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PREFACE

Antero Benedito, Samuel Penteado Urban and Irlan von Linsin-
gen asked me to write an introduction to this work published in En-
glish, which reports the past and present of the ‘Popular Education’ in 
Timor-Leste.

Education is part of human nature. Man learns, preserves, and 
transmits knowledge, experiences, culture, and arts. The word ‘edu-
cação’, ‘education’, ‘edukasaun´ derives from three Latin words: “edu-
care” and “educere” which mean “educare” meaning to create, to feed in 
the primitive sense; also derives from “educere” which means outward 
direction and the verb “ducere”, to conduct, to take from the inside out, 
to drive out, to extract. Before the verbs ‘educare’, ‘educere’ and ‘ducere’ 
become contradictory, they complement each other to tell us that edu-
cation consists of two movements: one, from the inside out, develop-
ment; another, from the outside in, help, food, support, the guidance 
of others.
 The term education leads us to first think of children and ado-
lescents. Education is associated with pedagogy, which comes from the 
Greek pais, paidós, guy/child; and agogô or agogé, which means to con-
duct, action to conduct. Therefore, Pedagogy literally means “driving 
children”.
 When the authors of this book refer to “Popular Education”, I 
think that this education has a broader horizon. It is not only for chil-
dren and young people but also for adults, the people, the most disad-
vantaged class.
 However, before we get to the heart of the matter, ‘popular ed-
ucation’, it is convenient to refer to the social environment of the ter-
ritory of Timor-Leste.

Timorese society was primarily traditional and agricultural. The 
Timorese lived in villages, in the mountains, and on the plateaus and 
plains. In some periods of history, men lived in war. One cannot speak 
about the education level in the European or Western way. Children 
learned the uses and customs of their ancestors in a logic of tradition-
al home education, namely transmitted from parents to children: for 
boys, to keep sheep and/or buffalo flocks; cultivate the land to sow, 
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plant and harvest corn; build houses, either from grass or palm leaves; 
manufacture artifacts, whether of wood or iron, such as machetes, le-
vers, swords, javelins; kill and cut the animals; and in the seaside re-
gions, fishermen made rough wooden boats, fishing nets and sails, etc. 
As for girls, mothers taught them to do housework, such as cooking, 
weaving mats and baskets, weaving Timor cloths; in some villages, 
they were taught to make pots, clay dishes, jars, mugs, during harvest 
times, they went to the rice fields to harvest the néli, in Tétum, hare 
(rice-plant) and thresh the corn. People were taught how to perform 
burial ceremonies for the dead, how to build sacred houses, and of-
fer sacrifices to the luliks. In Atsabe, some Timorese already knew how 
to fuse and manufacture rings, earrings, necklaces, bracelets, belak, 
kaibauk, and statuettes. In terms of arts (carpentry, metalwork, and 
construction), the Timorese (badaen) learned from the Chinese, Por-
tuguese, and Malays.

Education in the Portuguese colonial era

 Portuguese merchants and sailors arrived on the island of 
Timor around 1513 and 1515, after the conquest of Malacca (1551). 
The first captaincy established in Lifau only in 1565. In 1702, the first 
governor António Coelho Guerreiro entered the Praça de Lifau. The 
Portuguese’s concern was to trade sandalwood and conquer the king-
doms. The last pacification of the territory took place in 1912, with the 
war of Manufahi.

After almost four hundred years of the Portuguese presence 
in Timor-Leste, the number of primary schools could be counted on 
the fingers. The interest in the development of teaching started late. 
In the first half of the 19th century, there were three schools: in Dili, 
Oe-Cusse, and Batugadé. At the time of Governor José Celestino da 
Silva (1894-1908), there were schools in Liquiçá, “Escola D. Carlos 
I”; Maubara, boys school “Bispo Medeiros” and  girls’ school “Rainha 
Dona Amélia; and Baucau, a women’s school, “José Celestino da Silva”. 
In 1918, there was the regional school in Alas, (Manufahi), a municipal 
school in Dili, Manatuto, and Liquiçá. In 1938, the Colégio-Liceu Dr. 
Vieira Machado Vieira for secondary education arrived in Dili.
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 Only in the 1960s, the provincial government gave a significant 
boost to the education system, opening primary schools at the head-
quarters of the Administrative Posts and Municipalities. There were 
also schools run by military units. On the other hand, the Dominican 
missionaries, who already had contact with some kingdoms in Timor 
at the end of the 16th century, even established two smaller seminar-
ies, one in Oe-cusse and the other in Manatuto, but nothing more.

Due to a lack of space, I will limit myself to providing some data. 
Thus, from 1878 to 1975, Catholic Missions maintained their schools 
at the headquarters of the Municipalities and Administrative Posts. In 
addition to primary education, where they taught how to read, write 
and count, the missionaries founded the School of Arts and Crafts at 
the Colégio de Soibada (1904-1910); at Lahane College, in Dili (1924), 
with the section of carpentry, shoe, tailoring, and metalwork; the Ag-
ricultural Farm, in Dare (1890), the Musical Band, in Dili, the School of 
teachers and catechists. In the sixties of the 20th century, the Salesians 
opened the School of Arts and Crafts in Fuiloro, and the School of Ag-
riculture in Banewaga (Fatumaca).

Looking back, from 1830-1942, we learned that the students 
were, for the most part, children of régulos, datos, and officials. The 
reason was to prepare the children to succeed their parents to the gov-
ernments of the kingdoms. Just one example: the case of the student 
Boaventura da Costa Sotomayor, from Manufahi, who would later 
become the head of the “rebels” in 1911, had been a student of the 
Missions in Lahane / Dili. After the Japanese occupation, students 
of the schools of the Catholic Missions were some of the future lead-
ers of Fretilin: Francisco Xavier do Amaral, (Colégio de Soibada and 
Dare Seminary); Nicolau Lobato (Soibada and Dare); Francisco Borja 
da Costa (Soibada and Dare); Abílio Araújo (Salesian Mission School 
of Lahane and Dare); Vicente Reis (Baucau Mission Men’s School and 
Santa Teresinha de Ossú College); Hélio Pina (Colégio de Ossú); Xa-
nana Gusmão (Colégio de Ossú and Dare); Mari Alkatiri attended the 
Lahane School, run by the Salesians.
 Another crucial observation is related to the education of East 
Timorese girls. The first school was founded in Dili in 1879 by Father 
António de Medeiros, later Bishop of Macau, and run by the Canossian 
Sisters. These nuns were the women’s school administrators in Dili, 
Soibada, and Manatuto.
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Practically until 1975, the number of schools for women was 
always smaller compared to schools for boys. What is the reason? The 
teachers were the Canossian Sisters and another lay teacher. Education 
did not cover the entire Timorese population, especially the children 
of the people. There were several reasons. One was related to the pov-
erty of Timorese who could not buy clothes and school supplies and 
pay tuition; the distances between the villages and the headquarters 
of administrative posts or municipalities; some missionaries pointed 
out the rejection of some Timorese rulers and chiefs who did not allow 
the children of the people to attend schools because they did not want 
the children of the subordinates and the people to know more than 
the bainós or princes… and the girls had to stay at home for domestic 
washing and, later, to be given in barlaque…

Fortunately, and here we must recognize the effort made by 
both the Provincial Government and Diocese of Dili, entities that, af-
ter the Second World War, and from 1946 to 1975, were able to open 
the range of public education and instruction to all Timorese, rich or 
poor, children of chiefs or of the asulear people.

In the time of FRETILIN (1975-1978)

On May 20, 1974, some Timorese founded the Social Dem-
ocratic Association Timor in Dili, which, in September of that same 
year, was transformed into the Revolutionary Front of Independent 
Timor-Leste (FRETILIN). After the defeat of the UDT and Apodeti 
parties in August 1975, the FRETILIN party came to control all the 
territory of former Portuguese Timor, from September to December, 
when there was the invasion of the Indonesian armed forces (7 Decem-
ber 1975). Even after the fall of the capital Dili and other cities, such 
as Baucau, Ermera and Maliana, FRETILIN still exercised its influence 
with the population of the interior, until 1978.

Predicting the possible invasion of Indonesia, FRETILIN unilat-
erally proclaimed Timor-Leste’s independence on November 28, 1975, 
and established its first government. The following year, the Constitu-
tion was governed, according to which education should include com-
bating and eradicating obscurantism from the Portuguese colonial ed-
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ucational system. However, in Lisbon May 1974, a group of Timorese 
students gathered at Casa de Timor decided to implement “the popu-
lar education system” in the Portuguese Timor Province following the 
method of Paulo Freire. Returning to their homeland, they were the 
mobilizers of a new education system for the people of Timor. They had 
the help of militia lieutenant Barbedo Magalhães and his wife, Edith 
Magalhães. 

From 1975 onwards, experiences in popular schools began in 
some locations. The first initiative started in the Quintal Boot neigh-
borhood in Dili, with the teaching of the famous song “Foho Ramelau”, 
written by Francisco Borja da Costa (lyrics) and Abílio Araújo (music). 
For three years, 1975-1978, schools were founded in various locations 
under the guidance of FRETILIN members. Nicolau Lobato even stat-
ed that FRETILIN had founded 90 schools attended by 900 students. 
(And I really wanted to know the location of these schools!). To extend 
education to all villages in the territory, the “ministry of education” of 
the FRETILIN government created education zones, namely: 

- North Central Zone: 32 schools were created, including the 
Medical Center renal of Remexio; 
- Viqueque Region: zone 15 de Agosto, with 35 schools; 1975 
area covering Bautae and Liasidi for the children of Watocarbau 
and Watolari.
- In the Bucoli Zone, Vicente Reis and his fans created what 
is called “Liberation Zones”, where they founded literacy and 
agricultural cooperative posts. Special attention was also paid 
to the education of women, buibere, to manage the domestic 
economy.
Concerning popular education, according to FRETILIN, the ob-

jective was to educate the people kaer rasik kuda talin, that is, to make 
the Maubere people the lord and owner of their destiny. For this, those 
responsible intended to impart a patriotic sense to indicate the reasons 
for freedom and independence, giving classes on the ideology and de-
fense of the Fatherland. In some villages, students learned “military 
art” with shotguns made of wood. 

With the advance of the Indonesian Armed Forces (ABRI) in 
1977, some schools were closed, as the populations under the com-
mand of the Central Committee Command had to seek refuge in the 
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mountains and undergrowth. From 1978 onwards, many of the surviv-
ing pupils, already in the villages and towns under Indonesian control, 
were beginning to learn Pancasila, Bahasa Indonesia, and other sub-
jects in the Indonesian national curriculum. Some students from the 
forest continued their studies in Dili and at the various universities in 
Indonesia, forming the furtive network, to fight against the occupa-
tion and demand Kemerdakaan Propinsi Timor Timur.
 The studies presented in this book by the authors Samuel 
Penteado Urban, Antero Benedito da Silva, Irlan von Linsingen, Mi-
chael Leach, Elsa J. Araújo Pinto, Palmela Sexton, and Bob Boughton 
are pertinent and have their validity. These studies record the early pe-
riod of the History of the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste under-
lining the aspects of popular education.

Today, in Timor-Leste, education has gained a dimension of 
universality, that is, there are schools throughout the territory; it has 
gained a broader scope: from the first letters to the university and 
higher institutes. But there are still fringes of the illiterate population.

This book does not only intend to recall a past, which for some 
may represent an utopia or a myth but to raise the consciousness of 
the Timorese people for a continuous, responsible, and harmonious 
education of all the people, whether ‘maubere’ or not. Education is an 
universal right. 

Lisbon, April 19, 2020
Dom Carlos Filipe Ximenes Belo

Nobel Peace Prize
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 PREFACE (PORTUGUESE LANGUAGE)

Solicitam-me os doutores Antero Benedito, Samuel Penteado 
Urban e Irlan von Linsingen para escrever uma introdução à obra que 
vão publicar em língua inglesa e Tétum. Trata-se da ‘Educação Popular’ 
em Timor-Leste, no passado e no presente.
 A educação faz parte da natureza humana. O homem aprende, 
conserva e transmite conhecimentos, experiências, cultura e artes. A 
palavra ‘educação’, ‘education’, ‘edukasaun´ deriva de três vocábulos la-
tinos: “educare” e “educere” que significam: “educare”, que, no sentido 
primitivo, significa criar, alimentar; também deriva do “educere”, que 
significa direção para fora e do verbo “ducere”, conduzir, tirar de dentro 
para fora, fazer sair, extrair. Antes de serem contraditórios estes verbos 
‘educare’, ‘educere’ e ‘ducere’ unem e completam-se para nos dizerem 
que a educação se compõe de dois movimentos: um, de dentro para 
fora, o desenvolvimento; outro, de fora para dentro, a ajuda, o alimen-
to, o apoio, a orientação dos outros.
 O termo educação leva-nos a pensar, em primeiro lugar, nas 
crianças e nos adolescentes. De facto, a educação está ligada à pedago-
gia, que vem do grego pais, paidós, menino/criança; e agogô ou agogé 
que significa conduzir, ação de conduzir. Portanto, Pedagogia significa 
literalmente “condução de crianças”.
 Quando os autores deste livro se referem à “Educação Popular”, 
penso que a dita educação tem um horizonte mais amplo. Não é só para 
meninos e jovens, mas também para adultos, o povo, a classe mais des-
favorecida.
 Porém, antes de entrarmos propriamente no cerne da questão, 
‘educação popular’, é conveniente referirmo-nos ao ambiente social do 
território de Timor-Leste.
 A sociedade timorense era essencialmente tradicional e agríco-
la. O timorense vivia em aldeias quer nas montanhas quer nos planal-
tos e planícies. Nalguns períodos da história, os homens viviam em 
guerra. Não se pode falar de um grau de instrução, à maneira europeia, 
ocidental. As crianças aprendiam os usos e costumes dos seus antepas-
sados numa lógica de ensino doméstico tradicional, ou seja, transmiti-
do de pais para filhos: para os rapazes, guardar os rebanhos ovino e/ou 
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bufalino;  cultivar a terra para semear, mondar e colher o milho; cons-
truir casas, quer de capim ou de folhas de palmeira; fabricar artefactos, 
quer de madeira, quer de ferro, como, por exemplo, catanas, alavancas, 
espadas, azagaias; matar os animais e os esquartejar; e nas regiões si-
tuadas à beira mar, os pescadores fabricavam barcos toscos de madeira, 
redes de pesca e velas, etc. Quanto ao ensino das raparigas, as mães 
ensinavam-nas a fazer os trabalhos domésticos, como, por exemplo, 
cozinhar, tecer as esteiras e cestos, tecer os panos de timor; nalgumas 
aldeias, eram ensinadas a fabricar panelas, pratos de barro, jarros, ca-
necas, nos tempos de colheita, iam aos campos de arroz ceifar o néli, 
em Tétum, hare (arroz-planta) e debulhar o milho. Ensinava-se a fazer 
cerimónias de enterro de mortos, a construir casas sagradas e oferecer 
sacríficos aos luliks. Em Atsabe, alguns timorenses já sabiam fundir e 
fabricar anéis, brincos, colares, braceletes, belak, kaibauk e estatuetas. 
Em matéria de artes (carpintaria, serralharia e construção), os timo-
renses (badaen) aprendiam com os chineses, portugueses e malaios.

 A educação na era colonial portuguesa

 Os mercadores e marinheiros portugueses chegaram à ilha de Ti-
mor por volta de 1513 e 1515, depois da conquista de Malaca (1551). Só 
no ano de 1565 se estabeleceu a primeira capitania em Lifau. Em 1702, 
entrou na Praça de Lifau o primeiro governador António Coelho Guerrei-
ro. 
 A preocupação dos portugueses foi comercializar o sândalo e 
conquistar os reinos. A última pacificação do território deu-se em 1912, 
com guerra de Manufahi. 
 Depois de quase quatrocentos anos da presença portuguesa em 
Timor-Leste, contavam-se pelos dedos das mãos as escolas primárias. 
O interesse pelo desenvolvimento do ensino começou tardiamente. Na 
primeira metade do século XIX, havia três escolas: uma em Díli, outra 
em Oe-Cusse e outra em Batugadé. No tempo do Governador José Ce-
lestino da Silva (1894-1908), existiam escolas em Liquiçá, “Escola D. 
Carlos I; Maubara, escola masculina “Bispo Medeiros” e escola feminina 
“Rainha Dona Amélia”; e Baucau, escola feminina, “José Celestino da 
Silva. No ano de 1918, havia a escola regional em Alas, (Manufahi), es-
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cola municipal em Díli, Manatuto e Liquiçá. Em 1938, surgiu, em Díli, o 
Colégio-Liceu Dr. Vieira Machado Vieira para o ensino secundário.
 Apenas na década dos anos 60, do século XX, o governo da Pro-
víncia deu grande impulso ao sistema educativo, abrindo escolas primá-
rias nas sedes dos Posto Administrativos e Concelhos. Havia também 
escolas regidas por unidades militares. Por outro lado, os missionários 
dominicanos, que já nos finais do seculo XVI tinham contactos com 
alguns reinos de Timor, chegaram a fundar dois seminários menores, 
um em Oe-cusse e outro em Manatuto, mas nada mais.

Por falta de espaço, limitar-me-ei a fornecer alguns dados. As-
sim, desde 1878 até 1975, as Missões Católicas mantinham as suas 
escolas nas sedes dos Concelhos e Postos Administrativos. Além do 
ensino primário, onde se ensinava a ler, escrever e contar, os missio-
nários fundaram a Escola de Artes e Ofícios no Colégio de Soibada 
(1904-1910); no Colégio de Lahane, em Díli (1924), com a secção de 
carpintaria, sapataria, alfaiataria e serralharia; a Granja agrícola, em 
Dare (1890), a Banda Musical, em Díli, a Escola de professores e cate-
quistas. Já na década de sessenta, do século XX, os Salesianos abriram 
a escola de Artes e Ofícios, em Fuiloro, e a Escola de Agricultura, em 
Banewaga (Fatumaca).

Olhando para trás, desde 1830-1942, ficámos a saber que os 
alunos eram, na sua maioria, filhos de régulos, datos e funcionários. 
Havia um motivo, preparar os filhos para sucederem aos pais nos go-
vernos dos reinos.  Apenas um exemplo: o caso do aluno Boaventura da 
Costa Sotomayor, de Manufahi, mais tarde, chefe dos “revoltosos”, em 
1911, tinha sido aluno das Missões em Lahane/Dili. Depois da ocupa-
ção japonesa eram alunos das escolas das Missões Católicas alguns dos 
futuros  líderes da FRETILIN: Francisco Xavier do Amaral, (Colégio de 
Soibada e Seminário de Dare); Nicolau Lobato (Soibada e Dare); Fran-
cisco Borja da Costa (Soibada e Dare); Abílio Araújo (Escola da Missão 
Salesiana de Lahane e Dare); Vicente Reis (Escola masculina da Missão 
de Baucau e Colégio de Santa Teresinha de Ossú); Hélio Pina (Colégio 
de Ossú); Xanana Gusmão (Colégio de Ossú e Dare); Mari Alkatiri fre-
quentou  a Escola de Lahane, dirigida pelos salesianos.
 Outra observação que convém sublinhar é relativa à educação 
das meninas timorenses. A primeira escola foi fundada em Díli, em 
1879, pelo padre António de Medeiros, mais tarde, bispo de Macau, e 
dirigida pelas irmãs Canossianas. Essas religiosas dirigiam os colégios 
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femininos de Dili, Soibada e Manatuto. 
 Praticamente até 1975, o número de escolas do género femini-
no era sempre menor em comparação com as escolas para os rapazes. 
Qual o motivo? As professoras eram as irmãs canossianas e uma outra 
professora leiga. De facto, o ensino não abrangia toda a população ti-
morense, sobretudo, os filhos do povo. Havia várias razões. Uma de-
las prendia-se com a pobreza dos timorenses que não podiam comprar 
roupa e material escolar e pagar as mensalidades; as distâncias entre 
as aldeias e a sedes dos Postos administrativos ou concelhos; alguns 
missionários apontavam a rejeição de alguns régulos e chefes timoren-
ses que não permitiam que os filhos do povo frequentassem as escolas, 
pois não queriam que os filhos dos subalternos e do povo soubessem 
mais que os bainós ou os príncipes… e as meninas tinham de ficar em 
casa para os lavores domésticos e, posteriormente, serem dadas em 
barlaque…
 Felizmente, e aqui devemos reconhecer o esforço feito, tanto 
pelo Governo da Província como pela Diocese de Díli, entidades que, 
depois da 2.ª guerra Mundial, e a partir de 1946 até 1975, puderam 
abrir o leque do ensino e da instrução pública a todos os timorenses, 
quer ricos, quer pobres, fossem eles filhos de chefes ou do povo asulear. 

