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Chronology of a Repression

It is still difficult to piece together and
interpret with precision the events that
preceded and followed the Pope’s visit
on October 12. Communications,
relatively open in the period following
the January 1989 announcement that
Timor was an ‘open’ province, were
closed down again after the Mass
demonstration. Students have been
interrogated, demonstrations violently
repressed, priests have become
unwilling to speak on the telephone,
phone lines have become unobtainable.

It is clear that intimidation is more
extreme now than it has been for some
years, and that the clarity and
simplicity of the local Catholic Church’s
demand for a referendum has given new
heart to the nationalist opposition and
presented a fresh obstacle to the
Indonesian government’s attempts to
win credibility within East Timor and
abroad.

One old tradition survives: the
authorities’ first reaction to the new
challenge has been to repress and
intimidate; and their second to deny or
re-invent what has taken place. Below
we have attempted to set out a
chronology of events. On the back page
of this issue is an account of how the
authorities in East Timor handled a
peaceful protest on January 17.

1988

November 1-2 President Suharto visits
Dili; dedication of Dili’s new Cathedral
of Our Lady of the Immaculate
Conception. Hundreds of Timorese are
arrested in a security sweep before
Suharto’s visit.

December 10 Bp Belo protests in a
pastoral letter about the arrests and ill-
treatment of Timorese in connection
with Suharto’s visit.

1989

January 1 The Indonesian government
officially declares that East Timor is an
‘open’ province, on a footing with
provinces in other parts of Indonesia.
[Over half the territory nevertheless
remains subject to special restrictions. |
February 6 Bp Belo writes to the UN
Secretary General, calling for a
referendum, and in the same month to
the Papal Nuncio in Jakarta informing
him about recent human rights abuses.
April Bp Belo’s letter becomes public,
and is promptly denounced as
unrepresentative by military
spokesmen, politicians and church
officials in Indonesia.

A number of Timorese are arrested,
probably because they are believed to
be associated with Bp. Belo’s letter.

Further arrests take place in May,
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June and July. In September, Bp Belo
estimates that at least 55 people were
detained during this period in Dili,
Manatuto, Baucau, Los Palos and
Viqueque [AFP, Sept. 5]. He also says
that in the 3 months leading up to the
Pope’s visit, there were few arrests
[Ouest-France Oct. 12] Sources
associated with the nationalist
resistance claim in July that up to 1,500
people were detained in the months
before Pope John Paul’s visit
[Clandestine Front, in East Timor
News Monthly Memo 28, December
1989].

June 14 Elias Pereira Moniz, a
Timorese student, is arrested in Bali;
on June 19 six other students seek (and
are refused) political asylum in the
Vatican and Japanese embassies in
Jakarta.

May Amnesty International expresses
concern at 11 reported arrests in Dili,
and between 40 and 50 arrests in
Baucau during this month.

May 28 A crowd composed of Apodeti
supporters gathers outside the Bishop’s
residence to demonstrate against Bp
Belo’s stand in favour of a referendum.
A crowd gathers to support the Bishop.
Belo appears and calms the
atmosphere. Arrests follow.

June 8 Soon after the Indonesian



bishops return from their ad limina visit
to Rome, Mgr Darmaatmadja,
Chairman of the Indonesian Bishops’
Conference, writes to Bp Belo: “We ...
have read in the press about your letter
[of February 6] and the subsequent
reactions to it. Recognising that there
are important aims you wish to achieve,
and although our views may differ with
regard to the best ways to achieve them,
you may still count on our esteem”.

June 19 Bp. Belo protests to the
Indonesian authorities about
slanderous accusations made against
some of his clergy by members of the
Indonesian military.

July Timorese clergy support the stand
taken by Bp Belo in his letter of
February 6.

August Over 1,300 Catholics in Asia,
including 5 Cardinals and 118 bishops,
support Bp Belo’s letter of February 6.

September Bp Belo gives interviews to
foreign press at which he repeats his
concern about lack of freedom in East
Timor and stands by his letter of
February.

October 9 The Pope arrives in
Indonesia. At a reception held by Pres.
Suharto he declares: “At times nations
are tempted to disregard fundamental
human rights in a misguided search for
political unity based on military or
economic power alone. But such unity
can easily be dissolved.” He says the
best basis for Indonesia’s unity and
development is “a profound respect for
human life, for the inalienable rights of
the human person and for the freedom
of responsible citizens to determine their
destiny”.

October 10 Bp Belo says: “They are
threatening me  physically and
psychologically. They send me
anonymous letters. They want to kill
me.” [Telephone interview published
in Independente, Oct. 13.]

October In advance of the Pope’s visit
to Dili, the Indonesian military sets up
checkpoints every 20 kms along access
roads to Taci-Tolu.

October 12 Pope John Paul II visits
East Timor. He consecrates the

Cathedral in Dili, where he speaks |
privately to the priests. He accords |

prominence to Bp Belo. He celebrates
Mass in the open air at Taci-Tolu
before a congregation of some 109,000.

