 onward, and the case of East Timor was never
completely obliterated from the public sphere. The awarding of the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1996, following the ‘Santa Cruz massacre’ (1991)
and the arrest of guerrilla leader “Xanana’ Gusmao (1992), to Bishop
Ximenes Belo and José Ramos-Horta ‘for their work towards a just and
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peaceful solution to the conflict in East Timor® further contributed to
keep Timor on the media agenda.

In the referendum promoted by the United Nations (UN} in August
1999, the vast majority of Timorese voted in favour of independence, anx-
ious to put an end to Indonesia’s occupation of the territory it had annexed
in 1975, while it was still in the process of Portuguese decolonisation, The
result of this popular consultation was not recognised by Indonesia, which
unleashed a wave of persecution and violence against the Timorese peo-
ple, threatening their democratic choice. Widely broadcast by the Western
media, particularly in Europe, Australia and the United States of America,
these events echoed insistently in Portugal, and this stimulated a movement
of solidarity in favour of returning peace and fieedom to East Tinor.

Two main objectives underlie this rext, Firstly, it is important to
understand how the solidarity movement for East Timor was covered by
the media, and what role the media played in shaping a consensual opin-
ion on events and on the urgent need for political pressure to help deter
the violence inflicted on the territory. To this end, we underscore the
meanings articulated by the media regarding these events, and how they
were crucial in the single voice raised in the ensuing social movement,

Secondly, we reflect on the postcolonial injunction that Timor repre-
sented for Portugal. In the protests that took place in September 1999, a
cathartic process occurred, that not only symbolically closed the chapter
of Portuguese colonial history, but also led to the reconfiguration of a
collective identity. It is not our aim to describe the Timorese tragedy,
but to analyse how it became a reason for reflexivity regarding Portugal’s
postcolonial condition and the country’s redefinition in the contempo-
rary world. Saying more about Portugal than Timor, the manifestations
of support that multiplied throughout the country stirred up emotions
that, while causing an adjustment to the identity of Portugal as a dem-
ocratic, postcolonial, European and modern country, also absorbed the
significance deeply associated with the collective memory of the empire
and, in particular, the cultural heritage left behind by the presence of the
Portuguese in what today is the Portuguese-speaking world.

THE MEDIA AND THE POWER OF DISCLOSURE

After almost 25 years of occupation by Indonesia, the people of Fast
Timor were called to the ballot to decide on their future as a country.
Under the observance of the UN, a popular consultation was held with
a view to putting an end ro Indonesia’s illegitimate annexation of the
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territory, The referendum, held on 30 August 1999, confirmed the reso-
lute decision of the Timorese to free themselves of Indonesian control:
78.5% voted in favour of independence. In Portugal, the referendum was
widely and directly covered in the media. Television, the press and radio
sent journalists to the country and they gave detailed reparts about what
was happening there prior to the Timorese going to the ballot box. An
air of expectation was created regarding the outcome of the referendum
and the way in which Indonesia would react to the results.

The media coverage was the result of the growing political importance
that the referendum had assumed within the national and international
context. However, media coverage was also motivated by another rea-
son: the power to influence events when reporting them. The same global
media which had ignored the genocide of around one third of the popula-
tion throughout 25 years of Indonesian! occupation would be decisive in
carrying the demand of international public opinion to halt the massacre
of pro-independence Timorese in the wake of the referendum in 1999,
The explanation for the dual approach of the Western media in denounc-
ing the violation of human rights in East Timor lies essentially in their
incapacity, in the context of the Cold War, to confront the interests of the
Western powers and, by extension, their military and commercial allies.?
It is a known fact that the USA, the United Kingdom and Australia were
complicit in the invasion and in the bloodshed of the occupation that fol-
lowed, and that the Western world, with the exception of Portugal, con-
sistently paid little attention to the tragedy that was taking place.3

Studies on the media have long demonstrated the media’s abil-
ity to instil the reality they produce. In contemporary societies, reality
is media-reality, filtered and structured by the devices used by the mass
media to shape it. In this, the media are central in forming, or deform-
ing, a social consciousness through agenda setting, defining situations,
opinion forming and selectively highlighting facts and meanings.* From
this perspective, the presence of the media in Timor at the time of the
referendum must be seen as more than responding to its function to pro-
vide information. In fact, even without any manifest intention, it must
be said that it could operate as a dissuasive factor to the violence used
by the Indonesian forces. States, even those for whom democracy is a
hindrance, recognise the damage the media can do to them when it pub-
lishes attacks against human rights or democratic values. In the case of
East Timor, intense media coverage of the violence also confronted the
democratic countries with the political costs of inaction® and this led to
certain countries repositioning their foreign policy in solving the conflict