 
No tempo da FRETILIN (1975-1978)

 A 20 de maio de 1974, alguns timorenses fundaram em Díli a 
Associação Social Democrática Timor, que, em setembro desse mesmo 
ano, foi transformada em Frente Revolucionária de Timor-Leste In-
dependente (FRETLIN). Depois da derrota dos partidos da UDT e da 
Apodeti, em agosto de 1975, o partido da FRETILIN passou a controlar 
todo território do antigo Timor Português, desde setembro até dezem-
bro, altura em que se deu a invasão das forças armadas indonésias (7 de 
dezembro de 1975). Mesmo depois da queda da capital Díli e de outras 
cidades, como Baucau, Ermera e Maliana, a FRETILIN ainda exercia a 
sua influência junto das populações do interior, até 1978.
 Prevendo a possível invasão da Indonésia, a FRETILIN procla-
mou unilateralmente a independência de Timor-Leste a 28 de novem-
bro de 1975 e estabeleceu o seu primeiro governo. No ano seguinte, 
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foi regida a Constituição, segundo a qual a educação deveria incluir o 
combate e erradicação do obscurantismo do sistema educativo colonial 
português. Entretanto, já em Maio de 1974, em Lisboa, um grupo de 
estudantes timorenses, reunidos na Casa de Timor, decidiu implantar 
“o sistema da educação popular” na Província de Timor Português, se-
guindo o método de Paulo Freire. Regressados à Pátria, foram eles os 
mobilizadores de um novo sistema de educação para o povo de Timor. 
Tiveram a ajuda do alferes miliciano Barbedo Magalhães e a sua esposa 
Edith Magalhães. 
 A partir de 1975, iniciaram-se, nalgumas localidades, experiên-
cias de escolas populares. Sublinha-se que a primeira iniciativa come-
çou no bairro de Quintal Boot em Díli, com o ensino do famoso cântico 
“Foho Ramelau”, da autoria de Francisco Borja da Costa (letra) e Abílio 
Araújo (música). No período de três anos, 1975-1978, fundaram-se em 
várias localidades escolas sob a orientação de membros da FRETILIN. 
Nicolau Lobato chegou a afirmar que a FRETILIN tinha fundado 90 
escolas frequentadas por 900 alunos. (E eu que bem queria saber onde 
estavam situadas essas escolas!). Para poder estender a educação a to-
das as aldeias do território, o “ministério da educação” do governo da 
FRETILIN criou zonas de educação, a saber: 

- Zona Centro-Norte: foram criadas 32 escolas, incluindo o Cen-
tro Médico renal de Remexio;
- Região Viqueque: zona 15 de agosto, com 35 escolas; zona 
1975 abrangendo Bautae e Liasidi para as crianças de Watocar-
bau e Watolari.
- Na Zona de Bucoli, Vicente Reis e os seus fans criaram aquilo a 
que se chama “Zonas de Libertação”, onde fundaram postos de 
alfabetização e de cooperativa agrícola. Deu-se também especial 
atenção à educação da mulher, buibere, para gerir a economia 
doméstica.

 No que concerne à educação popular, segundo a FRETILIN, o 
objetivo era educar o povo kaer rasik kuda talin, isto é, fazer do povo 
maubere o senhor e dono do seu destino. Para isso, os responsáveis 
pretendiam imprimir um sentido patriótico, indicar as razões da liber-
dade e de independência, dando aulas sobre a ideologia e a defesa da 
Pátria. Nalgumas aldeias, os alunos aprendiam a “arte militar”, com es-
pingardas feitas de madeira. 
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 Com o avanço das Forças Armadas Indonésias (ABRI), em 1977, 
algumas escolas foram encerradas, pois as populações, sob a ordem do 
Comando do Comité Central, tinham de procurar refúgio nas monta-
nhas e matagais. De 1978 em diante, muitos dos alunos e alunas sobre-
viventes, já inseridos nas aldeias e povoações sob o controlo da Indoné-
sia, começavam a aprender o Pancasila, a Bahasa Indonensia, e outras 
disciplinas do currículo nacional indonésio. Desses alunos do mato, 
alguns prosseguiram os estudos em Díli e nas várias universidades da 
Indonésia, formando a rede clandestina, com o objetivo de lutar contra 
a ocupação e exigir a Kemerdakaan Propinsi Timor Timur.
 Os estudos apresentados neste livro pelos autores Samuel Pen-
teado Urban, Antero Benedito da Silva, Irlan von Linsingen, Michael 
Leach, Elsa J. Araújo Pinto, Palmela Sexton e Bob Boughton são per-
tinentes e têm a sua validade. Estes estudos registam o período inicial 
da História da República Democrática de Timor-Leste sublinhando os 
aspetos da educação popular.
 Hoje, em Timor-Leste, a educação ganhou uma dimensão de 
universalidade, isto é, há escolas em todo o território; ganhou uma di-
mensão de maior abrangência: das primeiras letras até à universidade 
e institutos superiores. Mas, ainda há franjas de população analfabeta.
  Este livro não tem apenas a finalidade de recordar um passado, 
que talvez para alguns represente uma utopia ou um mito, mas de sus-
citar a consciência do povo timorense para uma contínua, responsável 
e harmoniosa educação de todo o povo, quer ‘maubere’ quer não. É que 
a  educação é um direito universal.

Lisboa, 19 de abril de 2020
Dom Carlos Filipe Ximenes Belo

Prémio Nobel da Paz.
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FOREWORD

 In the mid-1970s, during a process of decolonization in 
Timor-Leste, Popular Education was present in the country, mostly 
due to the influence of the work ‘Pedagogy of Oppressed’ by the educa-
tor Paulo Freire and the Pedagogy of the National Liberation Struggle 
of Amilcar Cabral of PAIGC.

On November 28th of 1975, Timor-Leste won independence 
through the political association Revolutionary Front of Independent 
Timor-Leste (FRETILIN). However, ten days later, Indonesia invaded 
the territory in December 1975.

In this sense, a struggle begins in Timor-Leste that would result 
in the achievement of the restoration of the country’s independence in 
2002. Behind all this process, Popular Education stands out as one of 
the weapons of the struggle.

This education - which had as main objective the awareness of 
the Maubere people - manifested above all through the fight against il-
literacy, in the training of teachers and paramedics, and the knowledge 
of their territory during the struggle carried out on the guerrilla war.

After restoring independence, to raise awareness among the 
Maubere people, Popular Education materializes through literacy cam-
paigns and, in particular, in the struggle for agrarian reform and the 
development of a solidary economy founded on the real peasant needs 
of Timor-Leste.

Thus, this book arose from the need to gather researches and 
essays on Popular Education in Timor-Leste, aiming to externalize ex-
periences related to Popular Education, as well as to contribute to the 
development of an awareness education in Timor-Leste.

In this sense, in the “Literacy model of the Maubere Pedagogy”, 
Antero Benedito da Silva presents the literacy process called Pedagogy 
Maubere carried out since the 1970s in Timor-Leste.

Correspondingly, in the “National liberation and Freirean Ped-
agogy in East Timor”, Samuel Penteado Urban and Irlan von Linsingen 
highlight the role of Freire’s pedagogy in achieving the restoration of 
independence in the East Timorese country.

In “The FRETILIN literacy manual of 1974-75: an exploration 
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dence under the influence of Cuban cooperation.
As director of the Fulidaidai-Slulu Institute of Economics, Elsa 

J. Araujo Pinto discusses Empowerment and Active Participation in 
community development in  “An analysis of the effects of ‘empower-
ment’ and ‘participation’ in community development”, carrying out a 
study on countries like Kenya, Indonesia, and Timor-Leste without ig-
noring Popular Education.

Finally, in “The Fulidaidai-Slulu Institute of Economics: Popular 
Education and peasant struggle”, Samuel Penteado Urban, Antero Ben-
edito da Silva, and Irlan von Linsingen present the formation of this 
school as part of an epistemological resistance linked to the real needs 
of peasant struggle in Timor-Leste.

Samuel Penteado Urban

of early nationalist themes”, Michael Leach discusses the manual used 
with Popular Education held between 1974 and 1975.

In the essay “Learning from our past to craft good educational 
policy today”, Pamela Sexton analyzes Popular Education carried out 
after the 1970s, aiming at the education of the present and the future.

In “East Timor’s literacy campaign and the struggle for a 
post-conflict democracy”, Bob Boughton presents the literacy cam-
paign carried out after the achievement of the restoration of indepen-
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CHAPTER 1

LITERACY MODEL OF THE MAUBERE    
PEDAGOGY

Antero Benedito da Silva

This brief article derives from a large thesis on FRETLIN pop-
ular education from 1974 to 1978, and is on the FRETILIN and RDTL 
I struggle to combat obscurantism, a colonial policy to keep the ma-
jority of the Timorese people from the progress of science. The Merri-
am Webster dictionary defines obscurantism as “an opposition to the 
spread of knowledge or a policy of withholding knowledge from the 
general public” (“Obscurantism”, n. d.). This concept was commonly 
used by FRETILIN to characterize the Portuguese colonial education 
system. For example, in an interview with Bill Nicol in 1975, FRETILIN 
leader Roque Rodrigues, ‘Maubenko’, argued that the Portuguese co-
lonialism had used illiteracy as a weapon: “a struggle against illiteracy 
is a struggle against mindlessness… The colonial state used the educa-
tional system to polarize the people’s creativity and to suffocate the 
Timorese culture” (as cited in Nicol, 2002, p. 162).

The term is also found in the FRETILIN Political Program 
(point eleven) which says: “Therefore FRETILIN will initiate a rig-
orous literacy campaign, a teaching method that is truly liberating, 
which in turn would go liberate our people from 500 years of obscu-
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rantism.” (FRETILIN, 1974, p. 19). Obscurantism appears again in 
Article 12 of the Constitution of RDTL which states that: “The RDTL 
proposes to undertake a major campaign against illiteracy and obscu-
rantism, and works to protect and develop (Timorese) culture as an 
important instrument of liberation.” (RDTL, 1976, p. 34).

In these texts, the term ‘obscurantism’ implies also ignorance, 
mindlessness (as Nicol) appears to have translated it), superstition, 
and fatalism; or what Paulo Freire termed naïve or magical percep-
tion or false consciousness (Freire, 1970, pp. 111-112). However, 
while proposing a clear policy to combat obscurantism by promoting 
a mass literacy campaign, FRETILIN also, as the RDTL-I Constitution 
indicated, was taking into account the importance of indigenous or 
traditional popular knowledge. Similar to Amilcar Cabral of PAIGC, 
who saw Guinean culture as potentially revolutionary (see Chapter 
IV), Timorese culture was, for FRETILIN, “an important instrument 
of liberation” (RDTL, 1976, p. 34).

Roque Rodrigues explained to Nicol in his interview that 
the fundamental objective of FRETILIN’s education program was to 
revolutionize the education system inherited from the Portuguese. 
FRETILIN education aimed to transform the Maubere People not just 
to develop a new man, which refers to a man (sic) of new mentality, 
which is anti-colonial, anti-fascist, truly popular and democratic, but 
“a new man who takes an active part in politics to take part in the so-
ciety that he belongs to.” Beyond literacy, therefore, the objective was 
also to teach people about nationalism, and the national liberation 
struggle, the aim of which was to built a humane society. Thus, politi-
cal education was to be integrated into the literacy campaign and the 
new education system (Nicol, 2002, p. 163) that laid the foundation 
of the recent struggle for the people’s liberation, beyond the struggle 
for homeland.

A Movement of schools

Three months after the Indonesian invasion, a media release 
transmitted via Radio Maubere quoted the RDTL Prime Minister 
Nicolau Lobato: “In the short period of three months since Decem-
ber, we have set up 90 schools with more than 9000 people learning 
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to read and write through a genuine method which develops political 
awareness” (Lobato, 1975). As explained in Chapter VI the FRETILIN 
literacy campaign using Freirean pedagogy was one of the most ac-
tive components of the ‘grass roots’ or ‘base’ work which started on 
January 01, 1975. Following the Unilateral Declaration of Indepen-
dence, Hamis Bassarewan, “Hatta”, a member of the Casa dos Timores 
who had been involved in training the UNETIM students to use the 
literacy manual, was appointed Minister of Education of the RDTL 
Emissary Government. 

According to Manuel Coelho, the vice minister was Afonso 
Redentor, a musician and the composer of RDTL National anthem, 
Pátria, Pátria (Homeland, Homeland). In each of the six Sectors under 
RDTL control, there was an Education Director who responded di-
rectly to the Minister. Coelho himself, whose nome de Guerra was ‘AA’, 
was the Education Director of the Central North Sector and Amelia 
Menezes of Nunumalau was the Education Director for Central East 
Sector (Manuel Coelho, Interview 11/06/2008). Braz Rangel, whose 
nome de guerra was ‘Warik’, was responsible for education in Zone 
1975 Bautae in Uato-Lari (Braz Ranzel, Interview 18/03/2009). Man-
uel Coelho, who worked very closely with Afonso Redentor, recalled 
that “FRETILIN built 700 schools across the country between 1976 
and 1978. In the Central North Sector alone there were 32 schools 
excluding the RENAL Medical Centre in Remexio  (Manuel Coelho, 
Interview 12/06/2008)”.

In Viqueque, which was one the two regions of the Central 
East Sector, 35 schools were built covering three zones, which were 
known as Zone 17 Agosto, Zone 15 Agosto and Zone1975 Bautae. With-
in the region, Atanlele School in Uato-Lari taught students up to 
grade four, which made it one of the highest level FRETILIN schools 
in that region (Braz Rangel, Interview 18/03/2009).

Pedagogy and Teacher training

Following the opening of the literacy campaign on January 1, 
1975, FRETILIN cooperated with the Education Section of the Portu-
guese Decolonization Committee, which in turn initiated the establish-
ment of Coordinating Group for Reformulation of Teaching in Timor 
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(GCRET). In cooperation with the Primary Teacher Union, UNAEP-
TIM (União Nacional dos Agentes do Ensino Primário do Timor/National 
Union of teachers from Primary School of Timor) GCRET had provided 
initial teacher training to primary education teachers, and to some of 
the UNETIM students and teachers from two high schools in Dili, the 
Liceu Dr. Francisco Machado and the Escola Técnica. 

They had learned on how to teach geography and Timorese 
history, utilizing the Ideas of Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of Oppressed 
(Magalhães, 2004). This form of teacher training was then contin-
ued in the Resistance bases, where the teachers, according to Roque 
Rodrigues, received orientations directly from the FRETILIN Central 
Committee leaders, particularly the members of the Department of 
political and Ideological Orientations (DOPI) and the Department of 
Mass Mobilization (Rodrigues interview, Timor-Leste, 15/05/1977)1. 
This was further confirmed in a interview I conducted for this study 
with Vicente Paulo, a teacher born in Tulu Takeu, Remexio on 19 July, 
1958. Paulo recalled that while he was teaching at the base schools 
in the Central North Sector, the was about a hundred teachers who 
regularly attended teacher preparation course provided by Antonio 
Carvarinho, ‘Maulear’, at the initial stage for about six months. The 
subjects they studied in the teacher training included how to promote 
Tetum through writing and reading, and basic literacy teaching meth-
ods such as using vowels and consonants to form syllables and simple 
words. Dictation was still used in the school as well. The teachers were 
a mixture of civilians and regular FALINTIL forces. The members of 
FALINTIL did literacy teaching when they had they days off in the vil-
lage (Vicente Paulo, Interview 10/2009).

While FRETILIN continued to promote Paulo Freire’s methods, 
some of the FRETILIN members were not skilled in the method, accord-
ing to Manuel Coelho, alias ‘AA’ (see above). Born in Lau-aba/Loi-Ulo, 
in Uato-Carbau, on 9 May, 1953, Coelho had studied in the Liceu up to 
the third year of Secondary school (1974-75). Following his time as the 
Central Norte Sector (Director of Education), he was captured by In-
donesian forces along many others in Manehat, Soibaba-Manatuto on 
22 December, 1978, and detained for 10 days in Maubessi before being 
taken to Dili. He worked shortly with the Indonesian Telecommunica-

1  Timor-Leste Boletim was regularly published by CIDAC in Lisbon 
until around 1979.
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tion Department after his release, but was re-arrested on January 25, 
1985. (…) In March 1996, he managed to travel to Portugal, where he 
lives today, and is a postgraduate history student. In his interview, he 
observed that Freire’s method needed a long process for people to un-
derstand how to use it. He also commented that because of the nature 
of the war, it was a difficult situation in which to apply the method. 
Some educators supported the Freirian method of generative themes to 
be used in the schools because it was easier for people to learn. In the 
end, they had to apply a mixed method both a conventional method 
of simply learning basic literacy, and discussing generative themes, as 
Freire’s method required (Mauel Coelho, Interview 11/06/2008).

Another teacher, Francisco Calsona, recalled being taught that, 
according to Freire, instead of helping the student to write by holding 
their hands, the teacher’s role was to help the students to use their 
own hands. He concluded that the result was satisfactory because a 
lot of people learned how to read and write; at least they knew how to 
count and to write their own names (Francisco Calsona and Domingos 
Caetano, Interview 20/10/2009). Papers and pencils were also scarce 
in the Resistance bases. Celestino da Costa recalled that in Remexio, 
in order to help students to learn, the facilitators used a demonstra-
tion method. They formed letters of the alphabet using stones on the 
ground, and the students would follow (Celestino da Costa, Interview 
19/09/2009).

Tetum as Intermediary Language

In this Political Manual and Manifesto, FRETILIN proposed the 
continued use of the Portuguese language until Tetum was developed, 
because there were a lot of words lacking in Tetum, preventing it from 
becoming an official language (FRETILIN, 1974, pp. 21-31). However, 
in the Resistance bases, the RDTL I Government did not only use Te-
tum as an intermediary language, it also used the local dialects. So in-
stead of Tetum supplementing Portuguese or Portuguese supplement-
ing Tetum, it was often the local dialects, which supplemented Tetum 
in the Resistance base schools. Braz Rangel ‘Warik’ explained how they 
used Tetum as an intermediary language to teach basic literacy in the 
Region of Viqueque: 



POPULAR EDUCATION IN TIMOR-LESTE: PAST AND PRESENT EXPERIENCES

25

“We first introduced vowels: ‘a’, ‘e’, ‘i’, ‘o’, ‘u’; and then we formed 
syllables, like: Ka, Ke, Ki, Ko, Ku. From there we can form more words out 
of those vowels and letters, for example, Kuda [horse], and can introduce to 
students that in Portuguese, Kuda is called ‘Ca-va-lo’. The word, we can give 
an example, Ai (Tetum for tree), ema (Tetum for human), inimigu (which 
is Tetum for enemy). Students understood it very quickly because we used 
things around their situation. We teach numbers and if students find it hard 
to say them in Portuguese, we could just use local languages, like Maka-
sae2, or Naueti, so they can actually begin counting (Braz Rangel, Interview 
18/03/2011)”

 Kuda is a Tetum word for horse, which was a very popular an-
imal in Timor. The word Kuda is also found in the revolutionary song, 
Foho Ramelau, in the line “…hader kaer rasik kuda tali eh. Hader! (En-
glish: Awake, hold the reins of your own horse. Awake! Take control of 
our own country!)”. Kuda was also used as a key word in the FRETILIN 
literacy manual, Rai Timor, Rai Ita Nian (The land of Timor is our land). 
Kuda is a symbolic concept to explain the power relations, between 
those who looked after the horse but never owned them and those who 
were the owners, the colonialist and the local feudal. Above all, these 
were common things that people found in every  lives in the villages.

