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Abstract

This article examines the nearly four-century-long Portuguese colonization of East
Timor, from the first Portuguese contact in 1512 to the collapse of colonial authority
in 1975. Employing a qualitative historical research design based on documentary
and literature analysis, the study traces the trajectory of Portuguese presence from
early maritime trade and Catholic missionary activity to the establishment of formal
colonial administration, economic exploitation, rivalry with the Dutch, indigenous
resistance, and the eventual process of decolonization following the 1974 Carnation
Revolution. The findings show that Portuguese rule in East Timor was characterized
by indirect governance through the indigenous liurai system, resource extraction
centered on sandalwood and later coffee, limited investment in infrastructure and
education, and the gradual, uneven diffusion of Catholicism and the Portuguese
language. These colonial patterns produced a hybrid Timorese identity shaped by
both resilience and adaptation, while Portugal's abrupt withdrawal in 1975 created
a political vacuum that directly enabled the Indonesian invasion and a subsequent
24-year occupation. The article concludes that the structural legacies of Portuguese
colonialism—Ilinguistic, religious, and institutional—continue to shape the social,
cultural, and political landscape of independent Timor-Leste.

Keywords: Portuguese colonialism; East Timor; Timor-Leste; decolonization,
liurai; Carnation Revolution

1. INTRODUCTION

East Timor's modern identity cannot be understood apart from the nearly four

hundred years of Portuguese colonial presence that shaped its political institutions,
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religious life, and social hierarchies. Beginning with sporadic maritime contact in 1512
and formalizing into sustained colonial administration from the sixteenth century onward,
Portuguese rule in Timor persisted, with interruptions, until the collapse of the Estado
Novo regime in Lisbon in 1974 and Portugal's disorderly withdrawal from the territory in
1975. Unlike many other European colonies in Southeast Asia, Timor occupied a
marginal position within the Portuguese Empire: it was valued chiefly for its sandalwood
and, later, coffee, but received comparatively little investment in infrastructure,

education, or political development.

This article synthesizes the historical record of Portuguese colonization in East
Timor across four broad phases: (1) pre-colonial Timorese society and the earliest
Portuguese contact; (2) the consolidation of colonial administration, missionary activity,
and rivalry with the Dutch; (3) the social, economic, and political transformations of the
eighteenth through mid-twentieth centuries, including patterns of indigenous resistance;
and (4) the crisis of decolonization triggered by the 1974 Carnation Revolution and the
subsequent Indonesian invasion. The purpose of this synthesis is to situate the Timorese
colonial experience within broader debates on Portuguese imperialism, indirect rule, and

the long-term structural legacies of colonialism in small, peripheral territories.

The central argument advanced here is that Portuguese colonial governance in
Timor was defined less by direct administrative control than by a persistent reliance on
indigenous intermediaries principally the liurai, or traditional chiefs combined with a
narrow, extractive economic model. This combination produced a colony that was
simultaneously deeply marked by Portuguese religious and linguistic influence and
structurally underdeveloped, a duality that would have profound consequences once

colonial authority collapsed in 1975.
2. RESEARCH METHOD

This study employs a qualitative historical research design based on documentary
analysis and a critical review of secondary historiographical literature on Portuguese
colonialism, Timorese social history, and the decolonization of East Timor. Sources were

drawn from published historical monographs, peer-reviewed journal articles in Southeast
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Asian and colonial studies, and archival-based scholarship on the Timor-Dutch-
Portuguese rivalry, Catholic missionary activity, and the events surrounding the
Carnation Revolution and the 1975 Indonesian invasion.

Data were organized thematically and chronologically, following a periodization
that moves from pre-colonial Timorese society through early contact, the establishment
of formal colonial structures, economic and social transformation under colonial rule,
indigenous resistance, and the process of decolonization. Each period was analyzed with
attention to political, economic, social, and cultural dimensions, allowing patterns of
continuity and change to be traced across nearly four and a half centuries. Source
triangulation—cross-referencing historiographical accounts with the conclusions of area-
studies scholarship—was used to identify convergences and areas of scholarly consensus,
particularly regarding the mechanisms of indirect rule and the causes of Portugal's abrupt

withdrawal in 1975.
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Pre-Colonial Timorese Society and Geographic Context

Prior to the arrival of the Portuguese, Timorese society was organized around
kinship-based polities governed by dato as local ruler and especially in the eastern part of
Timor, now East Timor, all local rulers were datos, the aristocracy leader; datos belos,
under Liurai of Wehali who combined political and spiritual authority. Political power
was decentralized and dispersed across numerous small, often overlapping kingdoms,
with the matrilineal kingdom of Wehali representing a notable exception to the generally
patrilineal structures found elsewhere on the island. At that time there were only 3 Liurais;
Liurai Wehali (or Liurai Fatuaruin), Liurai Sonbai and Liurai Likusaen that ruled the
actual of East Timor that was called as the Province of Belos under Datos Belos rulling.