330 R RIREIRO AND J. COSTA

in East Timor. For example, one analysis of the media effect in Australia
is as follows:

our analysis suggests the particular importance of the journalists on
the ground, reporting the situation in unprecedented numbers from
the region. Their reporting built a framework for protest amongst
the Australian people, which in turn proved crucial in pressuring the
Australian government to change its policy. The journalist ‘as witness’
was provider of compelling evidence to the public.®

MEepiA CONSTRUCTION OF EVENTS IN EasT TIMOR

When the first results of the referendum on self-determination for East
Timor were published, they came with the images of viclence that was
devastating the territory which forced everyone, including journalists, to
flee for shelter. In not accepting the decision expressed by the Timorese
for an independent country, Indonesia, using military and police forces
in the territory, unleashed systematic destruction, particularly in the capi-
tal, Dili. The dissuasive power of the media was no more than an illusion.

For at least two weeks, coverage of the situation was practically the
only news in the Portuguese media. In the newspapers, East Timor was
front-page news, often exclusively, throughout the whole of September
1999. More than 15 pages in the leading national newspapers were, in
each edition, dedicated to news sent by envoys on the ground, along
with editorials, articles, columns, interviews and illustrations on events in
East Timor and on the mobilisation that, in Portugal, aimed to pressure
for a political decision on international intervention to re-establish peace
and provide humanitarian aid to the people.

In analysing journalistic coverage in two Portuguese newspapers—
Pitblico (daily) and Expresso (weekly)—throughout September 1999, we
have identified five axes underlying the informative material produced by
the leading press on the issue:

1. the violence carried out by Indonesian forces against the Timorese
and the associated moral confrontation between those defending
the democratic act of independence with their own lives, and those
persisting in illegitimate and brutal occupation;

2. the emotional catalyst provoked by the tragedy that affected the
Timorese people, including the most vulnerable (children, the
elderly and women), who responded to their aggressors by taking
refuge in the mountains, but without taking up arms;



EAST TIMOR AND PORTUGAL: THE ENDING OF EMPIRE IN THE MEDIA 331

3. the unanimous rejection in Portuguese society of Indonesian
aggression, an attitude shared by the different political parties
and Dby all social agents that participated in the movement for East
Timor by taking action politically, through media coverage or in
protests;

4. the spontaneous, large-scale mobilisation of the Portuguese who
multiplied their demonstrations against the genocide taking place,
and in their appeal for international intervention to bring peace to
the territory;

5. the highlighting of the historical ties between Portugal and East
Timor—namely, the Portuguese cultural heritage in the territory
and the benevolent image that the Timorese seemed to hold of the
former coloniser,

Although, strictly speaking, this analysis refers to the press, it can also be
applied to other forms of the mass media, such as radio and television,
which had dedicated broadcasts constantly, and sometimes exclusively, of
events in East Timor, and to the movement in Portugal that appealed
for freedom for the ‘new’ country. Furthermore, besides the intensity
with which news about East Timor occupied the media, the perspective
adopted in journalistic coverage was also unique in the way in which it
suspended the ethical principles inherent in journalism. We refer, specifi-
cally, to the clear position adopted by both journalists and editors on the
topic, which consented to neutrality, independence and unbiased opin-
fons being usurped by positions imbued with questions of a moral, politi-
cal and emotional nature.

Having described how the Portuguese media received events taking
place after the referendum, it is important to understand what com-
prised the movement for solidarity with East Timor, and how the echo
of the media’s voice was expressed in this movement. The media did play
a major role in mobilising the public in promating some of the more
symbolic initiatives that took place and, above all, in creating a feeling of
legitimacy for the national movement for East Timor that left no room
for dissension, and thar aspired to no less than the succeds of the appeal
for international intervention.

Within the context of expectation that had been created regarding
the referendum, news on the results could be celebrated in necither East
Timor nor Portugal because of the immediate reaction of extreme vio-
lence on the part of Indonesian and pro-Indonesian military forces, The
global media then began to publish images and reports of loss of life,
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destruction of buildings, the flight of the population to the mountains or
their deportation to the western part of the island, and of Western peo-
ple (including journalists) taking shelter in the installations of the UN
Mission.