Júlio dos Santos from Bobonaro, who was 9 years old when he 
attended a FRETILIN school in Aldeia Mapeh, in Zumalai, between 
Suai and Ainaro districts in 1976-1978, recalled a similar approach be-
ing used there. He said they learned: Ka, ke, ki, ko, ku. Out of these let-
ters, they formed words such as kara, kere, kiri, koro, kuru. The students 
were also encouraged to find the meaning of these words in their own,.

local languages such as Bunak and Kemak3, if they had any. He remem-
bered that this provoked the curiosity of students, who would search 
and discuss with each other, and school was very enjoyable for them 
(Júlio dos Santos, Interview 11/03/2011).

This case studied and remembered experiences indicate that 
the FRETILIN-RDTL Education Department was very systematic in 

2  According to Instituto Nacional de Linguística, there are about 16 
dialects in Timor. Makasae and Naueti are two local dialects, among many, in 
the eastern part of   Timor-Leste

3  Bunak and Kemak are dialects spoken in Maliana and some part of 
Suai and Ainaro district.
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developing the education pedagogy, using a version of Paulo Freire’s 
generative words and themes in the Resistance Bases. The continued 
influence of the Casa dos Timores literacy manual is clear from these 
recollections. Moreover, according to Celestino da Costa, nome de 
guerra ‘Malik’ 4, the use of Tetum in the classes was “part of cultur-
al struggle of the Timorese resistance” (Celestino da Costa, Interview 
19/09/2009).

Curriculum: Práxis learning

Manuel Coelho, the former Director of RDTL Education De-
partment in Centre North Sector, recalled that the role of the school 
was to make sure that people were able to understand what they 
were fighting for: “Why did we resist and want ukun-rasik-an (inde-
pendence)? It was imperative that people participated in literacy 
classes and joined mass organizations in order to understand the 
objective of the struggle.” (Manuel Coelho, Interview 11/06/2008).

Coelho’s linking of the education with practice brings us to 
another aspect of the learning, that is the utilization of new knowl-
edge to transform the social reality. For example, as well as read-
ing and writing, the FRETILIN schools taught Geography, not as 
the Portuguese had taught it, but as the “Geography of the new 
Timor-Leste”. Coelho and da Costa both remembered this as a very 
political subject because it helped to educate the people about the 
existence of the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste (RDTL), as a 
country. The students then learned that RDTL territorial boundary 
consisted of small islands such as Atauro, Jaco and the enclave of 
Oecusse. This was a big thing, because even the older people did not 
know where Oecusse was, due to its relative isolation from the rest 
of Timor-Leste (Manuel Coelho Interview 11/06/2008; Celestino da 
Costa, Interview 19/09/2009).

In this sector was also taught through revolutionary songs, 
such as Pátria-Pátria5, Foho Ramelau and many others. Two of the in-

4  Celestino da Costa ‘Malik’ from Aldeia Bereliu, in Suco Faturasa, Re-
mexio.

5  Pátria, Pátrica is now the national anthem of RDTL, while Foho Ra-



POPULAR EDUCATION IN TIMOR-LESTE: PAST AND PRESENT EXPERIENCES

27

terviewees remembered that, before the arrest of Xavier do Amaral for 
treason, many leaders visited Faturasa, which was a camp in Remexio, 
and the local students entertained the guests with presentations, in-
cluding popular dances (tebe-tebe-dahur) (Celestino da Costa, Inter-
view 19/09/2009; Juliana Mendonça, 19/09/2010). Beyond learning 
writing, reading, geography, and music, the schools also provided mili-
tary training, and organized students to work in the communal farms. 
The students that were old and strong enough were trained how to 
strip and re-assemble weapons with their eyes closed, to demonstrate 
their skills. In communal farms, like other citizens, the students were 
to cultivate crops such as cassava, sweet potato and maize. The har-
vest was used to provide food for the armed forces, and to assist those 
whose crops had failed, and those in special need such as the elders 
and orphans. Still, there were a lot of problems. Many people got sick, 
and had not enough food, malnutrition was common in the Centre 
North Sector. The policy of the schools was to encourage students to 
bring their own food to school such as cassavas and rotok6. Rotok is a 
type of cooking, using mixtures of roots and other vegetables, includ-
ing sweet potatoes or Taro.

The subjects taught are the same as those previously men-
tioned, literacy, numeracy and music. In the school, they also used 
FRETILIN’s Political manual in order to discuss the right for self-deter-
mination of the Maubere People, explaining that the oppressed major-
ity were peasants and small subsistence farmers (Juliana Mendonça, 

Interview 19/09/2010; Celestino da Costa, Interview 19/09/2009).

Challenges in Learning and Evaluation

The educators conducted meetings at least twice a week to 
discuss issues related to education, culture and national security, 
but there was not a systematic evaluation for students, because 
of the security situation due to the Indonesian military pressure. 

melau is a FRETILIN ‘anthem’, still sung today at every mass rally and major 
meeting.

6  (Tetum: tetak aifarina no kahur talas lekirauk)
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Resources were very scarce. As previously discussed, when I was a 
student7 in the RDT-I school in Aldeia 20 de Maio in the Region of 
Viqueque, students used white stones, charcoal and bamboo-skin 
for writing because there were no writing materials available. In 
the Center North Sector, students made use of pamphlets thrown 
by Indonesian airplanes as paper to write on, and used stones to 
form words like ramelau, RDTL, Timor-Leste and FRETILIN (Vi-
cente Paulo, Interview 19/10/2009; Celestino da Costa, Interview 
19/09/2009).

Conclusion

This study indicates that, by this time, FRETILIN had cor-
rectly defined that obscurantism was the major cause of social 
injustice and of the continuing of colonialism, and had made a 
correct intervention to abolish it, by promoting an alternative ed-
ucation system oriented for mass education. However, in the re-
sistance bases FRETILIN/RDTL was confronted with a situation of 
lack of basic needs for living to sustain the resistance. Education 
then became not only a form learning basic literacy and politics, 
but also became a system for producing foods for a subsistence 
resistance against the Indonesian neo colonial power. Food pro-
duction was then integrated into the education system, allowing 
children to work in the agriculture fields. FRETILIN/RDTL had 
also promoted local languages as intermediary to complement the 
Portuguese Language, while Portuguese was still used in the lead-
ership level. 

References

ACFOA (1975). Report on Visit to East Timor for the ACFOA Task 
Force, Australian Council for Overseas Aid, Canberra.

7  Antero Benedito da Silva.



POPULAR EDUCATION IN TIMOR-LESTE: PAST AND PRESENT EXPERIENCES

29

CIET (1976). Press Release. Democratic Republic of East Timor an-
nounces four airtrips for UN envoy visit. MS9535/3/11 Box 6.

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. (Translated by Myra Berg-
man Ramos). London: Penguin.

FRETILIN (1974). Manifesto FRETILIN - 1974.09.11 (Original docu-
ment, reproduced in Magalhães (2007), Annexures CD-ROM).

FRETILIN (1975). Manual e Programa Politico. Attachment to Report 
from East Timor, Published by ANU Students Association, Canberra.

Gutteres, C. (2002). Entrevista a Caetano de Sousa Guterres no pro-
grama radiofónico Tuba Rai Metin. Legenda. Retrieved from Arquivo 
& Museu da Resistência Timorense, at http://amrtimor.org/ multime-
dia/multimedia_sons_usaid.php

Hill, H. (2002). Stirrings of Nationalism in East Timor: FRETILIN 1974-
1978: The origins, ideologies and strategies of a nationalist movement. Ot-
ford (Sydney): Otford Press.

Horta, A. R. (1981). The eyewitness: bitter moments in East Timor jungles. 
Singapore: Usaha Quality Printers.

Jolliffe, J. (1978). East Timor: Nationalism and Colonialism. St. Lucia: 
University of Queensland Press.

Magalhaes, B. (2004). Descolonização do ensino em Timor: UNAEPTIM/
GRET. (Copy provided by author).

Nicol, B. (2002). Timor: a nation reborn. Jakarta-Singapore: Equinox 
Publishing.

http://amrtimor.org/


CHAPTER 2

30

CHAPTER 2

NATIONAL LIBERATION AND FREIREAN 
PEDAGOGY IN EAST TIMOR

Samuel Penteado Urban
Irlan von Linsingen

On November 28th of 1975, East Timor won independence 
through the political association Revolutionary Front of Independent 
East Timor (FRETILIN) against Portugal1. However, ten days later, Indo-
nesia invaded the territory in December 1975, relying on US diplomat-
ic support and arms, used illegally, but with secret authorization from 
Washington (Chomsky, 1999). In this sense, East Timor was the site of 
some of the worst atrocities of the modern era. (Chomsky, 1999a)2.

Throughout this period, there was practice of a banking 
education model that aimed at domination (Silva, 2012). That is 
because the process of colonization was a commercial enterprise. 
“Our colonizers did not - and could hardly intend - to create, in the 

1  East Timor is a small country located in Southeast Asia. Historical-
ly, Portugal dominated Timor from 1515 to 1975.

2  Indonesian invaders remained in the East Timorese territory until 
1999. From 1999 to 2002, the country was under the provisional administra-
tion of the United Nations until the restoration of independence in 2002.
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‘discovered’ land, a new civilization. They were interested at first 
in the commercial exploitation of land” (Freire, 1967, p. 67).

According to Dussel (1977, pp. 9-10), concerning the op-
pression of the colonial and neo-colonial periphery, the local peo-
ples3 are seen by the invader as “labor force, if not irrational, at 
least ‘bestial’, uneducated - because they don’t have the culture 
of the center - wild... underdeveloped.” (Dussel, 1977, p. 10). For 
the invaders/exploiters of other people’s land, local people are 
“(...) the very embodiment of disorder, symbolized by their moral 
suffering, physical degradation and disorderly world” (Meneses, 
2010, p. 226), which was used for a long time to justify the colo-
nization.

In contrast, a group of Timorese began a Popular Education 
process entitled Maubere4 Pedagogy. This pedagogy is the result of 
a combination of ideas from Paulo Freire, Amílcar Cabral, Mao Tse 
Tung, Franz Fanon, among others, adapted to the Timorese reality 
(Silva, 2016). 

The Pedagogy of Paulo Freire was introduced by the stu-
dents of East Timor that studied in Portugal5 and through the 
decolonization of education under Coordinating Group for Re-
formulation Teaching in Timor led by Movement Armed Forces 
(FALINTIL).

According to Silva (2011, p. 63), Barbedo Magalhães and 
Judith Magalhães applied Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy through the 
book Pedagogia do Oprimido (Pedagogy of the Oppressed) in 1973 
among the members of Coordinating Group for Reformulation 
Teaching in Timor.

Chronologically, after the arrival of the work ‘Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed’ in the East Timorese country, Freirean pedagogy 
was practiced by FRETILIN aiming at raising awareness of the po-
pulation linked to the literacy process, with the creation of the 
manual Rai Timor, Rai ita nian6. After the Indonesian invasion, the 

3  As is the case of the East Timorese people.

4  Maubere means people from East Timor.

5  Casa dos Timores – student political movement. (Urban,  2016).

6  Translating from Tétum Language, it means “Timor Land, Our 
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Freirean clandestinely took place through popular education, cha-
racterized as a resistance, which culminated further in the resto-
ration of independence.

Thus, the present text derives from researches and expe-
riences on education in East Timor carried out by both authors7 
and aims to externalize the influence of the educator Paulo Freire 
in the realization of popular education in East Timor. More spe-
cifically, the research aims to discuss the practice of Generative 
Themes in East Timor as a resistance, presenting the role of frei-
rean pedagogy for the awareness of the Maubere people and conse-
quent national liberation8. This education was one of the weapons 
for the conquest of national liberation in 2002.

Methodologically, it is a qualitative research. Professor Dr. 
Antero Benedito da Silva and Mr. Alberto M. Guterres (President 
of the landless social movement of East Timor – UNAER) granted 
interviews for development of the research. Also, bibliographical 
research was conducted on themes such as the history of educa-
tion in East Timor and Popular Education in East Timor, mainly in 
the texts of the same professor Antero Benedito da Silva.

FRETILIN and Paulo Freire’s theory

Parallel to the practice of the banking education model pointed 
out before, illiteracy was also part of a policy used by the settlers to keep 
the East Timorese silent, without questioning the oppressive system.

Land”.

7  The first author was a teacher of Brazilian cooperation in East Timor 
(Teacher Qualification Program and Portuguese Language Teaching – CAPES/
UFSC) between 2013 and 2015. He also served as a professor at the Institute 
of Economy Fulidaidai-Slulu (Rural school idealized by the Ermera Farmers 
Union social movement), as part of the doctoral research conducted from 
2017 to 2018; the second author has been coordinator of Brazilian coopera-
tion in East Timor since 2009.

8  National liberation refers, at first, to independence gained in 1975 
and, secondly, to the restoration of independence gained in 2002.
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It is important to note that during Portuguese rule in 1953, 
there were only 39 primary schools with only 8,000 students attending 
them. As a way of boosting the teaching of the Portuguese language, 
there was an increase in the number of primary schools in the 1970s: 
456 schools and 60,000 students in these schools. However, the illiter-
acy rate was still high: 90% of the population. (Cunha, 2001, p. 116).

Thus, “[…] a struggle against illiteracy means also a struggle 
against mindlessness. The colonial state used the education system to 
polarize people’s creativity and suffocate the Timorese culture.” (Nicol, 
2002, p. 162 as cited in Silva, 2011, p. 1)

In this way, FRETILIN devised a “great literacy campaign in tru-
ly liberating teaching that will free our people from the 500 years of 
obscurantism” (Fretilin, 1974, p. 14). This literacy program was first 
implemented and worked “to protect and develop (Timorese) culture 
as an important instrument of liberation.” (RDTL, 1974, p. 19, as cited 
in Silva, 2012, p. 1)

Guterres (2016, p. 178) presents, through an interview, his ex-
perience in the literacy campaign:

I was a student at the FRETILIN school between 1973 and 
1975. Between 1975 and 1979, I taught young people. The 
students didn’t use notebooks, they used bamboo bark 
and then would write with coconut. At that time everyone 
went through education, from children to FALINTIL sol-
diers9, because it was necessary to learn how to read and 
write.

Based on the cultural practices of the people (Freire, 2010), Sil-
va (2016) emphasizes that Paulo Freire was the way to an education 
linked to literacy in Timor due to the use of Generative Words and 
Themes (Silva, 2011, p. 212).

According to the ‘Chega! The CAVR Report’, 

[…] Fretilin carried out literacy programs inspired by 
the methods developed by the Brazilian educator, Paulo 
Freire. Education was considered important because, for 

9  Armed Forces of East Timor.
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Fretilin, true independence would only happen if people 
actively participated in government, and people could 
only participate actively if they knew what they wanted 
and why. If people lived in ignorance, they would always 
be exploited. From Fretilin’s perspective, the education 
system under the Portuguese colonial administration 
was the opposite of what was needed. Freire’s method of 
awareness was preferable because people not only learned 
to read and write but also went through a process of gain-
ing awareness of colonial oppression and how to overcome 
it. (CAVR, 2006, p.15)

Therefore, FRETILIN teachers and schools were vital to spread 
a popular ideology and to revolutionize the education system, creat-
ing a new mentality, a new citizen, anti-colonial, anti-fascist, popular 
and democratic. (Nicol 2002, p.163, as cited in Silva, 2011, p.2). This 
is close to the ideas of Freire (1997), considering that this new human 
being is born to overcome contradictions.

 

Generative Themes and Cultural Practices of 
the People

The “Cultural Practices of the People” and the “Generative 
Themes” were the main terms used from the ideas of Paulo Freire, 
put into practice by means of a political manual that proposed dis-
cussions directed to the right of self-determination of the Maubere 
people. (Silva, 2012). 

Silva (2014, p. 39) describes this process: the students orga-
nized sessions for discussion and questioned face-to-face with the 
people in general, aiming to explain the meanings of April 25th of 
1974 (Carnation Revolution in Portugal) and the need to achieve 
independence.

During this process, interviews were conducted with the 
community.

They broke into small groups and each member 
went to interview people, asking them: “Have 



POPULAR EDUCATION IN TIMOR-LESTE: PAST AND PRESENT EXPERIENCES

35

you been to school? Do you want to learn reading 
and writing? Why do you think it is important? 
Do you know about the revolution in Portugal? 
Do you know why people join demonstrations in 
Dili? Are you a member of any political party? 
(Nicol 2002, p. 164, as cited in Silva, 2011, p. 
135)

It is important to note that before this investigative process, 
a manual for the literacy campaign had been created (Rai Timor, Rai 
Ita Nian), which contained the themes to be presented by the stu-
dents (Silva, 2014, p. 39).

In a detailed analysis, some questions may be asked: do the 
terms (Generative Themes) used (e.g. the word Kuda10) come from 
people’s speeches or would it be the educator reading about the 
conflicts and contradictions present in the community reality? 

Based on Paulo Freire’s theory (1997), reality mediates the 
process of teaching and learning. Therefore, Generative Themes 
should come from people’s speeches. If it is an educator reading 
about the conflicts and contradictions present in the community 
reality, this can be interpreted as a counter-theme, since it is not 
necessarily meaningful to learners11 (Silva, 2004).

In any case, it is necessary to think about the context in 
which the Maubere people lived: struggle for independence and in-
dependence restoration. It would be difficult to conduct thematic 
investigations, and each reality, with each group of students.

Therefore, there was a re-reading of Paulo Freire’s theory 
adapted to the context of East Timor. This re-reading is part of 
Maubere Pedagogy by Silva (2011). As a result, the manual (Rai 
Timor, Rai Ita Nian) was created.

10  These terms translate into thematic discussion that according to 
Silva (2012) happened through a facilitator sira (educatores) who conducted 
this activity from a theme.

11  These issues are relevant and are intended to be further explored in 
future research.
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The practice of Generative Themes in East 
Timor

The Rai Timor, Rai Ita Nian manual was first implemented at the 
pilot school in Aisirimou (municipality of Aileu). In this sense, Guilher-
mina dos Santos and Abilio Araujo presented the terms referring to 
national liberation, using the word Kuda12 and all the meaning around 
it. (Silva, 2011)

In an interview, Silva (2016, p. 165) reports: “Paulo Freire’s 
theory for people’s awareness was practiced through the cultural prac-
tices of the people (e.g. Poetry, Tebe-Tebe13) ... Introducing political 
concepts through poetry, music that the Timorese used to sing…”
 In this sense, Nicol (2002, p. 162 as cited in Silva, 2011, p.1) 
states: “A struggle against the colonial education is to promote an ed-
ucation that is to serve the mass of the Timorese people and to stimu-
late the indigenous culture”.