At the end of the Mass, a
demonstration takes place, led by a
score of young men. Their banners
welcome the Pope and support East
Timor’s independence; one banner of
welcome is signed by Fretilin. The
crowd shows sympathy for the
demonstrators, who are beaten back by
police with sticks. Four people are
injured. The scene is photographed
and observed by foreign journalists,

although the majority of the Pope’s
press corps had already left when the
demonstration took place.

The Pope sees the demonstration,
cancels a meeting with  the
International Committee of the Red
Cross, and leaves the territory. The
Vatican makes no public protest or
comment.

During the day, about 40 young men
are arrested. Some are from the
Training College at Fatumaka.

Bp Belo protests against the
treatment of those arrested. He says on
the telephone: “I am shocked that the
Indonesian military is extracting false

confessions [from those arrested] under

torture. The boys were trying to express
their discontent with the situation in East
Timor. It is a lie that the church was in
any way involved in the
demonstration.”

October 15 Fr Jose Carbonell,
Provincial Superior of the Salesian
Fathers, and Fr Andreas Calleja and Fr
Eligio Locatelli, respectively Rector
and Administrator of the St John Bosco
Technical College in Fatumaka write to

the Indonesian military commander - |

denying their students were involved in
the Mass protest, disowning the
protest, and expressing deep regret
that “some of our students were hunted
and arrested indiscriminately during the
night of Oct. 12 because wearing the
green T-shirt of the
Fatumaka, they were brought to the
police station, beaten (one of them not
yet recovered and not yet home),
interrogated in a very prejudicial way,
trying and forcing them to mention Fr.
Locatelli and Fr. A. Callejo as the
leaders of the School of Fatumaka who
provoked the disorder of Tasi-Tolu at
the end of the Mass.”

The letter goes on to say that an
attempt was made to forge evidence
against the students: “The boys who
were arrested told us that they were
invited to raise streamers (recently
painted or the same) like those of the
manifestants, while a photo-camera
wanted to catch them with the
background of the video-screen with the
scenes of the tumult of the manifestants
at Tasi-tolo...

“To say the whole truth, our students
said that there were police-men with
very good manners.

“These happenings at the police
station are absolutely unfair...”

[The precise facts about detentions
in the period after the Mass
demonstration remain obscure. It is not
clear how many people were detained,
how they were treated, where they
were held, or for how long. Telephone
lines to church sources were closed
down; Indonesian officials and
Governor Carrascalao denied there
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School of

were detainees; the Red Cross was
refused access to detainees; and at
different times church  sources
themselves gave different descriptions
of events. There is no doubt that some
church personnel were pressured to
unsay things that were prejudicial to
the authorities. ]

November 4 In a disturbance outside
the Bishop’s residence, rocks are
thrown at military vehicles. The
disturbance begins after rumours that
the Bishop’s house is to be attacked.
Between 3 and 40 people are arrested
and taken away to an unknown place.
November 13 A young man is killed by
the security forces near the east
Timorese university at Lahane.
November 15 In another incident, this
time at Saint Joseph’s College,
students throw stones and clash with
police looking for people involved in
the November 4 incident. Shots are
fired in the air, at least two students are
arrested and one is injured. A group of
16 young men seek refuge in the
Bishop’s house.

November At end November or the
beginning of December, security forces
enter the Bishop’s residence and cause
all the young men who have taken
refuge there to leave. Bp Belo receives
an assurance from  Governor
Carrascalao that all will be released
after questioning.

December 6 The Indonesian armed
forces officially switches its focus from
security operations to territorial
administration and development.
December 8 Third dedication of Dili’s
new cathedral in the presence of Gen.
Moerdani.

December 24 Fretilin [Canberra office]
claims that a group of Timorese youths
have raided a “VIP party” in Dili,
injuring several Indonesians and
damaging vehicles.

December 26 A demonstration by
Timorese students in Bali is violently
dispersed by the army. Jose Carvalho,
a Timorese student, is found dead a few
days later, reportedly assassinated. [A
Paz e Possivel. ]

December 27 Three students are
reported wounded in a raid by
Indonesian security forces on a party
for Timorese students in Dili. One
member of the security forces is
reported to have been shot dead
accidentally [Fretilin, Canberra].

1990

17 January The US Ambassador talks
to demonstrators outside the Hotel
Turismo in Dili. They are dispersed
violently after his departure. At least
two are reported killed. The violence is
witnessed by US diplomats and
Australian tourists. H









“You who are Catholics in East
Timor have a tradition in which
family life, education and social
customs are deeply rooted in the
Gospel, and this tradition is a great
part of your identity. Yours is a
tradition imbued with the teachings
and spirit of the Beatitudes, one of
humble trust in god, of mercy and
forgiveness and, when necessary, of
patient suffering in time of trial.
There are situations in which the
ecclesial community needs to be
especially capable of living the
evangelical message of love and
reconciliation. The strength to do so
comes from interior conversion.
Only when we are reborn in the
Spirit do we understand the force of
the Gospel words: “Blessed are the

meek... Blessed are those who
hunger and thirst for
righteousness... Blessed are the

peacemakers... The call to be “salt”
and “light” is no easy task. It is
nothing less than the call to be fully
“mature in Christ”.