Within a few days the situation became dramatic but, contrary to
other episodes of bloodshed during Indonesian occupation, this time
the media were on the ground and, although restrained, they continued
to report events, They could get hold of witnesses and give a voice and
a face to the persecuted; they showed a suffering people, but a people
serene in the conviction of their choice, In short, the media also drama-
tised the situation, making selections as to the protagonists and the focal
points that led the eye and influenced the interpretation of the situation.

PuBLIC MOBILISATION IN PORTUGAL: PROTESTS
WITH A SINGLE VOICE

The information that arrived on the massacres gave rise to a national
uprising in Portugal in the first weeks of September 1999. This mobi-
lisation was consolidated by many public events, varying in scale and
content, but all sharing the following elements: objectives, organisa-
tion, strategies and means. Without going into a detailed description of
the protest demonstrations, we will give a brief analysis of the solidarity
movement for Timor, based on information produced in the media.
Firstly, it must be explained that the movement to free East Timor
was the most intense and spontancous form of public action witnessed
in Portugal since the revolutionary period of 1974 that put an end to
the Salazar dictatorship. The multiple and imaginative forms of protest
were rooted in objectives and arguments of solid cohesion: support for
the democratic decision of the Timorese to have an independent coun-
try; condemnation of the violence inflicted by Indonesia (consistent with
the understanding in Portuguese society of the brutality that annexation
had represented for almost 25 years), and the appeal to the international
community to intervene to ensure the conditions were in place for the
self-determination of the Timorese expressed in the referendum.
Pursuing such an ambitious objective was due bath to a certain
naivety on the part of the masses protesting, and to a bold strategy. One
of the essential elements of this strategy was the focus on defending
human rights as the pivotal argument for all collective action, conducted
at a political level and in the streets. In this process, we frequently see
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the impartiality of the international organisations queried. According to
claims circulating at the time, these organisations chose to intervene in
other situations of humanitarian crisis and where there was a suspicion of
genocide, moved by political and economic interests. From this perspec-
tive, the lack of action by the international institutions and powers in this
case revealed how democratic values and human rights were used as spu-
rious pretexts for a policy that was scarcely transparent and biased by the
interests of states’ foreign policy.”

Despite the eminently spontaneous nature of the protests and appeals,
the movement was consolidated and expanded when several institu-
tions joined it and assumed the initiative for the more significant public
events. Once again the media were present, in coordination with associa-
tions, unions and other institutions which conducted operations on the
ground. A revealing example of the role of the media in configuring the
public movement is the three-minute silence held at 3 p.m., 8 September,
on the initiative of the unions Unido Geral de Trabalhadores (UGT)
(General Union of Workers) and Confederagio Geral dos Trabalhadores
Portugueses (CGTP) (General Confederation of the Portuguese Workers),?
and widely covered by radio, television and the press. At this hour,
throughout the whole country, thousands (maybe millions) of people filled
the streets, leaving their homes, schools and workplaces. Only the tolling of
bells and the sound of sirens broke the silence that was held for the victims
of East Timor. Many people wept at this time of public sorrow. Again it was
the media that promoted the use of white clothing and white streamers on
buildings, one of the most common symbols throughout the whole move-
ment, embodying the appeal for peace.

Apart from successfully mobilising the masses, it is important to real-
ise that collective action was guided by the clear strategy to give media
coverage to the conflict in East Timor. If the objective was to get inter-
national decision-makers to adopt specific measures to put an end to the
massacre by sending in an international peacekeeping force and humani-
tarian aid, these decision-makers had to be the main targets of protest
action. Consequently, major demonstrations in Lisbon regularly took
place close to the diplomatic representations of the UN and the member
states of the UN Security Council, particularly the US embassy.

With the same objective in mind, a human chain was dlso organised,
linking the embassies of the USA and France, passing by those of the
UK, Russia, China and the headquarters of the UN. A demonstration
also brought thousands of Portuguese to the doors of the Indonesian
embassy in Spain. The constant gathering of hundreds or thousands of
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people in strategic places who, in silence or using slogans, appealed for
a decision to free the people of East Timor had, apart from an imme-
diate effect on the diplomatic representatives, the makings of a media
event that could be broadcast on a global scale. The same interpretation
applies to the reception in Lisbon of the Bishop of Dili, Ximenes Belo,
who, on his arrival and throughout his whole route, was accompanied by
2 human chain dressed in white that welcomed him with words of hope
and encouragement for the struggle of the Timorese.