 For example, Kuda is a Tetum word for horse, which was a very 
popular animal in Timor. The word Kuda is also found in the revolu-
tionary song, Foho Ramelau: “Awake, hold the reins of your own horse. 
Awake! Take control of our own country”. (SILVA, 2012, p.5-6)

About this subject, Braz Rangel ‘Warik’ reported to Silva in an 
interview (2011, p.211):

[…] they used Tetum in the Region of Viqueque to teach 
basic literacy: We first introduced vowels: ‘a’, ‘e’, ‘i’, ‘o’, 
‘u’; and then we formed syllables, like Ka, Ke, Ki, Ko, Ku. 
From there we can form more words out of those vowels 
and letters, for example, Kuda [horse], and can introduce 
to students that in Portuguese, Kuda is called ‘Ca-va-lo’. 
The word, we can give an example, Ai (Tetum for tree), 
ema (Tetum for human), inimigu (which is Tetum for ene-
my). Students understood it very quickly because we used 
things around their situation.

12  Horse.

13  Cultural dance/music from East Timor.
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In an interview with Professor Antero Benedito da Silva (2016), 
he reports that the term Kuda had been used against a slave system:

The Timorese people work to Malai14. Malai has many 
Kuda, but the Timorese should own the Kuda. So, the 
term Kuda was the main word for literacy. As a Generative 
Theme, the word Kuda was used for the Maubere people to 
take command of their own country. (Silva, 2016, p. 165)

 

Therefore, Kuda is a keyword (Generative Theme) used in this 
context as a cultural aspect of the struggle for resistance (Silva, 2012, 
pp. 5-6). Thus, an effort was made to propose significant dimensions to 
individuals about their reality, critical analyzes of their reality (Freire, 
1997, p. 96), aiming that they understand the term Kuda for unders-
tanding reality, together with the other terms mentioned above.

Conclusion

Paulo Freire’s influence on popular education in East Timor - 
idealized and put into practice by FRETILIN - occurred in parallel with 
other influences such as Amílcar Cabral, Mao Tse-Tung, Franz Fanon 
(Silva, 2016).  These influences in East Timor (contextualized in the 
struggle for Timorese national liberation) have resulted in an educa-
tional praxis, materialized through the Maubere Pedagogy. 

Paulo Freire’s theory15 was used in the practice of Maubere Ped-
agogy – Generative Themes and Cultural Practices of the People. These 
terms work simultaneously and, according to Freire (1997), the Gen-
erative Theme was born from the student’s understanding of his/her 
own reality, questioning it as the determinant of the current stage of 
capitalism. Thus, in practice, the Generative Theme requires a process 
of investigation denominated thematic investigation.

Although the manual had been created before the educational 
actions, there was a thematic investigation aiming to know the studen-

14  Foreign.

15  Besides the influences previously mentioned.
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ts’ reality. This approach to reality has resulted in the use of local terms 
of Timor linked to the cultural practice of Maubere people.

It is important to highlight that the educational attitudes whi-
ch contradict the creative work of the act of knowing can be reinforced 
if the manual is understood as a booklet (Freire, 1977, p. 19). However, 
it is necessary to understand that there was an adaptation of Paulo 
Freire’s contextualized theory to the East Timorese reality as well as 
that East Timor was in a context of armed conflict.

Currently, the popular education in East Timor aims no longer 
on the struggle for national liberation (restored in 2002), but rather 
focuses on the struggle for land linked to an eco-solidarity conception 
of production.  The materialization of this education occurs through 
the Fulidaidai-Slulu Institute of Economics and consequently through 
Fulidaidai-Slulu. (Urban, 2016; Urban & Leite, 2017)

Finally, the Fulidaidai-Slulu Pedagogy has a historical influence 
from Maubere Pedagogy and, consequently, the influence from the 
educator Paulo Freire through the investigative practice related to the 
struggle for the emancipation of Maubere people: ukun-rasik-an.
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CHAPTER 3

THE FRETILIN LITERACY MANUAL OF 
1974-75: AN EXPLORATION OF EARLY     

NATIONALIST THEMES1

Michael Leach

Throughout the short-lived decolonization era from April 1974 
to December 1975, early East Timorese nationalists became adept at us-
ing familiar cultural forms, images and words to carry new political mes-
sages. Influenced by Lusophone African nationalists, FRETILIN adopted 
the position enunciated by Amilcar Cabral that anti-colonial national-
ism should draw upon popular and traditional values, reframing them 
as the characteristics of unified modern nation or ‘people’, to transcend 
the local identities of different ethno-linguistic groups. Cabral (1979, p. 
59) expressed this task as ’a struggle both for the preservation and sur-
vival of the cultural values of the people and for the harmonization and 
development of these values within a national framework’. These dual 
features characterised much of East Timorese nationalism from 1974-
75, introducing distinctive local notes, despite the clear parallels with 

1  This paper was presented to the TLSA Conference in 2015. This text 
was sent by the author in order to disseminate the experiences of Popular 
Education in East Timor.
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the positions of fraternal anti-colonial movements (see Hill 2002).
While the nationalist generic Maubere was the prime ex-

ample, early nationalist poets such as Borja da Costa, and song-
writers Abilio and Afonso Araujo also converted traditional East 
Timorese songs with newly penned nationalist lyrics. Drawing 
on East Timorese experiences of Portuguese colonialism, these 
became vehicles for depicting the injustices of colonial social re-
lations, and the case for independence, such as the anthem Foho 
Ramelau, which urged East Timorese to ‘Awake! Take the reins 
of your own horse / Awake! Take control of our land’. Written in 
Tetun, these new forms of popular nationalist culture combined 
traditional form with modern nationalist themes. The image of a 
hand holding the reins of a horse (kaer-rasik kuda-tali) would go 
on to become the FRETILIN logo of the period (da Silva 2011, p. 
64). Appealing to rural Timorese, Tetun songs also became popu-
lar in non-Tetun speaking areas, contributing to the association 
of Tetun with a nascent national culture. The FRETILIN publica-
tion Timor-Leste: Jornal do Povo Maubere (1 November 1975, 5) 
noted that 1,000 discs of Foho Ramelau and ‘other revolutionary 
songs’ were being produced by Abilio Araujo, with the help of the 
Committee of Angola in the Netherlands. With levels of illiter-
acy at 90 per cent and a traditional oral culture, the use of ver-
nacular Tetum and other local languages in campaigning allowed 
educated nationalists to connect with the non-elite, and quickly 
saw FRETILIN support rise in the districts, reaching out beyond 
the small elite contesting power in Dili. Critical to this mode of 
political education was the FRETILIN literacy campaign.

The FRETILIN Literacy Campaign

Supporting this oral process of consciencialização politica 
(political education), the FRETILIN literacy campaign drew on 
the radical pedagogy of the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, in-
tegrating basic lessons in literacy with forms of nationalist po-
litical education. Developed by Antonio Carvarinho, Francisco 
Borja da Costa and others, the literacy manual, Rai Timur Rai Ita 
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Niang (Timor is Our Country), is a critical document of early East 
Timorese nationalism, representing one of the most important 
and widely distributed forms of nationalist political education 
during the decolonisation period. As a literacy tool, the manu-
al allowed volunteer educators to take their new adult students 
‘from a simple identification of animals and learning to form let-
ters, to a course in the nature of colonialism and the way forward 
to independence’ (CIET, 1974, p. 14). The newly formed National 
Union of Timorese Students (UNETIM – União Nacional dos Es-
tudantes dos Timores), created by FRETILIN leaders Sahe, Hamis 
Bassarewan and Roque Rodrigues, provided many of the literacy 
campaigners in the field (da Silva, 2011, p. 84). One early Popu-
lar Organization of East Timorese Women (Organizacao Popular 
de Mulher Timor – OPMT) member, Aurora Ximenes, recalled the 
early phases of FRETILIN political education campaigns with the 
general population (interview with author 2010).

FRETILIN was established and it set up a structure to 
go and campaign.…they had to find delegates to send 
to every district to the aldeia level, to take FRETI-
LIN’s political program to the whole population to 
get them involved in the independence movement, to 
overcome 500 years of poverty where only a few peo-
ple were educated and the majority lived in darkness 
…Other groups joined us, like Vicente Sahe’s group. 
The first literacy and political education pilot pro-
gram was implemented in Aileu and the second was 
done in Bucoli where they also set up a training cen-
tre for young people to do political education....From 
the centre they were divided up into groups which 
then spread out into the districts.

The approach of the campaign emphasised literacy as a 
form of political socialisation for independence, and as a course 
in cultural decolonisation. In 1975, the Department of Educa-
tion and Culture of FRETILIN declared in its literacy supplement 
- distributed in the Jornal De Povo Maubere - that literacy itself 
was a ‘political act’: ‘Literacy is to be made aware of the realities 
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of our country. Literacy is not only teaching to read and write. 
Literacy is, above all, a form of political awareness’ (1 November 
1975, 1, author’s trans.). The act of educating the rural populace 
in Tetum was a powerful nationalist statement in itself, as educa-
tion had previously only been permitted in Portuguese, notwith-
standing one important decolonisation era program to ‘Timorise’ 
the curriculum, the Project for Restructuring Teaching in Timor 
(Projecto de Reestruturação de Ensino em Timor – PRET) led by 
the Portuguese Lieutenant Antonio Barbedo Magalhaes, later a 
leader of the Portuguese solidarity movement2. In the field in 
1975, FRETILIN adopted a flexible‘mother tongue’ approach in 
practice, while emphasising the central status of Tetun as essen-
tial for ‘building a solid national unity.

To be effective, literacy should be given in the mother 
tongue. In our country we suggest that it is in Tetun. 
However, comrades from other areas can adapt the 
general idea here to the mother tongue that zone… 
In proposing not just Tetun we are aware that more 
than 50 percent of the Mau Bere People speak Tetun, 
and [we are] essentially building a solid NATIONAL 
UNITY (1 November 1975, 1, author’s trans.)

2  Lesser known in the English speaking world, the PRET was autho-
rized by Governor Lemos Pire’ order of 20 January 1975, the project was a 
joint Portuguese/Timorese plan for decolonization of the education system. 
A product of the Coordinating Group for the Reform of Education in Por-
tuguese Timor (GCRET), which included Roque Rodrigues, and Sahe’s wife 
Dulce ‘Wewe’ Cruz; the project was notable for its cross-party representa-
tion, including FRETILIN’s Antonia Carvarinho, UDT’s Manuel Baptist, and 
Joao Martins of APODETI. Seeking to decolonise the curriculum, the project 
released a pamphlet entitled ‘Thinking of the problem of schools is a right 
and a duty’, conducted surveys of teaching practices, reviewed textbooks, and 
held conferences including the‘week of teaching primary’ in March 1975, at-
tended by 50 teachers from across the territory. The UDT coup disrupted the 
planned retraining programs, with hundreds of teachers enrolled for courses 
scheduled for 11 August 1975 (see Barbedo Magalhaes, 2004).
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Figure 1: ‘Rai Timur Rai Ita Niang’ (Timor is Our Country)3

Though designed in Portuguese Timor, the literacy pamphlet 
was printed and produced by the Casa Dos Timores in Lisbon, bearing 
their stamp on the inner cover. In a contemporary note from her per-
sonal records, Jill Jolliffe (1975, inner leaf) notes that FRETILIN liter-
acy schools were often built by villagers themselves, though demand 
outweighed the capacity to build. This shortage was similarly reflected 

3  All images with permission FRETILIN/National Library of Australia.
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in the ratio of books to students, which she estimated at 1 per 50 stu-
dents in July 1975.

With a cover depicting ordinary Maubere women and children 
in the fields, the literacy booklet began with simple words for familiar 
animals and plants, for example, with sun and cat depicted in draw-
ings. Each group of referents emphasised different vowel and conso-
nant sounds, before moving on to traditional East Timorese objects of 
cultural significance, including the uma (house), surik (sword) and rama 
(bow) (Casa dos Timores 1975, pp. 1-4).

Figure 2: ‘Rai Timur Rai Ita Niang’ (Timor is Our Country)

Notably, the manual then included a map of Timor-Leste, al-
lowing illiterate subsistence farmers, perhaps for the first time, to visu-
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alize the national territory, and, with district capitals marked, to find 
their own place in it (p. 10). This simple device, which contrasted with 
the maps of Portugal in colonial school rooms, provided a new national 
frame of reference to the literacy exercises. Also printed on the inner 
cover of the literacy handbook were the Tetun lyrics to ‘Foho Ramelau’, 
which Jolliffe’s handwritten note (1975) indicates was then ‘a defacto 
national anthem sung by people everywhere’.

Figure 3: ‘Rai Timur Rai Ita Niang’ (Timor is Our Country)

Following these basic instructions in literacy, the remainder 
of the booklet used more advanced literacy lessons to explain the na-
ture of Portuguese colonialism, and urge the need for national unity. 
On page 12 a malai (foreigner) is represented carrying a bag of money 
‘Osang $$$’ away, while East Timorese warriors fight each other with 
traditional weapons. The accompanying text declared ‘in the past colo-
nialists entered our land because our ancestors fought amongst each 
other’ (pp. 12-13). The following page returned again to the map, this 
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time showing East Timorese from different districts holding hands, 
with the text ‘Timorese came together to free our land’ (pp. 14-15). 
This contrasted notably with maps of Portugal, depicted on the wall of 
a colonial classroom (p. 32), and again in a military office, where East 
Timorese labourers are being underpaid (p. 24).

Figure 4: ‘Rai Timur Rai Ita Niang’ (Timor is Our Country)

The booklet then examined colonial social relations in the same 
manner, with images depicting scenes from colonial life, and a facing 
page of short text in capital, lower case and running writing. For ex-
ample, beside an image contrasting urban and rural life in Portuguese 
Timor, the text declares (pp. 16-17): “To free your land, come togeth-
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er against colonialism. Our colonialists have stone houses, cars, many 
things. Dirt never enters their houses. We Timorese are hungry, un-
healthy, why? Colonialism comes to feed on the fertile land and be-
comes fat.”

In another scene, beside an image of a Portuguese driving 
on a road, and an East Timorese labourer building it, the pamphlet 
tells students (pp. 18-21): “You dig roads for other people, you 
build stone houses for other people, you sweat, die, become sick…
Along the roads come the thieves with your things. We don’t have 
cars, nor stone houses. Our stomachs are hungry.”

Other aspects of Portugal’s development record in the ter-
ritory come in for scrutiny. In a colonial classroom, the lack of re-
spect for East Timorese culture and language is highlighted, with 
a fearsome teacher berating a student (pp. 32-33): “Colonialism 
prevents you speaking your language. Our land is far from their 
land…our fathers are different, our faces are different, our land is 
different, we have different languages. In school, they teach you 
that you cannot do traditional dances, you cannot sing traditional 
songs.”

In another lesson, a Portuguese doctor is presented beside 
the text ‘colonialism gives you medicine so you can continue work-
ing for them’ (pp. 26-27). The focus on forced labour continued 
with an image of a guard wielding a palmatoria (whip) at workers, 
with the text ‘colonialism makes your body tired… and asks for 
money to pay tax. Because of this you are still born poor’ (pp. 22-
5). Following a similar section on agricultural production in the 
colony, the text concludes with a reminder of the wars of resis-
tance. An image of an early Portuguese invader firing on tradi-
tional warriors is accompanied by the text (pp. 34-5): ‘In the past 
Timorese were free, but colonialists saw sandalwood, they lied to 
our fathers, who knew they lied, but were scared by their guns. 
Our forefathers did not give up, and many times raised their arms 
against them.’

According to the instructions supplied in the literacy sup-
plement, field instructors were also advised to ask political ques-
tions in their teaching practice. For example, as students learned 
the word for horse ‘Kuda’, they could ask (Timor-Leste: Jornal do 
Povo Maubere 1 November 1975, 2, author’s trans):
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Who travels by horse…why do the Maubere people do not 
have a car? Speaking of cavalry: was there an army before 
the arrival of Portuguese colonialism? In the Manu Fahi 
war did the army serve the interests of the Timorese peo-
ple? What is FALINTIL?…Why did the Timorese people 
take up arms against the reactionaries and traitors of our 
country? etc. etc. 

In practice, the literacy campaigns fulfilled another practical 
function for FRETILIN, as newly accomplished letrados (literates) be-
came party secretaries in the villages (Hill, 2002, p. 114), demonstrat-
ing the organisational aspects of nationalist education. For their part, 
led by major land-holders, the UDT found the alphabetizacão campaigns 
threatening to their conceptions of social order, and likely to cause un-
rest among their workers (Fernandes 2011, p. 13). FRETILIN’s grass 
roots literacy and political education campaigns also confronted tradi-
tional gender roles (see Leach, 2014).

Conclusion

Both FRETILIN and the UDT proposed Portuguese as the offi-
cial language of an independent state. In FRETILIN’s case, their lan-
guage policy was extended by a commitment to ‘develop Tetun’ fur-
ther as a lingua franca for nation-building purposes, and calling for a 
‘program of study’ into Tetun language, with a view to its eventual 
adoption (FRETILIN, 1975). In 1974 and 1975 however, it is likely 
that only some 50 per cent of the East Timorese populations spoke 
Tetun (Ramos-Horta, 1987, p. 205), compared with a contemporary 
usage well in excess of 80 per cent. It is notable, in light of recent de-
bates in Timor-Leste, that FRETILIN actively countenanced a ‘mother 
tongue’ approach in the field in 1974-75, as a practical‘backup’ mea-
sure likely to encourage literacy development. The overwhelming em-
phasis, however, remained on achieving literacy in Tetun. Throughout 
the decolonisation period, and into the period of the zonas libertadas 
(liberated zones) under FRETILIN control until 1978, FRETILIN main-
tained what was effectively a lingua franca policy in its literacy cam-
paigns, based on the idea that literacy would come easier when stu-
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dents already had command of a spoken language. There is little doubt 
that these campaigns contributed to the development of new forms of 
solidarity critical to the early development of national identity. Rein-
forced by Tetun’s subsequent adoption for liturgical use by the Catholic 
Church in the 1980s, the early FRETILIN literacy campaign assisted 
the association of East Timorese nationalism with the Tetun language.
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CHAPTER 4

LEARNING FROM OUR PAST TO CRAFT 
GOOD EDUCATIONAL POLICY TODAY

Pamela Sexton
Adilsonio da Costa Jr

Education is often presented as the fundamental hope of the 
nation.  It is the pathway to success, the way to change our lives for the 
better. La’o Hamutuk believes that education is indeed critical to en-
suring a strong future for our nation, finding solutions to the problems 
we face, and building unity and security. La’o Hamutuk has long advo-
cated for increased funding to the national education sector; spending 
on education has long been low compared to other counties, and has 
steadily declined since 2014. 

We also realize that it takes more than money to make educa-
tion strong and effective. Its success also depends on what is taught, 
how it is taught, good management and accountability, and agreement 
about the ultimate purposes of education.
 Public discussions often compare past systems to the present, 
offering potential models to follow, at least in part. In general, these 
comparisons focus on the Portuguese or Indonesian systems, which 
we’ll explore below. First, let’s examine more closely the literacy and 
education campaigns of FRETILIN in 1974 and 1975.
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1974-1975 Literacy campaigns

These literacy campaigns, led by Vicente ‘Sahe’ Reis and 
Mau Lear, were non-formal, but were the first Timorese-led 
model for national education. Even though Indonesia’s invasion 
prevented the development of a formal national education sys-
tem, it is still helpful to examine the purpose and methods of 
these early campaigns, and to imagine together what they might 
have led to. 