Honesty and competence
In a passage that pursues his discussion
of Timor’s moral culture, the Pope
refers to the values that should inform
public as well as private life: his words
no doubt made good sense to an
audience that has become familiar with
administrative corruption and inequity
under Indonesian rule.
“Furthermore, your parishes, your
catechesis, your Catholic schools,
your small communities and other
forms of association, all have a role
to play in educating for a strong
family life which respects God’s plan
for life and love, for honesty and
competence in the world of work
and public affairs, for virtue and
goodness in all areas of human
endeavour. We must show ourselves
worthy of your Christian calling,
which is a call to holiness, to prayer,
to the practise of the sacraments and
to the self-sacrifice without which
discipleship is impossible. I urge you
to persevere in your calling. I exhort
you all to live “in the bond of peace”,
in union with the Pope and with the
Apostolic Administrator and priests
of your diocese, who have been so
generous in their work in these
difficult years. The Lord who sees
and knows all things will reward the
Religious Brothers and Sisters, and
those members of the laity who have
been specially committed to serving
the needs of others. A special word
of esteem must go to the valiant
missionaries who have stayed near
to the people in the most trying
moments of your recent history...”

Comment

Reading the runes

The first thing that can be said about
the Pope’s homily is that he recognised
explicitly that the people of East Timor
have suffered very greatly. This is at the
heart of East Timor’s experience in
recent years, and the Pope’s explicit
affirmation of this suffering is
important and necessary — and could
not be taken for granted beforehand.

Secondly, the homily is seeded with
references — many of them veiled or
coded — which acknowledge that the
sufferings of East Timor’s people are
underpinned or directly caused by
injustices. Indeed, the Pope’s emphasis
on reconciliation makes little sense
unless this is assumed.

Thirdly, it needs to be remembered
that the Pope’s visit to East Timor was
very carefully defined as a pastoral
visit: the Vatican made it clear
beforehand that the Pope would not
address the political issues raised by
East Timor. The weight of the homily
becomes apparent only when it is read
within this artificially constrained
context.

Who’s Forgiving Whom?

The interesting question to ask is why
the Pope chose to give so much
emphasis to the idea of reconciliation
— especially since Bishop Belo
adopted the same theme for his own
Christmas homily at the end of 1989.

One view is that the Vatican would
like to see peace break out at all costs in
East Timor — essentially without
regard to whether a settlement of the
war with Indonesia is just. Such a view
assumes that the Catholic church is
itself ‘reconciled” to Indonesia’s
incorporation of East Timor. On this
interpretation, Vatican policy is
designed essentially to shorten the
period of transition before the
incorporation can be recognised and
reduce the suffering involved for East
Timor’s people.

There is a more interesting and also
more defensible interpretation of the
the church’s recent positions, however.
It certainly makes more sense of
Bishop Belo’s actions even if it cannot
be assumed that the Vatican hierarchy
shares his perspective.

This approach assuming that East
Timor is a deeply divided society. It has
been divided by the bitter violence,
oppression and isolation of the last 15
years. At the same time, Indonesian
rule has only sharpened and deepened
social and political divisions in
Timorese society that were set in place
or exacerbated by the backward
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colonialism practised by Portugal.
Both governments of occupation have
benefited from fomenting and
sustaining these divisions. And on top
of all this, the period of civil war in 1975
laid down bitter and politically
sectarian memories which have - not
been completely effaced — and are
concealed only by the presence of a
larger and more dominant enmity
towards the Indonesians.

In this perspective, reconciliation
between Timorese becomes a
fundamental precondition for long
term survival of Timor’s culture and
people. Viewed in such a light, Belo’s
letter of February is so significant not
only because it raised fundamental
issues clearly, but because it brought
East Timor’s political community
together. Its language and its message
were essentially acceptable to almost
all sections of opinion in East Timor.

It is also significant because it was
written at a time of dramatic movement
in the comportment of East Timor’s
political leaders. Since 1985, when
UDT and Fretilin agreed to form a
common front, the emphasis has
increasingly been on developing a
nationalist consensus within East
Timor, broader in appeal than any
particular ideology or party could be.
This has now culminated in Xanana’s
decision to leave Fretilin —
symbolically separating the liberation
movement from the rancour and
bitterness of its own past. [See the
article in this issue.]

What if this was the context that Bp
Belo and John Paul II were thinking of?
Their words acquire sudden relevance.
Rather than tired pieties or mealy-
mouthed references to Indonesia’s
responsibility, their remarks address an
urgent and fundamental need for
(political) unity, something that East
Timor’s people must achieve if they are
to continue the long struggle for their
freedom and their identity. Yet
(political) unity will surely remain
unachievable unless the bitter divisions
of the past are recognised and
acknowledged. This is a human process
of healing as much as it is a political
process of development. Expressed in
moral rather than political terms, it
requires a profoundly difficult act of
comprehending and forgiving others.
Reconciliation. ®
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