Also important was the success of campaigns sending faxes and emails
to entities with international political responsibility, such as the UN and
some of the most influential countries. The traffic was so intense that
it blocked the recipients’ addresses and forced internet service provid-
ers to increase the capacity of their servers. The pioneering spirit in the
use of digital communication, making use of the internet in a campaign
for human rights, associated with the enormous participation achieved
in Portugal and other countries, made this one of the first online social
movements.”

The national uprising went beyond the major demonstrations already
described. In each city, in each town, demonstrations were encouraged
to show support for the Timorese cause, from the major national com-
panies that placed white banners on the fagades of their buildings in
Lisbon, to local community associations that organised small-scale pro-
test events. Throughout the country, minutes of silence multiplied, as
did vigils, fundraising, expressions of mourning, solidarity performances,
fasting and hunger strikes, the boycotting of products from Indonesia
and from the USA, among other creative forms of protest and appeal,
undertaken on the initiative of all kinds of associations, unions, compa-
nies, football clubs, churches and members of the community. At this
time, economic, social and cultural status, as well as ideological and
political stances, were levelled out. Mobilisation for East Timor was
an unstructured movement but it had only one voice, marked by the
sociall® and political'! spread of the social agents involved.

In all demonstrations, the meaning of the struggle remained consistent
and unswerving: concern for the violation of human rights, the appeal to
respect the democratically expressed self-determination of the Timorese,
and the appeal for international intervention to bring the bloodshed to an
end. The banners and slogans amplified these feelings, concentrated on
the word “Timor’ and the colour white, displayed publicly in a kaleido-
scope of chanting, slogans, posters, banners, flags and sheets of paper.
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In the total mobilisation that swept through Portuguese society, the
role of the media is undeniable, as the media exercised all its powers of
seduction, attention seeking, obsessively occupying the public space and
launching protests that permanently fed the media flow. Within this con-
text, the media coverage of events was strategically set up as a means of
making the public aware of the atrocities being committed in East Timor
and, above all, as a catalyst for a collective action that aimed explicitly to
change the situation by pressuring relevant international bodjes.

The Portuguese experienced the warm days of September 1999 in
a state of exception. Since the revolutionary period of 1974-1975, no
other event had created such a unique and exceptional atmosphere in
the country. More than total mobilisation around the question of East
Timor, what was particularly new was the way in which the Portuguese
experienced the massacres occurring on the distant island as an issue that
was deeply theirs,!? as if it were impossible to return to normality with-
out the Timorese achieving peace, as if the mourning that turned cloth-
ing white was a moral imperative when confronted by the unspeakable
suffering they were seeing in the images and reports arriving from East
Timor.

There will have been few moments in the history of the country that
so completely produced a feeling of belonging to a collective configura-
tion. More than just a moment of civic participation, through these days
the Portuguese lived the experience of national communion, a suspen-
sion of daily order and a collective effervescence that Turner!?® suggests
in the concept of communitas.

EAsT TiMOR AND PORTUGAL: THE PERSISTENCE
oF HistoricAL T1Es

How can the total mobilisation of Portuguese society in defence of
East Timor be interpreted? The extraordinary characteristics of the
movement—its scale, intensity and the consensus with which it was
experienced—Ilead us to query what motives shaped the emotions that
sustained the Portuguese determination to join the Timorese cause, and
why it came about in response to this particular situation of gcnoc1de
when other similar cases left them indifferent. Although we have exam-
ined the mobilising role of the media, another factor must be brought in:
the historical relationship that links Portugal to East Timor, which began
in the second decade of the sixteenth century, as a result of Portuguese
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rule over territories in Asia that were part of its first empire. Throughout
almost five centuries of Portuguese presence, and due to factors such as
distance and the minor material appeal of the small island, colonisation
amounted to little and was irregular. Historically, Timor-Leste is char-
acterised by ethnic, cultural and linguistic diversity, and Portuguesc cul-
rural influence turned out to be a unifying element of the territory. In
addition to Portuguese involvement, East Timor was also disputed by
the Dutch and suffered a devastating invasion by the Japanese in World
War II. For several centuries, the Portuguese presence in East Timor was
restricted to trade and Catholic missions, with Portuguese administration
becoming effective only by the end of the nineteenth century.!*