FRETILIN’s literacy and education campaigns were for 
students of all ages and drew inspiration from African anti-co-
lonial writer Amilcar Cabral and Brazilian educator Paulo Freire. 
Amilcar Cabral encouraged those lucky few who had been edu-
cated under colonialism to use their privileges to serve the peo-
ple, rather than using them to continue a system of domination.1 
Paulo Freire, in his famous book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, de-
scribes schools where teachers are viewed as the holders of all 
knowledge and students are meant to listen, copy, memorize and 
repeat what the teacher says. Freire names this as the oppressive 
‘banking model’ where students are like empty vessels which the 
teacher fills. This model serves to maintain a present order, im-
posing the values and culture of the dominant class in order to 
pacify, control, and dominate. 

In contrast to the ‘banking model’, Freire described an-
other model where students are active participants in the learn-
ing process, agents of their learning and full human beings who 
bring with them their own experiences, knowledge and emo-
tions. Whereas the banking model keeps students in their so-
cio-economic place, the new model liberates by helping people 
to become critical, creative, active and responsible members of 
society. 

FRETILIN’s literacy campaign was an “integral part of 
FRETILIN’s political program during the campaign for inde-
pendence” (Cabral & Martin-Jones, 2006). It had multiple 

1  Amilcar Cabral used the term “class suicide” to describe the action of 
choosing to align oneself with the common people despite being raised with 
privileges of a higher socio-economic class. 
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goals including: 

•	 Empowering all Timorese by teaching them to read and 
write; 

•	 Decolonizing people’s thinking so that everyone could be 
actively involved in a democratic self-governance; and 

•	 Building national unity. The vision was of a literate, po-
litically aware and engaged population, ready to work to-
gether with respect and discipline for a better future. 

In practice, FRETILIN allowed any local language to be 
used to teach literacy, but gave Tetum a special status because 
more than half of Timorese at the time spoke Tetum, making it 
the closest thing to a lingua franca. Portuguese, in contrast, was 
spoken by a very small parcel of the population. A basic literacy 
manual was developed in Tetum, and used in a highly coordinat-
ed grassroots literacy campaign, which was tragically cut short by 
the Indonesian invasion and occupation, though due to extraor-
dinary efforts it continued for several years in the mountains. 

The methodology for teaching literacy in 1974-75 
focused on:

1) Identifying the relation between letters and 
sounds (decoding);

2) Making meaning from the combination of letters;
3) Linking that meaning to oneself and the surround-

ing environment and its political reality. 

The simple method empowered people not only to 
read words, but to express their personal reality, analyze 
the colonial system, and aspire to and take action toward 
a more just future.  Though FRETILIN’S constitution of 
the time designated Portuguese as the official language, 
they chose Tetum and allowed for local languages to be 
used for the literacy and education campaigns because 
the goal focused on meaningful discourse and prob-
lem-solving. 
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Education under Salazar’s Portugal

During most of colonial Portuguese presence here, only chil-
dren of Europeans (mestiços and assimilados) were given access to 
formal education; later, sons of liurai were added to this elite group. 
Only in the 1940s, under an agreement between the Salazar regime 
and the Catholic Church, were more Timorese given the chance to 
study at “rudimentary schools” whose main tasks were “civilizing” 
and “acculturating Timorese elites to Portuguese culture.” (Leach, 
2017). The purpose of schools being to control and keep people in 
their place, methods of instruction were therefore highly authori-
tarian and followed the ‘banking model’. Only about 10% of the 
Timorese population ever went to school under the Portuguese 
colonial system, and Portuguese was the only language permitted. 
Tetum and other local languages were strictly banned from schools 
and teachers focused on Portuguese or European culture, philoso-
phy, science, geography and literacy. School discipline was militaris-
tic and corporal punishment was routine. Teachers’ presentations 
mirrored the Portuguese colonial perspective, with little respect for 
Timorese traditions, geography or culture.

These characteristics of the colonial Portuguese education 
system were the logical result of the fascist Salazar government 
which also suppressed self-expression and critical thinking in con-
tinental Portugal.  Sahe and Mau Lear rejected the discrimination 
and elitism of the colonial school system and sought an egalitarian, 
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liberation-based model for the people of Timor-Leste.
Some people today romanticize the old colonial schools, say-

ing they were models of discipline, knowledge and learning, where 
students successfully learned many important facts and skills, in-
cluding how to read, write, speak and even struggle for national lib-
eration using the Portuguese language. Although there is no doubt 
that key independence leaders learned many things at these schools, 
what they learned about liberation, democracy and self-determina-
tion came primarily from their own experience, wisdom and search-
ing, inspired by student group discussions in Portugal, where many 
of them studied, and the popular education movements occurring 
within Portugal’s colonies in Africa.

Education during the Indonesian occupation

While schooling under Indonesia used many of the same au-
thoritarian, violent discipline methods, it followed a radically differ-
ent model with a different purpose. The purpose of education under 
Indonesia was primarily to convince Timorese that they were Indo-
nesians. Whereas Portugal’s colonial policy had been to teach only a 
small elite, Indonesia built new schools across the country to be able 
to implement a policy of mass indoctrination. 

Like Portugal, Indonesia also denied the inclusion of Timorese 
culture, history, geography and language in schools; their goal was to 
impose an Indonesian identity. The slogan “Bahasa menunjukan bang-
sa” or “Language as the identity of the nation” shows how important 
language was viewed in the process of nation-building. Top academic 
students here were identified and sent off to study in Jakarta or else-
where in order to serve the political structure in place. 

Some people also like to romanticize Indonesian schools, 
viewing them as a model for quickly and effectively teaching a lan-
guage which most people in the society didn’t know. Some admire 
the successful transmission of Indonesian nationalist propaganda 
via schools, while others argue that even though the colonial mes-
sages of these older systems were not good, we can learn from the 
methods which instilled nationalist ideology and good discipline in 



CHAPTER 4

58

students. The argument seems to accept non-democratic, authori-
tarian and even violent methods as acceptable means to produce dis-
ciplined, patriotic members of society. 

Sahe and Mau Lear knew that the method of instruction is 
as important as the content. Respect and discipline were key values 
taught in these literacy and education campaigns: respect for each 
person’s experience and perspective, respect for the needs of the 
group. Discipline was presented as taking personal responsibility, 
working hard, and following the principles of democracy not because 
someone is holding a stick over you, but because you understand 
this is what is best for the common good. 

Current goals for education

Today, we must carefully debate and consider the purpose of 
education in the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste. At different 
levels of schooling, the purpose will be different.  We’ll focus here 
on the preschool and primary school curriculum, as there is current 
debate around this, and it represents the foundation for all higher 
levels of schooling. 

The Constitution mandates the state to provide free, compul-
sory primary schooling for all Timorese, however, it does not specify 
the purpose of this schooling2. Schools must give all children the 
power that comes from literacy, and be allowed to express them-
selves. We must build communities of learners within schools, set 
up democratic processes of inquiry and investigation, and teach crit-
ical thinking, self-reliance, practical application of skills learned to 
build on what we know and deepen and broaden our thinking and 
analysis. 

2  What is the purpose of education? According to the International 
Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights which our government 
has ratified, the objective is to fully develop the human personality and sense 
of dignity, and to strengthen the respect for human rights and fundamental 
freedoms. This covenant further states that education shall enable all persons 
to participate effectively in a free society, promote understanding, tolerance 
and friendship among all nations and all racial, ethnic or religious groups.  
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Language policy in education

In terms of language policy, the goal has been decided in the 
Constitution: Article 13 reads: “1. Tetum and Portuguese are the official 
languages of the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste.  2. Tetum and other 
national languages will be valued and developed by the State.”  The goal in 
primary school should be to build a strong base for students to under-
stand both languages. The message of the colonizers was always that 
Tetum and other local languages were backward and uncivilized. Still 
today, many parrot this message that Tetum is not advanced like Por-
tuguese and will only hold students back.  

In fact, Tetum is currently being used to teach and work in 
technical subjects including physics and geology up to university level.  
The National Institute of Linguistics has designated clear methods to 
adapt any word from Portuguese into Tetum, making it natural and 
easy to borrow modern technical terms while continuing to make use 
of a grammar and usage familiar to students. Every language can be 
used to describe the observations and ideas of its speakers.  There is 
no way to scientifically or linguistically measure the “modern-ness” or 
“backwardness” of a language.  

Kenyan writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o, in his book Decolonizing 
the Mind (1986), describes the language of the colonizer as a “cultur-
al bomb” – a tool for imperialism – but also as a powerful weapon of 
resistance for colonized peoples. “The effect of the cultural bomb is to an-
nihilate a people’s belief in their names, in their languages, in their environ-
ments, in their heritage of struggle, in their unity, in their capacities and 
ultimately in themselves.”(Thiong’o, 1986, p. 3)

Thiong’o writes that the purpose of modern education should 
be to decolonize the minds of people, and a starting place for this is the 
restoration of the relationship between mental development and the 
environment of the home and local community.  The goal of modern 
schooling in democratic nations should be to serve everyone, to ensure 
every child achieves a basic level of success in school, not only a small 
elite, and to build skills for democratic participation, not cowering obe-
dience. Language then, including a former colonial language, can be 
used to empower.
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Crafting good policy now and for the future

The primary curriculum rolled out in 2015 uses Tetum as the 
first language of literacy, allowing for other local languages to be used 
orally for students who do not understand either Tetum or Portuguese. 
Just as in the 1974-75 literacy campaigns under FRETILIN, students 
are taught the relationship between letters and sounds, the process of 
decoding, and from there, they consider meaning and the connection 
to their lives and needs. According to the 2015 Census:

•	 30% of children aged 5-9 have Tetum Prasa as their first lan-
guage

•	 0.08% of them have Portuguese as their first language.

•	 80% of all people in Timor-Leste have Tetum Prasa as a first, 
second or third language

•	 5.4% have Portuguese as a first, second or third language.

Using Tetum means that more students are successful, that 
their parents can be involved, that they can express themselves well. 
Starting with Tetum also ensures that more children will have the lan-
guage base they need to successfully learn Portuguese well.3 

Democratic, non-violent models of discipline in schools exist 
and are in action now in many schools, thanks to initiatives like the 
Child Friendly Schools Initiative and the 2015 curriculum. When stu-
dents are involved in making classroom rules, they tend to take respon-
sibility to uphold them. When classroom activities are interesting and 
varied, discipline problems tend to be fewer. When the punishment or 
consequences of ‘bad’ behavior are restorative and meaningful, they 
are more likely to teach valuable lessons, as opposed to building resent-
ment and increasing drop-out rates.  

Our schools can be both democratic and disciplined; they can 
empower individuals to meet their potential, while also teaching each 

3  The national curriculum is a base or minimum standard for the na-
tion, but does not exclude the fact that some schools can petition the gov-
ernment to allow for adaptation of this standard with regard to language, 
content or timeframe. And generally schools may add content and hours.
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child to work effectively in a group and to value collective goals and 
work. The current purpose of schools remains similar to that of Sahe 
and Mau Lear: liberation from ideas and practices that oppress and 
discriminate, safeguarding against further exploitation, and empower-
ment through building skills in communication, critical thinking, and 
collective action. Today, our goals must also include building strong 
language skills for a multilingual society, laying a foundation for effec-
tive research, analysis, innovation, development and the ability to put 
theory into practice; to apply one’s knowledge to solve real-life prob-
lems.
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CHAPTER 5

EAST TIMOR’S NATIONAL LITERACY 
CAMPAIGN AND THE STRUGGLE FOR A 

POST-CONFLICT DEMOCRACY1

Bob Boughton

In Timor-Leste, the majority of the country’s adults have had 
little or no schooling. The illiteracy rate nationally, according to the 
2004 Census, was 46%, and was much higher among older people, 
women and people in rural areas. The paper analyses the context, ori-
gins and achievements of first twelve months of Timor-Leste’s nation-
al literacy campaign, which was launched in the midst of the 2006 po-
litical violence by the previous FRETILIN-led government, supported 
by a team of Cuban technical advisers. It explores the way the political 
crisis and the literacy campaign interacted, as powerful forces com-
bined to undermine the radically egalitarian thrust of the campaign. It 
concludes that, unless the momentum of the campaign is regained by 
the new AMP government which took power in June 2007, illiteracy 
will continue to undermine the prospects for Timor-Leste’s indepen-
dent development.

1  This paper was presented to the 17th Biennial Conference of the 
Asian Studies Association of Australia in Melbourne 1-3 July 2008. This text 
was sent by the author in order to disseminate the experiences of Popular 
Education in East Timor.
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During the attempted coup against the FRETILIN-led govern-
ment in Timor-Leste in mid 2006, triggered by a rebellion among disaf-
fected members of the new nation’s security forces, rioting youth gangs 
targeted public buildings across Dili. The Ministry of Education was 
no exception; two attempts were made to firebomb it, and the main 
building was only secured after a detachment of loyalist soldiers were 
barracked in the Conference Hall. A few hundred metres away, down a 
side lane, the Ministry’s Directorate of Non-Formal Adult Education 
was also attacked. According to staff working there at the time, the 
attackers directed their anger in particular at the presence of a group 
of Cuban advisers who were working on the pilot classes for a new na-
tional literacy campaign, known by its Portuguese name, Sim! Eu Posso 
(Yes! I Can). The anti-Cuban sentiments of the rioters resonated with 
anti-government propaganda accusing the FRETILIN Prime Minister, 
Mari Alkatiri, of being a communist.

The attacks forced a temporary closure of the Directorate, but 
the Cuban advisers and their Timorese counterparts did not stop 
working. They moved the pilot classes from Dili to other districts, 
and completed them by the end of that year. The materials were re-
vised, and in March 2007, the campaign was officially launched with 
a ceremony in the main square in Dili, in front of the Palacio do Gov-
erno. The Council of Ministers created a National Commission to lead 
the campaign, chaired by the Minister of Education, and allocated 
US$ 800,000, from the government’s own budget, for the purchase 
of equipment, production of materials and the employment of staff. 
In the following months, a ‘monitor’ to lead the classes was recruit-
ed from every one of the country’s 442 sucos (local administrative 
areas), and trained in the Sim, Eu Posso method, along with coordina-
tors for the sixty five Sub-districts and thirteen Districts, all local Ti-
morese staff. A Campaign Secretariat was established, staffed mainly 
by students from the National University (UNTL) who volunteered 
to join the program in the final year of their studies. Throughout the 
first half of 2007, the massive logistical job of moving equipment 
and materials to the districts continued, drawing on the resources 
and vehicles of other government departments and the army (FF-
DTL).All this took place against the backdrop of continuing violence 
and instability, the presence of a large international security force, 
and the preparations and conduct of general elections for the Presi-
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dency and the National Parliament.
In June 2007, the newly-elected President, Jose Ramos Horta 

and the FRETILIN Prime Minister, Estanislau Da Silva, opened the first 
class in Dili, in the suco of Metiaut, on the beach east of Dili. The venue 
was a restaurant owned by the Chefe do Suco, who made a building on 
his land available for the campaign. Under the glare of media cameras 
and the eyes of numerous Ministry officials, the first class moved halt-
ingly through their audio-visual lesson, projected on a large TV screen. 
Every few minutes, the monitor, a local woman, turned off the DVD, 
and asked the class questions. In sucos all over the country, the same 
scene was repeated in subsequent months, but without quite the level 
of pomp and ceremony. Chefes Dos Sucos and local officials launched 
classes; introduced monitors, coordinators and Cuban advisers to the 
village; and welcomed groups of illiterate adults who joined the class-
es. By December 2007, classes were running in more than half of the 
country’s 442 sucos, and already the first three thousand participants 
had graduated from the 13-week program.

As in every other newly-independent country where such a cam-
paign has been attempted, the key to success is political will (Arnove 
& Gaff, 1987). Unfortunately, in recent months (this is being written 
in June 2008), the national political consensus on the need for a mass 
literacy campaign in Timor-Leste has begun to recede, undermined by 
the continuing political crisis which the elections failed to resolve. In 
the absence of a leadership focused on the campaign, the Ministry of 
Education has been overtaken by a new donor-inspired agenda, which 
downplays efforts to overcome adult illiteracy in favour of a focus on 
schools, and particularly on basic education, as the overwhelming pri-
ority of public education; while relegating as much as possible of the 
of the Ministry’s other responsibilities to the private and nongovern-
ment sector. This is being accompanied by administrative decentral-
isation, reducing the capacity for centralised national leadership and 
co-ordination, which the literacy campaign requires. By April 2008, 
only sixty sucos still had Sim, Eu Posso classes running. In another 
two hundred, equipment which had been delivered for the campaign 
stood idle, the audiovisual equipment unable to operate because of 
lack of fuel for the generators which power it, or because of an in-
ability to maintain and secure it. Monitors had not been paid for 
months, and co-ordinators and the Cuban advisers were unable to 
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move around their districts, again for lack of fuel for their motorcy-
cles and second-hand cars. The equipment still to be delivered to the 
remaining sub-districts and sucos was stockpiled in Dili, unable to 
move for want of vehicles, fuel, and money to pay drivers. Houses in 
the districts which were rented for the Cuban advisers had not had 
their rent paid for months, and some had been evicted. This was occur-
ring despite the newly-elected Alliance Maiores Partidos (AMP) publicly 
supporting the campaign. Prime Minister Gusmao spoke in favour of 
the campaign and thanked the Cubans for their work at the graduation 
ceremony in November 2007; and his government has allocated more 
than sufficient money to continue the campaign in its budget. More-
over, shortly after being appointed, the AMP Minister of Education, Dr 
Joao Cancio, signed a new two year agreement with the Cuban Ambas-
sador, to bring thirty five technical advisers to Timor in February this 
year, to replace the original team of eleven, who had completed their 
two-year mission.

This paper suggests that the very problem which the campaign 
seeks to overcome, namely the massive illiteracy in the country as a 
whole, is a root cause of the social and political instability which inter-
rupted the campaign and still threatens to derail it. This analysis derives 
from the ‘popular education’ tradition in the field of adult education, 
which links mass education with the struggle for democracy and egali-
tarian political and economic development (Crowther et al., 2005). The 
literacy campaign, I suggest, was initiated by the FRETILIN govern-
ment of Mari Alkatiri, with significant support from progressive civil 
society organizations, because they were aware of, and identified with, 
that tradition, which was an important part of their anti-colonial her-
itage (Cabral & Martin-Jones, 2008); and they were well aware of the 
dangers which mass illiteracy posed to their radically nationalist and 
social democratic development program (Durnan, 2005, p.197). The 
FRETILIN leadership found a natural ally in Cuba, because it too had a 
long tradition of using mass education as a development strategy, and 
of resistance to attempts by bigger powers to undermine its sovereign-
ty (LEINER, 1987). It remains to be seen whether the development 
model which prevails in the future in Timor-Leste will allow sufficient 
space for the radically-egalitarian impulse which this successful South-
South solidarity development project encapsulates so well.
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Literacy and Illiteracy in Timor-Leste

Barely a document emerges from government, donors, NGOs 
or international agencies which does not call attention to the very high 
rate of illiteracy in Timor-Leste. The poorest country in Asia, it is also 
one of the smallest, with a population at the 2004 census of 923,198 
people. Of these, 520,265 are aged 15 and over. Forty-six percent 
(46%), close to half, identified as illiterate. Women were more likely 
to be counted as illiterate than men, 52% compared with 40%. People 
over thirty were much more likely to be illiterate than those under, 
62% compared with 25%. In rural areas, many of the more remote sub-
districts and sucos had illiteracy rates of 70% and higher; and youth 
illiteracy was highest in the rural districts which experienced most dis-
order during the crisis (data computed from original tables from the 
2004 Census).