Timorese cosmology was animist, centered on ancestral spirits and a spiritual
relationship to land, expressed through the concept of "nain" (owner or protector) and
reinforced through ritual and ceremony.

The island's rugged topography—divided by a central mountain range into

northern coastal plains and a more isolated southern interior—shaped subsistence
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strategies based on swidden agriculture, fishing, and craft production, while also fostering
the emergence of numerous distinct ethnic and linguistic groups. Even before European
contact, Timor was already integrated into regional maritime trade networks connecting
it to Southeast Asia, China, and India, with sandalwood functioning as its principal export
commodity. This pre-existing trade infrastructure would later prove central to Portugal's
own commercial interest in the island.

Portuguese Maritime Expansion and Early Contact (1512-1600)

Portugal's arrival in Timor was the culmination of a broader fifteenth- and
sixteenth-century project of maritime expansion driven by the search for direct spice-
trade routes to Asia, advances in navigational and shipbuilding technology, and a
religious mandate to spread Catholicism. Following Vasco da Gama's 1498 voyage to
India and the establishment of a Portuguese base at Goa in 1510, Portuguese power
extended into Southeast Asia with the 1511 capture of Malacca, a strategic chokepoint
linking the Indian Ocean to the South China Sea. From Malacca, Portuguese traders and
missionaries pushed further east toward the Moluccas, the source of cloves and nutmeg,
and from there toward Timor, first reached around 1512.

Timor's principal attraction for Portugal was its sandalwood, prized in Chinese
and Southeast Asian markets, and its position as a waypoint linking Portuguese holdings
in India with the Spice Islands. Unlike Malacca or the Moluccas, however, Portuguese
control over Timor remained partial and negotiated rather than absolute: local liurai
retained significant autonomy, and Portuguese traders and missionaries operated largely
through alliance and accommodation with existing power structures rather than outright
conquest. This pattern of indirect, negotiated presence would become a defining feature
of Portuguese rule throughout the colonial period. When Anténio Coelho Guerreiro took
power as Timor-Portuguese Governor in 1702, he decided to give local ruler; datos the
military ranks. He gave Coronel-Rei (Colonel King) to the powerfull dato and the less
power dato, he gave Tenente-Coronel (Lieutenant Colonel), Sargento-Mor (Sergeant
Major), Capitdo (Captain). With this policy, he gained very good alliance with local
rulers; datos. The next governors was doing the same, giving more military ranks to many

datos to maintain Portuguese power until 1975.
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Catholic Missions and the Formation of Colonial Administration

Catholic missionary orders were central to the consolidation of Portuguese
influence in Timor, operating alongside traders to establish schools, convert local
populations, and cultivate a Christianized indigenous elite. Religious conversion in Timor
was rarely absolute; rather, it produced a syncretic religious culture in which Catholic
ritual was layered onto pre-existing animist practices, a pattern that persisted throughout
the colonial period and remains visible in Timorese Catholicism today.

Formal Portuguese colonial administration developed gradually rather than
through a single decisive act of conquest. Colonial governance relied heavily on the co-
optation of the liurai, who were incorporated into the administrative hierarchy as
intermediaries responsible for tax collection, labor mobilization, and local order, while
retaining a degree of customary authority within their own communities. This
arrangement allowed Portugal to project sovereignty over the island with a minimal
administrative and military footprint, but it also meant that Portuguese control remained
uneven, contested, and dependent on the cooperation of indigenous elites.

Rivalry with the Dutch and the Division of Timor

From the early seventeenth century, the Dutch East India Company emerged as
Portugal's principal rival in the region, progressively displacing Portuguese power across
the Moluccas and the wider archipelago. In Timor, this rivalry manifested as decades of
intermittent territorial and political conflict, ultimately resolved through a series of
treaties that formally partitioned the island between Portuguese Timor in the east and
Dutch Timor in the west—a division that would later become the basis for the modern
boundary between Timor-Leste and Indonesian West Timor.

The Portuguese-Dutch rivalry had lasting consequences for Timorese society.
Competing colonial powers frequently co-opted rival liurai as proxies, deepening pre-
existing local rivalries and contributing to the political fragmentation of the island. Local
elites who aligned with one or another colonial power often gained access to European
goods and protection, while the broader population bore the costs of recurring conflict,
creating patterns of inequality between colonially-connected elites and the rest of

Timorese society that persisted well beyond the colonial period.
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Colonial Economy, Labor, and Social Stratification

Throughout the colonial period, the Portuguese colonial economy in Timor
remained narrowly extractive, centered first on sandalwood and later diversifying to
include coffee and copra. Rather than investing in local infrastructure, education, or
industrial development, Portuguese policy prioritized the export of raw commodities to
benefit the metropole. Labor was frequently mobilized through a corvée-style forced
labor system, under which the indigenous population was compelled to work on colonial
plantations and infrastructure projects, often under harsh conditions and with minimal
compensation.