Although Portuguese colonial intervention had been precarious,
the fact that it appealed more to alliances with local chieftaincy than to
forceful subordination led colonial relations to intersect with the mytho-
logical narratives of the native people. Elizabeth Traube!® demonstrates
how the Mambai, one of the ethnic groups of the island, incorporated
the Portuguese in their origin myths as their ‘young brothers’” and how
colonial rule had been legitimised within an intricate symbolic system.
Entwined in the mythical kinship system, the Portuguese had not only
gained more control of the territory but attained symbolic legitimacy for
their dominion, even if often repression and disrespect from the rulers
could damage these chosen ties. For the Portuguese, even after decol-
onisation, the deference and esteem they found among the Timorese
nourished the idea of a special relationship with the people of East Timor
and helped to corroborate the mystification of Portuguese colonialism as
benign.

Throughout the centuries, Portuguese influence was manifest mainly
in the fields of language and religion. In spreading Christianity, not only
did Catholicism arrive (harmonised with the jocal beliefs of the people)
but so did the Portuguese language, even if only spoken by educated
local elites and coexisting with native languages and dialects. These cul-
tural traces left by a coloniser became central to Timorese identity,!6 giv-
ing structure to a feeling of national unity that was immensely important
in the period following the departure of the Portuguese, by way of pro-
viding the condition for Timorese nationalism. :

The April 1974 revolution began the process of Yecolonisation in the
Portuguese overseas territories. As in the other colonies, in East Timor,
political and military structures were formed to defend and prepare for
independence and, between 1974 and 1975, these were being organised
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to take over power.!” But the future of the Timorese depended less on
the coloniser that had already turned its back, or on the actual desire for
independence, than on the power glancing over the shoulder of the small
island. Ruling by a dictatorship in which the Western powers were com-
plicit, Indonesia did not tolerate the threat of a communist interest in
East Timor and in December 1975, nine days after the Declaration of
Independence of East Timor by Frente Revoluciondria de Timor-Leste
Independente (FRETILIN) (Revolutionary Front for an Independent East
Timor), it began its military invasion of the eastern part of the island.!8

The annexation of the territory of East Timor, in flagrant violation
of the process of decolonisation already under way, and with the use
of large-scale violence, was met by timid reactions from the Western
democracies, with little interest in confronting their political, military
and commercial ally over an irrelevant territory of dubious political via-
bility. This is why 25 years of genocide suffered by the Timorese people,
and the total isolation to which the island was subjected, were strategi-
cally ignored by the international community as collateral damage of the
Cold War.!? The end of the Cold War brought about important changes
for the Timorese people afflicted by violence and hunger. The terri-
tory became less isolated in the 1990s and information began to arrive
regarding the dramatic situation in East Timor. This opening granted to
the island did not, however, mean that the aggression abated.

In November 1991, journalists from the UK and the USA filmed
the massacre of hundreds of young people in the Santa Cruz Cemetery,
where they were holding a procession in memory of the loss of a resist-
ance companion assassinated by the Indonesian forces. The media cov-
erage of this event, with the added emotion of seeing the bloodshed,
hearing the screams of the persecuted and the prayers of the supplicants,
on the global media was one of the most important steps in breaking
the mantle of silence that, for decades, had lain over the country, and
in demonstrating, without any doubt whatsoever, the brutality of the
occupying forces. It was the media coverage of the massacre that led to
the international condemnation of Indonesia’s practices, drew attention
to the flagrant violation of human rights and to the legitimacy of armed
resistance.20

Throughout the world, but most particularly in Portugal, the Santa
Cruz massacre unleashed reactions of revulsion and an appeal to protect
the Timorese people. With the aim of keeping the case on the political
agenda and in the international media, a sea voyage was planned from
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Lisbon to Dili in a ferry-boat carrying students of different national-
ities, the objective being to lay a wreath of flowers in the Santa Cruz
Cemetery. Despite the Indonesian military forces preventing the boat
from entering the port of Dili, the mission was successful in its intention
to focus attention and international scrutiny on Indonesian repression,
To top off the spiral of hope that was rising, in 1996, Ramos-Horta,
FRETILIN’s representative to the UN, and D. Ximenes Belo, Bishop of
Dili, were jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

In addition to the echo that the question of East Timor always found
in Portuguese society, a brief reference to how the matter was dealt with
politically and diplomatically is also important. Although recognising
their inability to impose a solution, Portugal never ceased its enormous
diplomatic investment in the case, even when it seemed impossible to
prevent the integration of East Timor into neighbouring Indoncsia. As
Gomes recalls, “our defence of the Timorese cause was secn, by most of

our partners, as a quixotic attitude, bereft of political realism’.2!