In accordance with international practice, the illiteracy rate in 
Timor-Leste is calculated as the proportion of the population aged fif-
teen and above who are unable to read or write a simple sentence about 
their own life in any one of the two official or two working languages of 
the country2. This does not mean that non-literates are ignorant, or un-
informed, or that they do not know their own interests; or that they do 
not have an enormous store of Indigenous and local knowledge, gained 
over centuries. It does mean, however, that they are inevitably restrict-
ed in their ability to engage in some of the most basic activities of dem-
ocratic participation; and they are also hugely disadvantaged in terms 
of engagement with any modern economy. Just as importantly, people 
without literacy are also open to political manipulation, through the 
spreading of un-tested rumour, and their inability to access reliable 
sources of public information.

There are many other downsides to such a high rate of illiter-
acy, for both the people themselves, and for the country as a whole. 
Illiteracy is strongly associated with other aspects of poverty and un-
der-development, including high maternal and infant mortality rates, 
high fertility rates, a reliance on traditional low productivity farming 

2  The Constitution recognises two official languages, Tetum, an indig-
enous language, and Portuguese; and two working languages, Indonesian and 
English.
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methods, dependence on middle men for marketing, and low incomes 
(Archer, 2005). In a newly-emerging country, with little experience of 
governing and administering itself, one of the biggest problems is that 
high illiteracy among adults holds back the performance of children in 
schools, which, in turn, reduces the number of people who graduate 
from high school able to go on to higher education and become public 
servants and professionals. This seriously reduces the pool of people 
from which the country can draw for its future political, cultural and 
economic development leadership, and makes it much more likely that 
a privileged elite will emerge from the small middle class, while the 
mass of the people will continue to live in poverty. Illiteracy among the 
majority of the adult population also makes it much harder to dislodge 
such an elite once its power becomes entrenched, especially where 
there has been no previous experience of democracy. To significantly 
reduce the rate of illiteracy is therefore a political and a development 
imperative, for those who are committed to social justice and equality. 
Literacy, as many have said before, is a prerequisite for the enjoyment 
of peace, democracy and basic human rights (Lind, 2008; Boughton & 
Durnan, 2007).

Why Cuba?

In the pantheon of national literacy campaigns, Cuba’s 1961 lit-
eracy crusade holds a special place. In that year, Fidel Castro’s new rev-
olutionary government sent thousands of young high school students 
to the country side, to teach the peasants to read and write (LEINER, 
1986). Jose Manuel ‘Leira’ Garcia, known to his colleagues as Leira, was 
one of those young students. Now in his sixties, Leira works as a senior 
administrator in a regional education department in Cuba. However, 
since February 2006, he has been in Timor-Leste, having taken leave 
from his job to work as the Coordinator of the Cuban technical team 
which his government sent over following a request from PM Alkatiri 
in December 2005. Leira is a veteran of Cuban internationalism, hav-
ing also fought in Angola with the Cubans sent there to reinforce the 
independence army of the MPLA (Movimento Popular de Libertação 
de Angola), where he learned Portuguese.
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Cuba’s experience with its own literacy campaign, which reduced 
illiteracy from 24% to 4%, as well as its long tradition of supporting 
pre- and post- independence adult education in developing countries 
has aroused significant interest around the world (Hickling-Hudson, 
2004). In September 2000, the Cuban government responded by estab-
lishing an agency to support the dissemination of its work, a Research 
Department for Youth and Adult Literacy and Education within the 
Pedagogical Institute for Latin America and the Caribbean (IPLAC) in 
Havana. Building on experience in a radio-based literacy campaign in 
Haiti in 1999, the IPLAC researchers developed Yo! Si Puedo, a method 
which combines numeracy acquisition with learning the basic letters of 
the alphabet, then building from this to construct simple words, phras-
es and sentences (Lind et al., 2006). IPLAC understood that it is not 
possible to lower illiteracy rates on a national scale in most countries 
where the need is greatest without a low cost simple mass method, 
capable of reaching very large numbers of illiterate adults in a short 
space of time. It therefore devised a method which combines distance 
education technology with a national system of political mobilisation, 
control and coordination, allowing the use of relatively untrained local 
‘monitors’, backed up by highly-skilled technical advisers. By Decem-
ber 2005, when Alkatiri visited Cuba, the IPLAC program had been 
adopted in fifteen countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Dominican Republic, 
Ecuador, El Salvador, Guinéa Bissau, Haïti, Honduras, Mexico, Mozam-
bique, New Zealand, Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru, and Venezuela (Lind et 
al., 2006).

The Three Elements of the Campaign3

The Cuban model has three basic elements. The first, and most 
important, is a national structure for socialisation, mobilisation and 
political support for the campaign. This occurs through a system of 
Commissions, beginning with a National Commission, and, below this, 

3  This section is based on the author’s interviews with the Cuban tech-
nical team and observation of their work on the campaign. A similar account 
can be found in Lind et al. (2006), a study of the method’s implementation in 
Venezuela and Mozambique.
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a series of functional Sub-Commissions, each of which takes responsi-
bility for a particular aspect of the campaign. This is a ‘whole-of-gov-
ernment, whole-of-society model’; most government Ministries are ex-
pected to take part in at least one Sub Commission, and representatives 
of civil society and the churches also sit on the National Commission 
and its Sub-Commissions. Below this layer, the National Commission 
is mirrored also by Sub-Commissions in each District and Sub-District, 
so that people with local authority can help drive the campaign, and 
provide it with political and material support. One of the main chal-
lenges to date in Timor-Leste has been setting up sustainable versions 
of this structure. At the time of writing, the National Commission had 
not met since the elections, nor had any Sub-Commissions, other than 
in a few districts.

The second element in the model is the literacy classes. Groups 
of 12 people meet in community facilities or, more often, the homes of 
local ‘monitors’, to watch a sequenced set of sixty-five one hour lessons 
on DVD. Ideally, a class completes five lessons per week, and finishes 
the course in thirteen weeks. The DVD shows an actual lesson, taught 
by a qualified literacy teacher, to a group of 4-5 ‘actor-students’. The 
suco-based monitor is trained to stop and start the lesson, to allow the 
‘real’ class to practice the exercises modelled on the TV screen, using 
pre-prepared exercise books. The monitor’s other tasks include main-
taining the equipment, recruiting the class, keeping attendance lists, 
and administering regular assessments to map progress through the 
course. Each new group enters and leaves the program with a ‘ceremo-
ny’, presided over by suco, sub-district and district officials. Classes are 
visited regularly by coordinators and the Cuban advisers, for quality 
control and support. Monitors receive ongoing professional develop-
ment.

The third and final element is known as the ‘post-literacy’ phase. 
Because all that can be achieved in the thirteen week course is a most 
basic form of literacy, it is imperative that these skills are consolidated, 
if the newly-acquired literacy is not to be lost in a fairly short time. A 
range of different activities were to be planned for this purpose, in-
cluding ongoing formal literacy classes to develop reading and writing 
skills; functional literacy activities in specific areas, such as agricultural 
extension, health promotion and citizenship education; local library 
and book/magazine distribution schemes; continuing classes through 
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local school teachers; and vocational skills courses. However, almost 
all the available energy and resources have to date been expended on 
getting the first and second elements in place, and in particular on get-
ting the first intake of students through the first set of classes. Con-
sequently, this post-literacy phase has received little attention beyond 
some initial planning. As the first graduates completed their initial 
course over six months ago, this is becoming an urgent problem. There 
is a specific national-level Sub-Commission charged with responsibil-
ity for this element of the campaign, but at the time of writing, it had 
only had one meeting.

The ‘campaign’ model is quite different from other models of 
literacy teaching, and it has been difficult to get Ministry of Education 
officials and advisers to understand and embrace it, especially those 
Ministry officials with experience of literacy classes during Indonesian 
times. One of the most difficult ‘sticking points’ for senior officials is 
the requirement for them to share leadership and encourage active in-
volvement in the campaign from other Ministries, political and church 
leaders, and civil society organizations, in an area which has previously 
been seen as ‘their’ sole responsibility. 

Local Context

The most important aspect of the local context was that this 
was not the country’s first experience of a national literacy campaign. 
Timor-Leste’s first literacy campaign was initiated by FRETILIN in 
1974-5, in the aftermath of the April 1974 ‘Carnation Revolution’ 
in Portugal, which overthrew the fascist regime there. A group of Ti-
morese university students studying in Portugal began work on the 
campaign in May 1974, at the Casa de Timor in Lisbon. For several 
months, they worked on the development of a campaign manual in 
Tetum, the most widely-used Indigenous language. The students were 
influenced by the work of Paulo Freire, who visited Lisbon at this time, 
and by the writings of African independence leaders Amilcar Cabral 
and Samora Machel (Durnan, 2005, p.95). When they returned to their 
country, these young leaders mobilised high school students through 
a FRETILIN-organised students union, UNETIM. The students were 
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trained in the use of the manual, then sent to villages in rural areas 
where they had family, to open literacy classes (Hill, 2000, p.208).

In the 1990s, in the final phase of the independence struggle, 
a group of Timorese students studying in Indonesia formed the Sahe 
Study Club, named after Vicente Sahe, the FRETILIN leader who had 
led the literacy campaign and political education work in the District 
of Baucau, and who was killed by the Indonesian army in 1978. Like 
the first generation before them, this new generation of Timorese stu-
dents studied the work of Cabral and Machel, and other anti-colonial-
ist writings, and found their way also to the work of the Brazilian pop-
ular educator, Paulo Freire. After independence, these activists began 
campaigning for a revival of the work of the first generation, and they 
found some support from international NGOs who also had experi-
ence with popular education and literacy campaigns, especially Oxfam 
Great Britain. In 2002, the Sahe Institute4, the re-named Sahe Study 
Club, helped form a popular education network, Dai Popular, with a 
group of similarly-minded local NGOs (Durnan, 2005). At the First Na-
tional Education Conference, a meeting between government and civil 
society held in April 2003, they called on the government to “carry out 
a national campaign for the elimination of illiteracy that integrates all 
aspects of communities’ life”. (Oxfam Great Britain, 2003, p.62) The 
same group of activists, supported by Oxfam, then helped mobilise 
government and donor support to hold the First National Literacy Con-
ference in September 2004. That Conference, which was opened by the 
PM, concluded with an unanimous call for action to address adult illit-
eracy, in the form of a national literacy campaign (Gutteres, 2004). In 
2007, the Minister of Education appointed two of Dai Popular’s leaders 
to assist her by setting up a campaign Secretariat. These two activists 
mobilised over seventy university students to join the campaign. Some 
went to the districts to work as literacy class monitors in their own 
villages, others worked alongside the Cuban advisers and district and 
sub-district coordinators to help with mobilisation and logistics, while 
a small core group staffed an office in the Non-Formal Adult Education 
Directorate in Dili, where they worked on logistics and mobilisation, 
and helped build a comprehensive database of the campaign.

4  In 2007, the Sahe Institute again changed its name, to the Institute 
for Popular Education.
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What are the main obstacles the campaign  
faces?

Despite such strong roots in Timorese history, the campaign 
has not yet achieved the momentum it needs to succeed. The biggest 
obstacle has been the political crisis itself. Within weeks of the arrival 
of the Cuban advisers and the commencement of the first pilot class-
es on 2nd February 2006, the conflict within the army, which began in 
January with a petition from troops alleging discrimination, started 
to escalate. The crisis erupted when a demonstration by striking sol-
diers and their supporters in the last week of April turned violent, and 
in May there was fighting between loyalist and rebel elements of the 
army and police force in Dili. The arrival of the International Stabilisa-
tion force stopped further escalation, and there was some de-escala-
tion following PM Alkatiri’s resignation on 26 June. But by then over 
100,000 people, mostly Dili residents, were living in refugee camps, 
and sporadic violence continued until well after the election cycle end-
ed in July 2007. The violence and resulting instability of the coup at-
tempt completely disrupted the operations of the State, including the 
Ministry of Education. In the weeks prior to the Presidential elections 
in early 2007, the bureaucracy became more dysfunctional, as different 
groups jockeyed for power. Inside the Ministry of Education, two of the 
opposition parties wielded significant influence; and their members in 
key positions actively blocked the FRETILIN Minister’s attempts to 
implement her program.

In such a volatile situation, it was not unusual to hear some bu-
reaucrats and international advisers claiming that the national literacy 
campaign was a thinly-veiled attempt by FRETILIN to mobilise its own 
support base in the districts. This view resonated with a common view 
among international education advisers about the inappropriateness 
of state-led mass literacy campaigns, and the preference of UNICEF, 
the World Bank, and bilateral donors like USAID and AUSAID for more 
dispersed, NGO-led literacy classes outside the direct control of the 
state (Lind, 2008; Boughton, in press). In fact, the evidence contra-
dicted the accusation of political bias in the campaign. For example, a 
significant number of the monitors and sub-district coordinators were 
openly aligned to other parties, and one of the most senior Ministry 
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staff members working with the Cubans was an active member of 
the Central Committee of an opposition party, ASDT. Perhaps the 
historical precedent of the 1975 literacy campaign was a factor in 
this perception that it was only a FRETILIN election strategy. How-
ever, even a cursory examination of the instructional materials, 
such as the DVDs, which had been made for Brazil, the monitors’ 
handbooks and the student exercise books, would have confirmed 
that the material was far from political. What was political, how-
ever, was the government’s determination to eradicate illiteracy, as 
the basis for developing Timor-Leste into a more egalitarian soci-
ety.

The use of materials in Portuguese in the pilot and first 
phase of the campaign created another obstacle. The National Civ-
il Society Education Conference in 2003 had argued that the na-
tional literacy campaign should be undertaken using Tetum and 
mother-tongue materials. This echoed the 1975 literacy campaign 
experience; but it also resonated with a strong anti-Portuguese 
sentiment which existed in the English speaking international 
community, especially in UNICEF which was the major interna-
tional donor in the education sector; and also among several World 
Bank advisers in the Ministry. In fact, the Cuban advisers had al-
ready concluded that they needed materials in Tetum as well as 
Portuguese. Once the pilot projects were completed, they produced 
supplementary materials in Tetum so that the monitors could work 
in both languages. These were produced in time for the start of the 
monitors training in April 2007. A set of DVDs in Tetum has since 
been produced, and is awaiting government funds for duplication.

A third obstacle to the successful roll-out of the nation-
al literacy campaign is the problem of the Timorese civil service, 
particularly the Ministry of Education (ME) and the Ministry of 
Planning and Finance (MPF). In addition to obstruction by senior 
officials who were politically-active opponents of the government, 
there were also serious problems of both corruption and inefficien-
cy, which tended to interact with each other. As the students in 
the campaign secretariat quickly discovered, the struggle against 
illiteracy is also a struggle against bureaucracy and corruption; and 
even when the Minister and the Council of Ministers were totally 
committed to a rapid roll out of the campaign, it was insufficient 
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to make things happen at the pace required. It is therefore not 
surprising that, since the change of government and the down-
grading of that commitment in favour of the new donor-led ed-
ucation agenda, there has been a further slowing down in the 
campaign.

Conclusion

The conclusion to be drawn from the above analysis is that 
the national literacy campaign which FRETILIN initiated is fal-
tering because it generated significant opposition across a broad 
range of social forces, all of which see their own interests in not 
supporting such a campaign. Whether for ideological reasons, or 
because they have other priorities, or because they favour an al-
ternative development model, or simply because they do not un-
derstand it sufficiently to support it, it is also true that no other 
way is being proposed to seriously reduce, let alone eradicate, 
the problem of illiteracy within a ten-year timeframe. Objective-
ly speaking, then, the campaign’s opposition will, if allowed to 
prevail, take Timor-Leste in a direction which will lead to more, 
rather than less, social and political inequality. That is the bald 
truth of the matter, since every year, over 8000 more young peo-
ple reach adulthood without acquiring even a rudimentary educa-
tion from the school system, and these young people come over-
whelmingly from families and areas where illiteracy is already 
very high. The evidence has been indisputable for decades that 
mass illiteracy cannot be eradicated by schooling alone, that it 
requires an adult education system, one which operates outside 
the formal school system, to work alongside the schools before 
national literacy rates rise in any significant measure. Despite all 
the problems a postconflict situation poses for mounting such a 
campaign, it is hard to envisage a more effective strategy to end 
the inequalities underlying the conflict. Timor-Leste’s national 
literacy campaign promises what almost no other development 
intervention can - a pathway to greater social and political equal-
ity and a more effective democracy.
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CHAPTER 6

AN ANALYSIS OF THE EFFECTS OF ‘EM-
POWERMENT’ AND ‘PARTICIPATION’ IN 

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

Elsa J. Araujo Pinto

Community development program occurs in different parts of 
the world and in different periods. In the end, all works aim at contrib-
uting to the development and betterment of the community and its 
members. Among various definition of community development, the 
author particularly will focus on one definition that defines communi-
ty development as ‘the process of creating or increasing solidarity and 
agency’ (Bhattacharyya, 1995, as cited in Hustedde & Ganowicz, 2002, 
p. 3). In addition, agency refers to the action of building the capacity 
to understand, to create, to act and to reflect. Among other elements, 
community empowerment and active participation are considered as 
the key elements for community development programs.  Therefore, 
this essay will seek to answer the question ‘How far have empower-
ment and active participation been successful for community devel-
opment?’, focusing on analysing the effects of empowerment and par-
ticipation. Firstly, this essay provides the definitions of empowerment 
and active participation in community development based on the liter-
ature. Secondly, it will analyse the effects of empowerment and partic-
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ipation through case studies of community development programs in 
Indonesia and Kenya. Third, the author’s involvement with the Insti-
tutu Ekonomia Fulidaidai-Slulu (IEFS) will be presented. Finally, it will 
conclude with key findings of the analysis.

Defining Empowerment and Active              
Participation 

It is important to define empowerment and participation 
in the community development context. Again, there are various 
definitions given by various actors. Empowerment is defined as 
‘creation of sustainable structure, process, and mechanism, over 
which local community have an increased degree of control, and 
from which they have a measurable impact on public and social pol-
icies affecting these communities’ (Craig, 2002, as cited in Toomey, 
2009). Empowerment must be understood as a process that will 
result in the community members gaining the knowledge and skills 
needed to carry on the works once the community development 
practitioners leave. Community members must be the authors for 
the changes that happen within their community. As the normal 
practice takes place in all parts of the world, community develop-
ment programs will come to an end, and the community develop-
ment practitioners will leave. However, the community members 
will continue to stay in the same community, therefore, communi-
ty members have to acquire the knowledge and skill. Furthermore, 
aside from the term community development being used as an 
abused term, Toomey (2009) states that empowerment is anoth-
er abused term. It is almost automatically expected that commu-
nity development programs will always come with empowerment. 
However, empowerment may not happen after community devel-
opment programs are implemented. 

In addition, Toomey (2009) states that there are alternative 
roles for community development practitioners to play to contrib-
ute to the empowerment of community members. These four roles 
are essential for one to understand and to use it based on the given 
condition and situation. The four-alternative roles for community 
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development worker to play such as 1) the role as the catalyst, 2) 
as the facilitator, 3) as an ally, and 4) as an advocate to the commu-
nity. By playing these roles, one can see the connection, how these 
roles will become a process to support community empowerment 
to occur. This process will ensure the transfer of knowledge, abili-
ties, and skills to the community, and it is the practitioner’s duties 
to ensure this process happens. It must be about working ‘with’ the 
community not working ‘for’ the community. 

In addition, the second definition to explore is the term 
participation. In community development, participation is consid-
ered a key feature. Participating means being involved with oth-
ers in doing something (Meriam-Webster, 2010). In the context 
of community development, participation is about being able to 
include all aspects of community’s life such as economic, social 
and cultural aspects, and ensure that a high number of community 
members can take part in a community development program in 
various ways (IFE, 2015). It is the task of community development 
practitioners to ensure that the community’s members participate 
in the community programs in their own community. Various ways 
need to be explored to get a high-level participation of community 
members. Therefore, the ideas of empowerment and active partici-
pation become the key features for a program to be successful.