Colonial rule also introduced new forms of social stratification. A small,
Portuguese-educated and Catholicized indigenous elite gained access to limited political
and economic privileges, while the great majority of the Timorese population remained
excluded from formal education, healthcare, and political participation. This produced a
durable social cleavage between an assimilated elite and the broader population—a
division that would later complicate the unity of the Timorese independence movement.
Indigenous Resistance and Local Power Dynamics

Timorese responses to Portuguese rule ranged from open armed uprisings,
frequently led by liurai protesting forced labor, taxation, or the Portuguese monopoly on
sandalwood, to more diffuse and continuous forms of everyday resistance such as tax
evasion, flight to remote areas, and non-compliance with labor demands. Cultural
resistance was equally significant: many Timorese communities preserved animist beliefs
and indigenous languages such as Tetum alongside imposed Catholic and Portuguese-
language institutions, producing a resilient, hybrid cultural identity rather than wholesale
assimilation.

East Timor resistance increasingly happened everywhere. Many Timorese local
kingdoms fought against Portuguese colonization but portuguese government always
succeeded facing these revolts kingdom by political policy divide et impera; divided to
reign and giving power and some perks to stabilise the conflicts and in the extreme
situation, the Portuguese government applied the policy of Pacification like what

Governor Celestino da Silva was doing during his government between 1894-1908. The
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pacifications of Celestino da Silva refers to a series of 65 miltary campaigns conducted
during his time as governor of Portuguese Timor to crush local resistance and extend his
control in all of local kingdom:s.

I take the Kingdom of Funar as example to share about how the Portuguese
Government while Celestino da Silva as a governor had power to interfere in East Timor
local kingdoms. René Pélissier, a great French historian, specialist in Portuguese Colonial
History wrote in his book entitled Timor en Guerra, A Portuguese Conquest (1847-1913)
said that there were two battles in Funar. One occurred in 1905 and the other in 1907.

The first war in 1905 Pélissier wrote that Funar was a small kingdom. Perhaps he
saw that at that time Funar had turned into a small kingdom. But according to the elders
and uncles, Funar was a great kingdom. Kingdom of Funar ruled 8 sukus, 8 datos. But the
author of the book says that the war broke out because the Governor of Portuguese Timor
accused Funar of not allowing his people to work for the Portuguese government. So a
severe punishment must be given to King Funar. According to the book, Captain Manuel
das Neves with the support of the inhabitants of Laklo and auxiliaries from the kingdoms
of Turiskai, Manumera and Kaimauk went to attack Funar. The war began on March 9
and ended on April 4, 1905. The war lasted 26 days, according to the author. The war
increased the public treasury of the Portuguese government and expanded the
administrative zone. The Kingdom of Funar's territory was divided among neighboring
kingdoms.

The second war referred to in this book was in 1907. The liquidation of Funar
means the destruction of Funar. Very interesting from this war. Because in Pélissier in
his book he says that the war has no other indication. Funar must be abolished (the
liquidation of Funar). The book says that Jerome and 50 inhabitants attacked Funar. The
total number of people who attacked Funar was 300, some of whom were from Turiskai.
He said that they killed people like they killed rabbits. One very interesting thing is that
Pélisser said that the end of the war is unknown. And the influence of this war is also
unknown.

Linked back to the oral history that families tell that there were two revolts in the

kingdom of Funar. The first revolt occurred during the reign of Dom Jodo da Cruz. But
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the oral history tells unclearly. It is said that the Portuguese Portuguese asked Dom Jodo
da Cruz (from the Liurai Manehi’ak Clan) whether he wanted to eat a side chicken or a
whole chicken. Because Dom Jodo da Cruz replied that he wanted to eat the chicken, the
Malays divided the land of the Funar Kingdom into other kingdom:s. It did not destroy or
totally wipe out the Kingdom of Funar. Dom Jodo da Cruz himself was punished for
Atauro. Because Dom Joao da Cruz's son was studying in Lahane, the Malays killed him
so before Dom Jodo da Cruz punished Atauro, he gave his daughter Kasa Butar's son
Nicolau Lo'ok Mutin (from Uma Lisan Bamatak Wehali) as his son and brought him back
to Uma Lisan Liurai Liura. Nicolau Lo’ok Mutin was arrested. While the kingdom of
Funar was ruled again by another nephew of Dom Jodo da Cruz named Jerimias Hahik
Wa'in as the brother of Nicolau Lo'ok Mutin. Thus, Uma Bamatak Wehali ruled the
kingdom of Funar when Dom Jodo da Cruz imprisoned in Atauro.