EAsT TIMOR AND THE REDEMPTION
OF PORTUGUESE IMPERIALISM

Two facts are undeniable: the course of history made the paths of
Portugal and the small island of Timor cross one another for several cen-
turies and, even after losing colonial control over East Timor, Portugal
did not dissociate itself from the future of the island, disturbed at the
humanitarian and political situation created by Indonesia’s hostile annex-
ation. However, these circumstances seem insufficient to explain the total
mobilisation and the strong emotional pull for Portuguese society to join
the solidarity movement in 1999. Within this context, we must query
the meanings that underlie collective action and how, in the question of
East Timor, national reflectiveness broke out regarding Portugal’s impe-
rial and colonial history.

The Portuguese resolved the hurried way in which the 500 years of
Portuguese empire came to a close through silence and silencing, as they
felt anxious to end an absurd colonial war and to free themselves of an
empire out of pace with the times. Facing the rjeeds and the ambitions
of a modern country, the Portuguese committed the colonial question
to the archives, even if they had to absorb around half a million peo-
ple landing in Portugal from the ruins of the empire.?? In other words,
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the Portuguese strategically denied themselves any mourning for the loss
of empire and, in all fields of social life, with the exception of the arts,
avoided the question becoming public and demanding a process of col-
lective reflection.

It was, therefore, the tragic events in Fast Timor that triggered a
reconfiguration of identity that had been suspended since the demo-
cratic revolution. The question of East Timor converges with the image
that the Portuguese wanted to recognise for themselves at the end of the
twentieth century. What feelings were built up, in these troubled weeks,
regarding the country and its imperial wake? How was this imperial chap-
ter closed and how did the country enter its (definitive) postcolonial era?

The first interpretation of the political and social movement in
defence of peace in East Timor is refated to the fact thar the Portuguese
saw themselves as a former colonial power, fighting for the peaceful inde-
pendence of the former colony to which they were sentimentally bound
by linguistic, religious and cultural ties. In fact, it was clear that the
movement was always sustained by recalling the historical and cultugal
ties between Portugal and East Timor that, clearly, were woven into the
colonial context:

In the centre of the city [Dili] traces of Portugal are well-known: the colo-
nial style houses; ... the church of St Paul; the administrator’s house with
two ancient Portuguese cannons; the old Municipal Market almost in ruins
and the hospital where, on a plaque, it reads: ‘Tnaugurated in 1848 by the
Governor Oscar Ruas and restored in 1960 23

It is important to emphasise that, in the media coverage, there was no
nostalgia for colonial rule in the political and economic sense, but rather
the redemption of a Portuguese cultural heritage and a ‘Portuguese
way of being in the world’?* imagined as being benevolently civilising
and undertaken out of ‘a fond identification with the tropical environ-
ment”.2% A description in the Piblico newspaper clearly illustrates a visit
made by journalists to a village in East Timor: ,

+

‘Portugal is our land’, a nonagenarian began by saying, kissing the hand

of the embarrassed journalists ... “The Portuguese have o return. Timor

is the land of the Portuguese’ ... Religiously, the boys and the old man

laid out the cloth and exhibited a very ancient Portuguese flag, red and

green ... They were proud, silent, obviously happy ... Being the relic it
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was, the symbol of the Portuguese Republic was folded up again and taken
to a safe haven. Somewhere, in a shelter nearby, an old trunk or a well-
hidden drawer holds this worshipped item, this strange and apparently use-
fess secret, this bridge to the past — an idealised past that comes to merge
with an imagined future.26

This emphasises the ‘special’ relationship between Portugal and
the former colony, but also ‘a fundamentally romantic idea of East
Timor’?” and of the period of colonisation. These visions reverberate
with the ideological inclinations of Luso-Tropicalism, which, in the case
of East Timor, will echo two symbols of Portuguese culture above all:
the Catholic religion and the Portuguese language. Recall the opinion
expressed by Durdo Barroso:

This is an historic day [the day on which the resuits of the referendum
were made known] ... But if this was possible it was due also to the pres-
ence of traces of Portugal in East Timor. The Indonesian occupier could
not wipe out the traces of Portugal in East Timor. It was in Portuguese
that the Timorese prayed in Santa Cruz [Cemetery], it was in Portuguese
that they expressed their wish to be free and independent. Portugal was
right in supporting the cause of East Timor and the people of Timor. We,
in Portugal, are also to be congratulated for not having let go of the East
Timor cause.?8

In an article in the newspaper Prblico2® Miguel Vale de Almeida®
denounces the ‘disagreeable nationalist, neo-colonial and narcissistic
undertones’ summarised in a fascination with the fact that the Timorese
‘prayed in Portuguese’. Marques®! also shows the importance of the
Portuguese language and the Christianity of the Timorese people as cle-
ments crucial to the process of keeping East Timor on the media agenda
in Portugal. The preferential relationship of the Portuguese with East
Timor, bearing a strong component of self-glorification, is clearly empha-
sised in the opinion of a reader of the newspaper Prblico:

When I was thinking that something other than blood ran through the
veins of the Portuguese ... I became extremely proud :to be Portuguese at
this incredible solidarity T witnessed ... Everyone realiged that this struggle
is ours ... Because we are morally responsible for each life that has been
raken. It is for us, the Portuguese, to do something.3?
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The argument was shared by public figures, from a wide range of
ideological positions, who wrote or were interviewed for the national
press: ‘If Timor is not saved then there is no salvation for us’ (José
Saramago);*3 ‘Portugal has an historical debt to Timor: mobilisation
to address one of the most important issues of the close of the century,
which is self-determination for East Timor’ (Adriano Moreira).34

Although underscoring the historical and cultural ties of Portugal
with its former colony, it is important to explain that the argument that
gave body to the protests was always rooted in condemnation of the gen-
ocide suffered by the people of East Timor, and in the constant appeal
that the democratic choice of independence should be respected in con-
ditions of freedom and security. Let us look at an example that clarifies
the argument centred on democratic values and human rights:

What is truly at stake in Timor is a civilisation of freedom, justice, human
dignity, solidarity and democracy, against attempts of genocide, barbaric
and arbitrary practices, total violation of the most clementary human
rights, oppression and lies (Bagio Félix),35

What do the many arguments in the public arena tell us? What mean-
ings go along with the movement for solidarity with East Timor and how
did they intersect with the way the Portuguese saw themselves at the
close of the twentieth century? Is there any nostalgia for empire in them,
or is it more a need to appease colonial offences?

Mobilisation for the independence of East Timor, the most remote
colony in the Portuguese empire, is a confirmation of this quality of cul-
tural hybridisation in which the Portuguese like to see themselves—an
empire of cultural ties, legitimate, perhaps even desirable, in a postcolo-
nial country.3® At the same time, the Portuguese found then an oppor-
tunity for redemption, alleviating the blame for colonisation (and for
decolonisation) through acts of limited real influence, but of extraordi-
nary symbolic effect. It was this context of the exceptional and efferves-
cent that led the Portuguese to believe they had liberated East Timor in
1999. In fact, and above all, they were liberating themselves ag a people
from the disgrace of colonialism and its late ending,

Although Portuguese colonial rule had ended in 1975, it was, in fact,
the events in East Timor in 1999 that ultimately brought the Portuguese
to their new place in the world. Postcolonial Portugal is also to be the
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European, modern Portugal. In this sense, the main corpus of arguments,
which strategically and imperiously occupies opinions circulating in the
media, in the political field and in the streets, was associated with the ir-
refutable primacy of democracy and human rights. The approach to the
colonial issues is made obliquely, always replacing the much-postponed
critical analysis of the imperial past by blessing the emancipation of the
former colony. The movement of solidarity for East Timor was, therefore,
seen as a fair struggle, rooted in the values that make Portugal modern and
European. And this also says something highly significant about the way
in which the Portuguese saw themselves in the movement for East Timor:
they saw themselves on the right side, after having been on the wrong side.
Therefore, the mobilisation for East Timor was produced and reproduced
by the media as a narrative of modernity, in which the cultural empire is
not a blemish but the re-imagination of Portuguese heritage in the world,
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