The effects of empowerment and participation

Based on the definitions above, this section will focus on 
analysing the effects of empowerment and participation that have 
contributed to the achievement of community development pro-
grams. To do so, the author will draw the pieces of evidence from 
two different case studies that have involved community empow-
erment and active participation which result in the accomplish-
ment of the implemented programs. The effects of empowerment 
and active participation of community members in the communi-
ty development programs can be seen through the findings and 
arguments in the following case studies. 
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A case study from Indonesia

Firstly, the case study conducted by Wisesa et al. (2017) in a 
village in Indonesia focusing on ‘Building a self-sustaining learning 
centre through an integrated multidimensional community develop-
ment program’. This case study which was conducted by the students 
of Business School have highlighted community empowerment and 
active participation and how these have contributed to the success 
of building the learning centre and library in this village. The authors 
argued that active participation of the community members in com-
munity development program is crucial to identify and utilize the re-
sources within the community. Wisesa et al. (2017) have proved it 
through the successful result achieved by ensuring community mem-
bers in this village participation from the very beginning of the pro-
gram to the end. This was done through the community members 
participation by identifying the resources within the community such 
as natural and human resources, social capital, and the social needs 
as well as the issue within the community. Following by community 
members decision on what is needed the most and implement it to-
gether. The authors argued that participation is the key feature that 
has contributed to the success of building a learning centre in Batu 
Loceng village because of community members awareness of what is 
going on within their community and owning the whole process. Ac-
cording to Ife (2015), the act done by the students is a part of the bot-
tom-up development in the community development area with the 
focus on participation. It recognizes participation as one of the im-
portant principles in community development and it stated that ‘the 
community development process can perform best when there is high 
participation of the community members’ (Ife 2015, 39). As a result, 
a community learning centre and a library were successfully built in 
2015. In this case, the author argues that community members par-
ticipation creates the sense of ownership. This sense of ownership of 
the program leads to a stronger sense of responsibility by community 
members. Therefore, it leads to a greater chance of success and sus-
tainability.

Regarding empowerment, when community members have 
high participation, it leads to the community empowerment process. 
As shown in this case study, in the beginning, the community mem-
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bers decided to only focus on building the learning centre and li-
brary in their village. However, upon the completion of this learn-
ing centre, community members started to ask the question ‘how 
are we going to sustain this learning centre?’ this simple question 
then leads to the creation of other activities by utilizing the re-
sources within the community. In the end, this program expanded 
to an integrated multidimensional community development pro-
gram as it included not only an education aspect but economic and 
environmental aspects as well. The Economic aspect was covered 
when the community started to use cow dung in the household 
level to produce organic fertilizer for selling. On the other hand, 
environmental protection was achieved by stopping littering the 
river with cow dung and starting to learn about waste manage-
ment. Organic and non-organic household garbage were divided. 
The organic garbage was used for organic fertilizer while plas-
tic garbage was sold to small companies. In the end, community 
members agreed that 40% of the profit would be used to support 
the daily operation and maintenance of the learning centre. This 
would then ensure the sustainability of the learning centre, while 
at the same time create the income and environmental protection 
in the village.   

Participation and empowerment create the possibilities for 
other interesting and meaningful programs to happen. This point 
was also supported by an article entitled, ‘on the soul of commu-
nity development’ (Hustedde, 1998), which provides the expla-
nation that this case study is a soulful act because the students 
performed ‘wrestling with the question’. The interview, focus 
group discussion is the process that needs to ask various ques-
tions. This process is part of a soulful act that leads to communi-
ty empowerment, as community members and the students must 
think, reflect and answer the questions. Community members 
must work together to find the solutions for the questions. These 
are the empowerment actions because community members have 
the knowledge and ability to decide what they need the most with 
the resources they have and to maximize it. So, empowerment and 
participation have contributed to the success of community devel-
opment programs in Batu Loceng village, in Indonesia. 
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A case study from Kenya

The second case is on a documentary film on Taking Root: The 
Vision of Wangari Maathai in Kenya (Dater & Merton, 2008). It is 
about the work of the Green Belt Movement that was founded in 1977 
by Wangari Maathai. The initial aims of this movement are to protect 
the forest in Kenya and to plant trees by targeting women in Kenya. 
Maathai argues that participation and empowerment have contribut-
ed to the success and sustainability of this movement. People in the 
community must participate and must be empowered to plant trees 
in their village. In this case, empowerment have achieved through ed-
ucation, information sharing and most important was to teach people 
how to plant trees. Planting trees with community members, shown 
and teaching them the skill to do it; and then leave it to communi-
ty members to continue spreading it to their communities. She states 
that to achieve success and to make this process become a movement 
for environmental purpose, community members must know and un-
derstand the resources they have, which is the forest, and they have to 
learn to protect their forest.

Maathai and her team members ensure that women in Kenya 
understand what is going on: why they should plant the trees and how 
can they plan it? This is a tree planting campaign and, most important-
ly, planting of ideas. In doing so, women will join the movement for a 
long period, and they will start reaching out to other women to partic-
ipate.  She highlights that everyone’s participation is important, in the 
end, the ideas, the understanding, and the knowledge to plan trees are 
owned by the people. It started with women and then it reached chil-
dren, young people, and men. When participating, they are empow-
ered, therefore, the ideas and the programs grow and spread around. 

From environmental protection, Green Belt Movement grows 
to protect women rights, human rights and fight for democracy in 
Kenya. In the end, it involves education on environmental protection 
and civic education. Community members are the owners of their for-
est and feel the responsibility to protect it and ensure its sustainability. 
It is an act of community empowering each other for their own need.1 

1  An important success to highlights is Maathai was a Nobel Peace 
Prize winner in 2004 for the tireless dedication for her forest and democracy 
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The movement is growing, the trees are growing and the ideas area 
spreading and sustaining. These are some effects of empowerment and 
participation in community development programs. 

Case study of Institutu Edukasaun                 
Fulidaidai-Slulu in Ermera

Learning from the two cases that have been documented, this 
section will focus on linking the idea of community development to the 
popular education’s practice in Timor-Leste. It is based on the author’s 
own involvement. It is the author’s initial journey with the Institutu 
Economia Fulidaidai-Slulu (IEFS) in Ermera, Timor-Leste in which the 
author has been involved with since 2010. Personally, the author start-
ed to engage with UNAER’s works in 2010 through Kdadalak Sulim-
utuk Instutite (KSI). It was through my engagement with the Peace 
Centre and with the Alternative Trade Timor (ATT). From 2010 to 
2012 I worked with the ATT under its social business department. This 
function led me to make a regular visit to the areas of Ermera, such as 
Mertuto, Letefoho and other. Among other connections with Ermera, 
I would like to reflect on my initial journey at the Institute Economia 
Fulidaidai-Slulu (IEFS). 
  IEFS is a popular education institute initiated by the peasants 
in Ermera municipality. Ermera is well-known for its organic coffee 
plantations. As the result of Portuguese colonisation and Indonesia in-
vasion, for centuries Ermera’s people have lost their land rights. Farm-
ers were forced to work in their own land for nothing, all was to serve 
the need of oppressors. Ermera’s farmers started to organize them-
selves under farmer’s union called UNAER, that stands for Uniaun 
Agrikultór Ermera (Farmer’s Union of Ermera), with the main objective 
to make ‘land reform in Ermera’.  It is noted that farmers in Ermera 
were the first farmers to organize themselves under a farmer’s union 
called Uniaaun Agrikultor Ermera (UNAER). UNAER was established 
in 2010 by farmers in Ermera municipality. I first attended the UNAER 
congress in 2010, since then, I got to know about UNAER and their 
work in Ermera, specially on Land reform movement. I started to en-

in Kenya.
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gage mode deeply when the idea to ‘start farmer’s school’ emerged in 
late 2010.

Through this work, between 2012-2014, various events were 
held by UNAER, Kdadalak Sulimuk Institute and Peace Centre UNTL 
(Universidade National Timor-Lorosa’e). These events took place in 
UNAER based in Gleno, Ermera, KSI’s office in Dili, Peace Centre at the 
UNTL. Most of these were aimed at defining, establishing, developing 
and putting into practice the idea of having farmer’s own school This 
all resulted in the school curriculum content. There was countless dis-
cussion between UNAER members, KSI, Peace Centre and these ideas 
were shared broadly for input through seminars at UNTL in Dili and at 
the municipal level in Gleno, Ermera, and many other countless discus-
sions. UNAER members were actively involved in the whole process. At 
the right time, the National University of Timor Lorosa’e (UNTL), from 
the Faculty of Social Sciences, received Brazilian lecturers to contribute 
to the construction of the school in 2013/2014. By mid-2014, a few fa-
cilitators were identified to be responsible for each subject that shared 
at the IEFS. The facilitators attended a training for the teachers at the 
end of 2014 to early 2015. 

The school’s first class took place in February 2015 at the UN-
AER office in Gleno, Ermera, with 9 students (farmers). In the first 
class, I facilitated the subject on ‘diary writing’. This subject was iden-
tified as the foundation subject for all the students. The subject aimed 
at getting the students to write down their ideas in a systematic way 
and to transmit to people the story told by the peasants themselves. 
It is noted that Timorese history is mainly told as an oral-history. The 
writing is not part of the peasants tradition, most of the time, the his-
tories are passing down from one generation to the next generation 
orally. As a facilitator for this subject, I have learned few important 
things. First, it was an interesting process to learn how everyone takes 
their time to reflect, think and write down their daily activity or any 
feelings they felt during that day of the week. The class is held every 
Saturday and Sunday. During that time, Dili was my home, so I had to 
travel to Gleno every Saturday morning at 7 Am and get back to Dili at 
3 pm or 4 pm. Every meeting was an exciting leaning process for me 
and for the students.  Each student was eager to share what happened 
to them during the previous week, how that particular event affected 
their feelings and thoughts, and how it brought back their memories. 
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To my surprise, the subject has facilitated some students to write down 
some of their feelings and thoughts that is hard to express to the other 
family members or other people in general. I recall some of them said 
that writing their ideas and feelings down can bring relax feeling after-
wards. To be able to share these ideas with the whole class makes the 
meetings more meaningful and challenging at the same time.  

This type of class was absolutely different from the type of 
class I used to experience. IEFS is a model of education that challenged 
banking concept of education. It is a system that claims that ‘educa-
tion is the act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories 
and the teacher is the depositor’ (FREIRE, 1970, p.45). IEFS was initi-
ated by the farmers under UNAER, and the farmers participated and 
owned the whole process of creating farmers’ school. It started from 
the curriculum development to the registration process and the very 
first opening class. This is the real case of active participation and em-
powerment in community development through IEFS. Until today in 
2019, IEFS still continues its teaching and learning process, and I be-
lieve that it is getting stronger. IEFS is a model that needs to be spread 
all over Timor-Leste. 

Furthermore, the relationship between empowerment and ac-
tive participation, based on the literature and case studies provided, 
shows that empowerment can happen once the community members 
participate in the community development programs. Without active 
participation, it is difficult and almost impossible for empowerment 
to happen. In the work of community development, participation in-
deed a key feature as stated by Ife (2015). Moreover, to achieve the 
success of the program and its sustainability, community members 
must be empowered. So, participation leads to empowering, then it 
leads to more actions to ensure the success and sustainability of the 
community development programs, in this case IEFS. There is a strong 
relationship between empowerment and participation in community 
development programs. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, there are key findings on the effects of empow-
erment and active participation. Firstly, empowerment and participa-
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tion contribute to the achievement of community development pro-
grams because the sense of ownership of the program by community 
members is strong with great responsibility. Secondly, it ensures the 
sustainability of the program, which means, the programs will keep go-
ing on after the community development practitioners leave. This can 
happen as community members have the knowledge, ability, and skill 
to run the programs.  Thirdly, once community members participated 
and were empowered, it provoke other initiatives and actions to occur. 
So, works of literature and case studies have shown that empowerment 
and active participation indeed have a great effect on community de-
velopment programs to ensure success and sustainability. 
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CHAPTER 7

THE FULIDAIDAI-SLULU INSTITUTE OF 
ECONOMICS: POPULAR EDUCATION AND 

PEASANT STRUGGLE

Samuel Penteado Urban
Antero Benedito da Silva

Irlan von Linsingen
 

 The invasions of Portugal (during the period of the Great Navi-
gations and Imperialism) and Indonesia (during the period of the Cold 
War1) had different results in the Timorese society. One of these re-
sults materializing in the current educational context.

To understand the educational context during the Portuguese 
domain, Silva (2012, p.1) presents an interview conducted by Bill Nicol 
with the Revolutionary Front of Independent Timor-Leste FRETILIN2 
leader Roque Rodrigues. This leader “argued that the Portuguese colo-

1  After 1975, more specifically in the context of Indonesian invasion, 
the United States of America and Australia have relevant roles: the first one 
providing armaments and the latter with interest in oil present in the South 
Timor Sea.

2  Acronym in Portuguese language.



POPULAR EDUCATION IN TIMOR-LESTE: PAST AND PRESENT EXPERIENCES

89

nialism had used illiteracy as a weapon. (…). The colonial state used the 
educational system to polarize the people’s creativity and to suffocate 
the Timorese culture.”
 In this same sense, 

While Portuguese colonialism had come in different social 
and political forms and with different ideologies (Gunn 
1999), it had completely negated the education of the peo-
ple or mass education, keeping the majority of the indig-
enous Timorese illiterate and excluded from politics until 
early 1974 (Silva, 2011, p. 1).

During the Indonesian invasion, Gunn (2007, p.50) highlights 
that the linguistic imposition – the Indonesian language – marked the 
teaching. So, “the education was central to the Indonesian integration 
project” (Gunn, 2007, p.50), that is, this project aimed “to spread a Ja-
karta-centered worldview.” (Gunn, 2007, p.51).

Regarding the beginning of the Indonesian invasion, Gunn 
(2007, p.51) says that “77% of the population remained illiterate”, mak-
ing “the Indonesian project to expand primary education essential in the 
battle for the hearts and minds of East Timorese.”

Based on Santos (2009), it is possible to state that this histori-
cal process of invasions aimed at territorial exploitation of Timor-Leste 
through the appropriation/violence paradigm. This means “appropria-
tion involves incorporation, co-optation, and assimilation, while violence 
implies physical, material, cultural, and human destruction” (SANTOS, 
2009, p.29). Thus, this violence is not only physical but also cultural and 
human. As examples of this process of violence, it is possible to highlight 
the elimination of 1/3 of the East Timorese population, the appropria-
tion of Timor’s oil and lands, and the linguistic imposition practiced by 
the governments of Indonesia. (Silva, 2011; Urban, 2019).
 Timor-Leste won independence through the political associ-
ation Revolutionary Front of Independent Timor-Leste (FRETILIN) 
against Portuguese colonial rule, and in the eminence of the Indone-
sian invasion, on November 28th of 1975. (Silva, 2011, p. 64). Indone-
sia invaded the territory ten days later, relying on the US diplomatic 
support and arms, used illegally, but with secret authorization from 
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Washington (Chomsky, 1999).  The following decade, Timor-Leste was 
the site of some of the worst atrocities of the modern era (Chomsky, 
1999a).
 Throughout this period, there was a practice of a banking ed-
ucation model that aimed at domination (Silva, 2012). The linguistic 
imposition, memorization, and decontextualized teaching marked the 
official teaching in Timor-Leste, importing the curriculum and materi-
als from Portugal and Indonesian education systems during their colo-
nial administration. (Acácio, 2006; Gunn, 2007). Thus, the objective of 
banking education is to train passive and docile people to facilitate the 
exploitation of the invaded territory. (Freire, 1997). Expressly because 
the process of colonization was a commercial enterprise. “Our colo-
nizers did not - and could hardly intend - to create, in the ‘discovered’ 
land, a new civilization. They were interested at first in the commercial 
exploitation of land” (Freire, 1967, p. 67).
 According to Dussel (1977, pp. 9-10), concerning the oppres-
sion of the colonial and neo-colonial periphery, the local people3 are 
seen by the invader as “labor force, if not irrational, at least ‘bestial’, 
uneducated - because they do not have the culture of the center - wild... 
underdeveloped” (Dussel, 1977, p. 10).
 For the invaders/exploiters of other people’s land, local peo-
ple are “(...) the representation of disorder, symbolized by their moral 
suffering, physical degradation, and the chaotic world” (Meneses 2010, 
p. 226), which was used for a long time to justify colonization.
 In contrast, FRETILIN and other Timorese people began a 
Popular Education process entitled Maubere4 Pedagogy. This pedagogy 
is the result of a combination of ideas adapted to the Timorese reality 
(Silva, p. 2016), having the educator Paulo Freire as one of the leading 
exponents.
 About the Maubere Pedagogy,

Firstly, it required a broad and genuine popular move-
ment, one that would involve the people in resisting the 
neo-colonial forces. This was where Base Work and consci-

3 As it is the case of the East Timorese people.

4 Maubere means people from Timor-Leste.
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entisation became imperative. People had to understand 
how they had been colonized and exploited, and that it 
was possible and necessary to resist by all means possi-
ble. The FRETILIN leaders also had to address the fact 
that previous Timorese struggles against the colonizers 
had been localized and divided, and had proved unable to 
resist Portuguese colonialism nationally. Therefore, they 
needed a revolutionary idea and a political platform that 
would serve as symbol for national unity around which to 
mount the struggle. History provided them with the con-
cept of Maubere, and on May 20, 1975, they proclaimed 
the Maubere Revolution (Revolução de Mau Bere). The con-
cept of ‘Maubere’ was used to counter the anti-communist 
attacks against FRETILIN, and it also served to engender 
a sense of pride among the people. The Maubere People 
were full of the fighting spirit and dreams, and had the 
intellectual capacity to make their dreams come true. 
Among the grass-roots, there was also a need for struc-
tures and organisations, as a means of mobilization and 
education. (Silva, 2011, p. 118-119)

 FRETILIN teachers and popular schools were vital to spread 
a popular ideology and to revolutionize the education system, creating 
a new mentality, a new citizen, anti-colonial, anti-fascist, popular and 
democratic (Nicol, 2002, p. 163, as cited in Silva 2011, p. 2).
 Currently, the popular education in Timor-Leste aims no 
longer on the conflict for national liberation (restored in 2002), but 
among other objectives, focuses on the struggle for land linked to an 
eco-solidarity production. The materialization of this education occurs 
through the Fulidaidai-Slulu Institute of Economics (Urban, 2016). 
 In this context, the Fulidaidai-Slulu Institute of Economics 
(IEFS) appears with the purpose of conducting an indictment of the 
status quo and, at the same time, building a new form of economy, aim-
ing to favor the construction/consolidation of emancipation/libera-
tion of the Maubere People.

This school is born from Gramsci’s organic intellectual term. 
This term refers to the need to build a counter-hegemony, consequent-
ly a counter-culture. That is, dismantle the organic intellectual of the 
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ruling class and create the organic intellectual of the working class, 
which is the worker himself, the peasants being intellectual.

The Fulidaidai-Slulu school has a historical influence from Mau-
bere Pedagogy and, consequently, the impact of the educator Paulo 
Freire through the investigative practice related to the struggle for the 
emancipation/liberation of Maubere people: ukun rasik an.

Thus, the present text derives from researches and experiences 
on learning in Timor-Leste achieved by the authors and aims to present 
the current popular education of Timor-Leste. More specifically, the 
present research aims to discuss the formation of the Fulidaidai-Slulu 
Institute of Economics (Rural school idealized by the Peasants Union 
of Ermera social movement for the struggle for land access), in the mu-
nicipality of Ermera, taking into account the historical influence of the 
Maubere Pedagogy.