The second revolt related to oral history tells that when Na'i Suan ruled the
kingdom of Funar but then there was a ritual that people from Laklo brought wine mixed
with ee that provoked the kingdom of Funar angry and fought with the kingdom of Laklo.
The Governor of Portuguese Timor called King Funar to meet him at his place in Lahane
but some parties tried to prevent him from taking King Funar so the Governor of
Portuguese Timor sent for one of the King's sons to meet him. So Na'i Suan sent his son
José do Espirito Santo to meet the Governor of Timor-Leste in Lahane to take Joseph do
Espirito Santo as King of Funar and to call him Dom José do Espirito Santo.

Many cases like the history of Funar occurred in many East Timor kingdoms. The
solution of local kingdom problems was always in the Portuguese government hand.
What Portuguese government decided, the local rulers obeyed.

By the mid-twentieth century, resistance increasingly took on an intellectual and
political character, as a small Portuguese-educated Timorese elite—exposed to global
currents of decolonization following the Second World War—began to articulate
demands for greater autonomy and, eventually, independence. Portuguese authorities
under the Estado Novo regime remained largely unresponsive to these aspirations,
treating nationalist sentiment as subversive rather than as a legitimate political claim.

World War 11, the Estado Novo, and the Path to Crisis
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The Japanese occupation of Timor during the Second World War inflicted severe
hardship on the population and disrupted existing colonial structures, while indirectly
stimulating Timorese political consciousness once Portuguese authority was restored
after 1945. In the following decades, the authoritarian Estado Novo regime in Lisbon,
under Antdnio de Oliveira Salazar and later Marcello Caetano, resisted the broader global
wave of decolonization sweeping Asia and Africa, maintaining tight political control and
an extractive economic model even as neighboring territories achieved independence.
The Carnation Revolution and the Collapse of Portuguese Rule (1974—-1975)

The Carnation Revolution of 25 April 1974—a largely peaceful military coup led
by the Movimento das Forcas Armadas that overthrew the Estado Novo regime—proved
decisive for Timor's future. Exhausted by protracted colonial wars in Africa, the new
Portuguese government moved rapidly toward decolonization across its overseas
territories, including East Timor. The abruptness of this shift, however, left Portuguese
Timor without a coherent transition plan, generating a political vacuum that was quickly
filled by competing Timorese factions: Fretilin (Revolutionary Front for an Independent
East Timor), which advocated full independence, and Apodeti (Timorese Popular
Democratic Association), which favored integration with Indonesia.

Fretilin unilaterally declared East Timor's independence on 28 November 1975,
but the declaration was short-lived. Citing regional security concerns and viewing an
independent, left-leaning East Timor as a destabilizing precedent, Indonesia—under
President Suharto—invaded the territory in December 1975, initiating a military
occupation that would last twenty-four years and result, by most historical estimates, in
well over one hundred thousand deaths from violence, displacement, and famine.
International response was muted, shaped by Cold War geopolitical calculations that
discouraged Western powers from challenging Indonesia. Sustained Timorese resistance,
led by Falintil, combined with growing international human-rights advocacy, eventually
produced the 1999 UN-sponsored independence referendum and, following a transitional

period, the restoration of Timorese sovereignty on 20 May 2002.

Copyright © 2026 International Journal of Law Social Sciences and Management Vol 3, No. 3



Hercus Pereira dos Santos
The History of Portuguese Colonization in East Timor (1512-1975): A Historical Analysis of Colonial Encounter, Domination, and Decolonization

4. CONCLUSION

This historical synthesis demonstrates that Portuguese colonization of East Timor,
spanning nearly four and a half centuries, was characterized less by direct territorial
conquest than by a persistent reliance on indigenous intermediaries, a narrow resource-
extraction economy, and comparatively limited investment in social and institutional
development. This pattern of indirect, under-resourced rule produced a colony that was
simultaneously deeply shaped by Portuguese religious and linguistic influence—reflected
today in Timor-Leste's continued use of Portuguese as an official language and the
centrality of Catholicism to national identity—and structurally unprepared for the abrupt
transition to self-governance that followed the 1974 Carnation Revolution.

The political fragmentation sown during the colonial period, particularly the
division between a colonially co-opted elite and the broader population, directly shaped
the factional conflict that erupted after Portugal's 1975 withdrawal and created the
conditions that enabled the subsequent Indonesian invasion and occupation.
Understanding this colonial trajectory remains essential for interpreting the institutional,
cultural, and political challenges facing Timor-Leste in the twenty-first century, as the
nation continues to negotiate the legacies of both Portuguese colonialism and Indonesian

occupation in the ongoing project of nation-building.
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