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ABSTRACT 

 

This study considers the situation of a group of East Timorese exiles living in Melbourne, 

Australia, who left East Timor or were born in exile from the time of the 1975 civil war 

up to the end of the Indonesian occupation of the territory in 1999. During the Indonesian 

occupation of East Timor, diasporic groups played a central role in the campaign for self-

determination. Throughout the occupation, East Timorese in Australia maintained a 

strong sense of long-distance nationalism, which drove, directly or indirectly, communal 

cultural and social activities. The fight to free East Timor was at the core of the exiles’ 

collective imagination, defining them as a largely homeland focused community. 

However, in the aftermath of independence, many have struggled to find their place and 

role in relation to the independent nation. Personal experiences upon return, perceptions 

of political, cultural, economic and social development (or lack thereof), and political 

unrest and communal violence have led to renewed questioning of identity and belonging. 

The thesis explores this new questioning of identity and belonging and, through 

ethnographic field research with East Timorese living in Melbourne, it explores how the 

exiles experience and respond to the social and political changes in their country of 

origin. 

 

The research for the thesis was conducted during a period of conflict and national 

upheaval in East Timor, and the dissertation pays particular attention to how violence and 

unrest at home manifest in the exiles’ lives and affect their experience of self, community 

and nation. The thesis explores how past socialisation and practice within social fields 

that are characterised by an emphasis on communalism, morality and reciprocity form 

part of present agency. It considers how potential contradictions between past imaginaries 

and lived realities can lead to intensely felt emotions, which may further advance the 

process of negotiation and transformation of identity and boundaries of belonging. 

Through an analysis of linked conceptualisations of self, emotions and national 

narratives, the thesis seeks to shed light on the exiles’ engagement with and relationship 

to independent East Timor. It aims to inform contemporary understandings of the 

processes of change that occur within diasporic communities at times of radical political 

change in the exiles’ home countries. 
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