Methodologically, this is participant research (Brandão, 2007; 
Freire, 1981), where “(...) research, education, and social action become 
methodological moments of a single process directed at social trans-
formation.” (Brandão 2007, p. 54). Thus, “by doing research, I educate, 
and I am educating myself with popular groups” (Freire, 1981, p. 36).

In this sense, this text resulted from the participation of the 
authors in discussions with the Peasants Union of Ermera (UNAER), in 
the curriculum construction of the school (IEFS), and the participation 
of IEFS teaching activities.

In practical terms, it is essential to highlight that the first au-
thor was a teacher of Brazilian Cooperation in Timor-Leste (Teacher 
Qualification Program and Portuguese Language Teaching – CAPES/
UFSC) between 2013 and 2015 when he worked together with UN-
AER in the development of the IEFS curriculum. He also served as a 
professor at the Fulidaidai-Slulu Institute of Economics, as part of the 
doctoral research conducted from 2017 to 2018 (funded by the AULP/
CAPES); The second author was one of the student movement lead-
ers in the struggle for the restoration of independence in Timor-Leste, 
and he has been researching Popular Education in Timor-Leste since 
the mid-2000s. He supported UNAER’s formation and participated in 
the construction of the IEFS curriculum. Finally, the third author has 
been a coordinator of Brazilian educational cooperation in Timor-Leste 
since 2009.
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Besides, to conduct the research, Professor Uka (IEFS), Profes-
sor Leo (IEFS), and Mr. Alberto (President of the landless social move-
ment of Timor-Leste – UNAER) granted interviews to this research. 
These interviews (conducted between January and March 2015) add to 
other records that make up the first author’s master’s thesis, presented 
in 2016 at the Federal University of São Carlos (Brazil) - the authors 
included only the relevant interviews in this paper.5

Bibliographical research was conducted on themes such as 
the history of education in Timor-Leste and Popular Education in 
Timor-Leste.

Fulidaidai and Slulu: a brief conceptual          
explanation

To understand the IEFS, firstly, it is necessary to know UNAER, 
since the demand for the construction of the school (IEFS) arose from 
the peasants of Ermera (UNAER) and not from any institution/organi-
zation outside the social movement6.

The birth of UNAER links to the struggle for land in Timor-Les-
te, which started after the restoration of independence: “In 2006, we 
started organizing awareness for all bases in the municipality of Er-
mera. (...) Then, in 2010, we organized the Ermera Peasants Union. 
(...) Then we organized for land reform.” (Alberto, Interview, Ermera, 
27/01/2015).

According to an interview with Professor Leo, the struggle for 
land reform in Timor-Leste takes place, especially against the possession 
of foreign land:

5  Currently, the research continues to be developed by the first author, 
PhD student at the Federal University of Santa Catarina under the guidance 
of the third author, as well, by the supervision of the second author, carried 
out between 2017 and 2018  in Timor-Leste

6  These external actions to school creation were much more focused 
on giving subsidies and building Fulidaidai-Slulu education together with the 
peasants (horizontality).
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The number of lands on the part of the Indonesians is not 
large, (...) even though some still claim, but Indonesia is 
no problem as Portugal. (...) Foreigners (malai) who owned 
land in the Portuguese period return to Timor after inde-
pendence and thus, claimed the land, as they had the deed, 
but in an illegal process. They used the power to have land 
certificates, with no consensus with the community. So, af-
ter independence, they claimed the land and, if we want to 
have it, we will have to pay. We fought for independence, 
but we are still not satisfied, because we have not yet won, 
because we know that the people of Timor do not own the 
land. (Leo, Interview, Ermera, 01/03/2015)

The terms Fulidaidai and Slulu derive from East Timorese indige-
nous solidarity, having the servisu hamutuk as a central point. Translating 
from Tetum to the English language, servisu hamutuk means joint work, 
practiced collectively, in cooperation (Silva, 2008). 

In this way, education occupies a central place in the collective 
meaning of citizenship because it is built in the process of struggle that 
is itself an educational movement (Gohn 2009, 16), characterized as a 
collective pedagogy (Meneses 2019, 31).

The word Fulidaidai comes from the Makalero language - spoken 
in the south of the Lautém municipality - and means joint work or collec-
tive work. Slulu originates from the Mambai language - spoken in Ermera 
municipality - and has an identical meaning. These models of economics 
can be translated as cooperative in scientific language, making Fulidaidai 
Economy or Slulu Economy also defined as Solidarity Economy (Lucca, 
2014, p. 1).

A series of democratic and collective ways of producing, distrib-
uting, saving, and investing constitute the solidarity economy, which 
differs from the capitalist economy. The classic models that characterize 
the solidarity economy are relatively old: consumer cooperatives, credit, 
and production, dating from the 19th century. They emerge as a solution, 
sometimes an emergency, in the fight against unemployment. (Singer, 
1998, p. 82) In general, according to Singer and Machado (2000, p. 13), 
the Solidarity Economy (as well as the Fulidaidai-Slulu Economy) is ma-
terialized, among other forms, through cooperativism, in which organi-
zational principles are: collective ownership of the means of production; 
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democratic management; sharing of net revenue; allocation of the annual 
surplus to the members.”

In an interview about the Fulidaidai-Slulu Economy, Professor 
Uka states:

Fulidaidai comes from the language Makalero of Los Palos 
[...] [It means] coming together and working together to help 
each other, to have equal benefits, so economy fulidaidai is 
this work together. Contemporary, meaning cooperative. [...] 
It is not dependency (being dependent on a landowner), [but 
on the contrary:] I will bring what I have to collect and then 
benefit all members. (Uka, Interview 01/03/2015)

Despite this similarity to the Solidarity Economy, the term Fulid-
aidai-Slulu applies to the people of Timor-Leste, which is the “[…] cultural 
practices based on the knowledge developed in the territory, languages,   
and ways of knowing and being.” (Meneses, 2019, p. 23).

In other words, Fulidaidai and Slulu are anchored in a particular 
historical and social context understood in Freire (1997) as an “epochal 
unit”. This knowledge being geographically rooted and historically situat-
ed, seeks to rescue silenced subjectivities (Meneses 2019, p. 29), recon-
structing and renewing “[...] the principles underlying each worldview, 
language, a form of communication, the objective of another pedagogi-
cal, plural and dialogical proposal, generating a profound sense of human 
dignity.” (Santos, 2018, as cited in Meneses 2019, p. 29).

The formation of IEFS and the creation of a 
popular curriculum

The idea of   creating the school originated in the peasants of UN-
AER but became part of the agenda of three institutions. At first, the 
non-governmental organization Kdadalak Sulimutuk Institute (KSI) and 
the Institute for Peace and Conflict Studies Center at the National Uni-
versity of Timor Lorosa’e (UNTL). In a second moment, starting in 2013, 
the demand became part of the agenda of the Brazilian Cooperation in 
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Education7 in Timor-Leste.
There are four demanding factors in the construction of the school 

- resulting from the discussions of the peasants linked to UNAER: a) bet-
ter management of solidarity establishments through the understanding 
and diffusion of local economic solidarity (Fulidaidai-Slulu) and, conse-
quently, b) the search for the development of local practices and technol-
ogies; c) land reform; d) meet the demand for specialized education for 
young people who did not have access to university, mainly because the 
municipality of Ermera has a mostly young population. (RDTL, 2015)
 Illustratively, it is possible to understand the creation of the Fuli-
dadai-Slulu Institute of Economics from the image below:

Figure I: IEFS Training Overview

Source: Urban (2016) - revised and updated.

In this way, IEFS was a result of a partnership among UN-
AER, the Kdadalak Sulimutuk Institute (KSI), and the Institute 
for Peace and Conflict Studies Center at the National University of 
Timor Lorosa’e (UNTL - Peace Center). The latter requested support 

7  As observed in Pereira, Cassiani and Lisingen (2015).
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for the Brazilian Cooperation in Education in Timor-Leste - Qualifi-
cation Program for Teachers and Portuguese Language (PQLP) - so 
that there was a collective construction of the IEFS pedagogy based 
on the context of UNAER members.

At the same time, the KSI - UNTL - PQLP partnership worked to 
train teachers to work in IEFS. These “trained” teachers are the peasant 
members of the UNAER. The idea is that these teachers (UNAER mem-
bers) would work on various bases of Ermera to build new schools.

In an interview, the current president of UNAER states: 

UNAER members and youth can come here to learn at 
Fulidaidai School and return to UNAER bases by opening 
other schools. Thus, this learning strengthens UNAER’s 
struggle to increase resource capacity and secure our pol-
icy and struggle for land reform. (Alberto, Interview, Er-
mera, 27/01/2015)

In the same sense, also in an interview, Professor Uka states 
about the objectives of IEFS: “[…] empower all Timorese people at the 
grassroots level, the poor, for all to have access to education” (Uka, In-
terview, Díli, 01/03/2015).

Chronologically, the first UNAER congress happened in 2010, 
aiming to create a school linked to the UNAER social movement. The 
IEFS curriculum version was presented in the second UNAER Con-
gress, held in May 2013. Another UNAER congress was organized in 
November 2013, which discussed the curriculum with the peasants 
and the participation of Brazilian Cooperation.

Thus, the formation of the curriculum project sought to work 
with varied themes and contextualized to the reality of the Ermera 
peasants:

The Fulidaidai-Slulu School of Popular Education focuses 
on teaching about the cooperative, the history of Ermera 
and Timor, land reform, laws, [...] agricultural diversifi-
cation, and various subjects offered to the community. 
We think about the needs of the community [...] So, the 
school seeks to contribute knowledge about agriculture, 
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not scientific knowledge [distanced from reality], but 
practical experience linked to the needs of farmers. (Leo, 
Interview, Ermera, 01/03/2015).

In general, the content of the curriculum is a mix between East 
Timorese and peasant’s knowledge, besides some ideas from Paulo 
Freire and Moacir Gadotti and agroecology practiced in Brazil by the 
Landless Rural Workers Movement (MST).

This whole process of building a differentiated school resulted 
in a course consisting of four semesters, as can be seen in the table 
below:

Table I: Fulidaidai-Slulu Institute of Economy subjects

SEMESTER 1 SEMESTER 2 SEMESTER 3 SEMESTER 4
Diversifikasaun     

A grikulura        
(Agriculture      

Diversification)

Edukasaun
Ambientál no florestál                

(Environmental                           
and Forest              
Education)

Agrikultua
Integradu
(Integrated     

Agriculture)

Pedagogia da 
Terra Maubere
(Earth Maubere 

Pedagogy)

Hakerek diáriu
(Diary Writing)

Polítika RDTL
(RDTL Policy8)

Pedagojia
Ukun rasik an
(Emancipation/

Liberation    
Pedagogy)

Adubu         
orgániku          
(Organic      

fertilization)

Edukasaun      
Populár
(Popular             

Education)

Ekonomia
Fulidaidai-Slulu       
(Fulidaidai-Slulu 

Economy)

Kultura                
Populár       
(Popular        
culture)

Reforma 
Agrária
(Land

Reform)
Source: Own elaboration.

 
The Fulidaidai-Slulu curriculum is under constant construction 

and, therefore, updated according to the real needs of the Ermera peas-
ant communities. For example, in 2015, when classes started at school, 
there was an extensive curriculum that would span several semesters. 
However, during this first semester, there was a need to synthesize the 
curriculum matrix, according to the needs of the daily peasant work 

8  RDTL - Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste.
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and for the need to train multipliers more quickly based on the social 
movement.

About the structure of the classes, they work on weekends by 
attending lectures. During the week, students perform their daily work 
activities in the land, putting into action the alternation between the-
ory and practice, both of which are inseparable from the educational 
process linked to the IEFS.

The first semester consists of the subjects “Agriculture Diversi-
fication”, “Diary Writing”, and “Popular Education”.

The first subject concerns the importance of achieving produc-
tion diversification. It is about maintaining the gains from coffee pro-
duction, but together with this production, cultivate other products 
such as cassava, maize, rice, and other crops for own/family consump-
tion. The evaluation of this subject has a more practical aspect since 
the areas of cultivation of each student will be evaluated at the end of 
the course.

“Diary Writing” works with the written record of problems 
faced by the community and the history of land access in Timor-Leste. 
It aims to understand the issue of land in Ermera now and Timor-Les-
te, seeking to solve these problems. In a direct relationship with the 
UNAER social movement, students are encouraged to participate in 
the movement’s meetings and report on the discourses. Thus, weekly 
reports compose the discipline evaluation, which will constitute the 
diary at the end of this subject, creating the final work.

Also, in the first semester, the “Popular Education” subject seeks 
to conceptually introduce this specific form of education, making a par-
allel with the Maubere Pedagogy, relating to the technological practice 
performed daily by peasants linked to UNAER and to experience Popular 
Education outside Timor-Leste. The most prominent manifestation of 
the participant research occurred in this course because the first author 
exercised teaching activity in the subject.

The second semester is composed of the subjects “Environmental 
and Forest Education”, “RDTL Policy”, and “Fulidaidai-Slulu Economy”.

“Environmental and Forest Education” comes from the initial 
idea of the course called “Natural Science”. The change is not only in 
the terminology but also in the content. At first, the subject of Natu-
ral Science aimed to bring a theoretical background about the episte-
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mology of natural science. However, through meetings with the Peace 
Center members and members of the Brazilian cooperation involved in 
curriculum design, the subject was changed to include a discussion of 
modern science directed to the issue of environmental preservation in 
conjunction with local knowledge, based on previous experiences con-
ducted during the Timorese resistance through popular health schools.

“Policy RDTL” aims to understand the political system and pow-
er structures existing in the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste, as 
well as to understand the constitution and legislation of the country, 
supporting the future implementation of land reform.

The last subject of this semester is “Fulidaidai-Slulu Economy”. 
It seeks to conceptually understand the manifestation of the solidarity 
economy in Timor-Leste, considered as part of East Timorese culture. 
It aims an emancipatory development (ukun rasik an). Regarding the 
content, it presents information about the capitalist economy (private 
property) compared to the Fulidaidai-Slulu economy - based on a co-
operative and collective resource. As an evaluation, students should 
develop projects of management and cooperatives, based on the real 
experiences and economic activities of the community.

The third semester consists of the subjects “Integrated Agricul-
ture”, “Emancipation/Liberation Pedagogy”, and “Popular Culture”.

The first subject has as objective the development of organic 
agriculture related to the development of Social Technology (Dagnino, 
2009) as continuity of discussions in the courses “Environmental and 
Forest Education” and “Agriculture Diversification”. 

The second course aims to develop the pedagogical, theoretical, 
and practical knowledge as continuity of the “Popular Education” sub-
ject. It is constituted as a Pedagogy of Timorese liberation, based on 
external authors, but above all, on the own experience of the past relat-
ed to Popular Education, as mentioned previously. The past is thought 
of as an influence on the present and future.

The content of the “Popular Culture” aims to understand the 
Buibere9 and Maubere culture, not like static, but a dynamic form, con-
stantly emerging, especially concerning gender issues. It also seeks to 
understand East Timor’s traditional knowledge related to agriculture, 
encompassing the Fulidaidai-Slulu term.

9 East Timorese (female).
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The fourth and final semester includes the following sub-
jects: “Earth Maubere Pedagogy”, “Organic Fertilization”, and “Land 
Reform”.

The continuity of “Emancipation/Liberation Pedagogy” 
characterizes the first subject of this semester, which aims to work 
the pedagogy with the need for environmental conservation. There 
is a great importance of Earth Pedagogy thought in the Brazilian 
context Moacir Gadotti (2005) and the practices related to agroeco-
logical education used by the Landless Rural Workers Movement 
(MST), with emphasis on the Florestan Fernandes National School 
(ENFF).

“Organic Fertilization”, continuing with the “Integrated 
Agriculture” subject, works with Social Technology related to the 
fertilization process. It relates technical education from traditional 
agronomy courses with the knowledge already practiced in daily life 
for the production and application of fertilizers.

The subject “Land Reform” aims to organize the struggle for 
access and distribution of land in Timor-Leste, using not only ac-
tivism but also reflection, resulting in praxis (Freire, 1997). In this 
subject, the monopoly of land held by the Portuguese, Indonesians, 
and other foreigners in Timor-Leste is discussed, which seeks to 
understand the current context of land distribution in Ermera and 
the country in general. Also, it aims to reflect and awaken in the 
students the necessity of the accomplishment of land reform.

In general, lessons are expository and dialogical and clas-
sifies into theoretical and practical activities. Conceptual lessons 
are taught (associated with daily practice) on weekends, along with 
some field lessons. Throughout the days of the week, the activities 
focus on agriculture practices of everyday work, creating a close re-
lationship between theory and practice.

The evaluations consist of written or/and practical activi-
ties, depending on the syllabus, and by participating in class dis-
cussions. For the conclusion of the course, final work consists of 
the production of an essay containing problems and solutions iden-
tified during the subjects and may have technical, management, or 
even access to land issues as their essay topic.
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Conclusion: brief conceptual reading

 The Fulidaidai-Slulu Institute of Economy can be interpreted 
as an utopia of the university for the 21st century. “The context of 
[IEFS] application has also been non-market, but rather cooperative, 
supportive, through partnerships between researchers (...), non-
governmental organizations, social movements, especially vulnerable 
social groups.” (Santos 2011, p. 43)

Following this same reasoning, the hope (utopia) of Fulidaid-
ai-Slulu education considers that emancipation/liberation is possible 
due to the context that is not determinative but rather conditioning. 
This means that it is possible to transform capitalist society towards a 
solidary society by materializing Fulidaidai and Slulu practices. In the 
present case, the peasants are the transforming agents of their history. 
(Freire, 1997, 1985).

Thus, a new and more intense relationship is developed with 
science and technology (Santos 2011, p. 43). It is the relationship 
between science and society that is at stake. Society stops being an 
object of science questioning to be itself the subject that questions the 
science. (Santos 2011, p. 42)
 Regarding the curriculum, it is possible to state that schools are 
related to the “ecology of knowledge”. 

It consists of the promotion of dialogues between the 
scientific or humanistic knowledge that the university 
produces and lay, popular, traditional, urban, peasant 
knowledge derived from non-Western cultures 
(indigenous, African, Oriental, etc.) that circulate in 
society. (Santos 2011, p. 76)

 In this sense, the IEFS curriculum content stems from the real 
needs of the Ermera peasant society, resulting from the knowledge 
sharing between the external agents who were in the IEFS curriculum 
construction, the school teachers themselves, and the peasants in 
general.
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 It is essential to highlight that in November 201710, there was 
a creation of another peasant social movement in the municipality of 
Liquiça under the support of UNAER itself. This new movement aims 
to replicate the idea of   IEFS and they have asked UNAER to help in 
teacher training and the creation of a school in the municipality of 
Liquiça, since the present institute came from UNAER’s peasants, there 
is no formal relationship with the Ministry of Education of Timor-
Leste. One hurdle involves the certification of students educated 
in the IEFS. One possible solution for this challenge is to formulate 
a formal link between UNTL and IEFS, allowing alumni to obtain a 
diploma from the Institute for Peace and Conflict Studies Center at the 
National University of Timor Lorosa’e (UNTL - Peace Center). Another 
challenge worth mentioning refers to the support in school transport, 
considering that several students walk more than five hours to get to 
school. Hence, in the future, a requirement is to establish new parts 
of the Institute on the most distant bases of the Gleno area where the 
IEFS resides.

Therefore, the present school of popular education is count-
er-hegemonic, linked to an epistemological resistance, considering 
that “[...] there is no global social justice without global cognitive jus-
tice” (Santos 2009, p. 41).
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