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By analyzing Ethiopia’s rule over Eritrea and Indonesia’s rule over East
Timor, Third World Colonialism and Strategies of Liberation compares
the colonialism of powerful Third World countries on their small, less-
powerful neighbors. Through a comparative study of Eritrean and East
Timorese grand strategies of liberation, this book documents the inner
workings of the nationalist movements and traces the sources of govern-
ment types in these countries. In doing so, Awet Tewelde Weldemichael
challenges existing notions of grand strategy as a unique prerogative
of the West and opposes established understanding of colonialism as
an exclusively Western project on the non-Western world. In addi-
tion to showing how Eritrea and East Timor developed sophisticated
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insurgents avoided terrorist methods when their colonizers indiscrim-
inately bombed their countries, tortured and executed civilians, held
them hostage, starved them deliberately, and continuously threatened
them with harsher measures.
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I bow in front of you, I kiss your hands, kiss your knees, your feet,

too; exemplars of moral rectitude; most humorous providers of

unequaled teachings in life, my parents. You cannot directly read

this because you spent the better part of your lives making sure that

my siblings and I can read and write books. This is my first,

I promise.

-
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Foreword

During our long struggle for independence, we sought and found examples
in other independence movements that had been fighting similar wars against
European and regional colonialism. We particularly took some lessons
from African wars and drew inspiration from the Eritrean independence
movement. Not surprisingly, Eritrean leaders kept well-informed about the
dire predicament of the East Timorese people. Our knowledge about one
another’s struggle offered the basis for our mutual empathy, solidarity and
collaboration.

At the height of our diplomatic campaigns, I worked closely with the
Eritrean representative at the United Nations General Assembly, Bereket
Habte Selassie, and I particularly remember the numerous occasions that
him and I had been barred from or thrown out of international fora because
Ethiopian and Indonesian representatives lodged complaints against us as
terrorist.

The attendant hardship of occupation and domination that Timor-Leste
and Eritrea endured in the hands of Indonesia and Ethiopia, respectively, are
neither unique nor have East Timorese and Eritrean successes brought an end
to that phenomenon aptly described in this book as secondary colonialism.
Powerful countries have forcefully subjugated their weaker neighbors to
brutal domination and are likely to continue doing so in pursuit of their
geostrategic and resource needs. Through an analysis of our experiences
parallel to that of Eritreans, Dr. Awet Weldemichael has done an excellent
job in exposing the nature of such domination and the dynamics of resistance
against it.

I first met Professor Weldemichael at the height of the brief conflict that
afflicted independent Timor-Leste in 2006 – he was one of the very few
foreigners who chose to stick it out when most of the expatriate community
evacuated. As a young researcher then, and, later, as a political affairs offi-
cer for the United Nations peacekeeping mission, Awet developed intimate
knowledge of Timor-Leste’s historical and contemporary political nuances

xiii
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xiv Foreword

all of which he richly represents throughout the pages of this book in com-
parison and contrast to Eritrea’s, his native country.

Through a close examination of unprecedented detail and rigor, he cap-
tures the personal and collective drive of the East Timorese and Eritrean
fighters, reconstructs the unique and complex processes of the two inde-
pendence movements, and explains the current political realities in post-
war Timor-Leste and Eritrea. In the process he offers important theoretical
and practical insights with unique intellectual courage and boldness. He
demonstrates how Third World countries – some of them former colonies
themselves – have become colonial powers, hence secondary colonialism. He
irrefutably projects colonial subjects as crafters of complex and successful
grand strategies. And he proves how state terrorism was perpetrated against
us when we – out of moral principle – avoided the temptation of expediently
resorting to terrorism.

Rarely has any one succeeded to bring out so much detail and nuance of a
single independence movement much less of two previously underestimated
and subsequently neglected struggles in Timor-Leste and Eritrea. Awet has
presented a lucid, brilliant and accessible comparative analysis that is indis-
pensable for scholars, policy makers and aid organizations. This is a book
that every politician, diplomat, development worker, academic and student
should read not only on Timor-Leste and Eritrea but also on local resistance
to regional domination, modern state formation and nation building at the
age of globalization.

José Ramos-Horta
Dili, 25 September 2012

The former president of East Timor (between 2007 and 2012); and the co-Laureate of the
1996 Nobel Peace Prize.
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Acknowledgments

The seed of this book was sown in 2001, a year that witnessed major polit-
ical turmoil within the ranks of Eritrea’s liberation leaders. In September,
the President ordered the arrest of a dozen ministers, generals, and other
highly placed civil servants in one fell swoop. The government simulta-
neously suspended the mushrooming private press. A sudden shadow and
polarization descended across the Eritrean political landscape. As I started
to grapple with the dizzying speed of Eritrean politics, I stumbled across the
story of the equally arduous and inspiring East Timorese quest for liberation
whose outcome seemed to defy the trite adage that “revolutions devour their
children.” I set out to comparatively examine the two.

I hypothesized that the contrasting outcomes of the seemingly similar
struggles were attributable to the grand strategies that the nationalist move-
ments adopted. My hypothesis nearly faltered during my fieldwork in East
Timor in 2006 when the country descended into chaos. At the expiration of
a deadline to reverse an earlier summary dismissal of a third of East Timor’s
army, young supporters of the sacked soldiers ran amok across the capital.
In a constitutionally questionable move, the president demanded the resig-
nation of the ministers of interior and defense, and ultimately of the prime
minister as well. As East Timor teetered on the edge of the precipice, the
Eritrean clean sweep seemed to be a better alternative.

Timely international intervention averted the brief conflict in independent
East Timor from degenerating into irreversible tragedy, and the revolution
from devouring its own children. This action stands in stark contrast to
Eritrea’s parallel experience with members of the international community,
where the most powerful members of the United Nations Security Council
are actively hostile toward the Eritrean government. In more ways than
not, that situation is an attribute of the legacy of the two independence
movements’ grand strategies with which this book is concerned.

During the first phase of the project as a doctoral thesis, I had the
unmatched mentoring of Drs. Edmond Keller, William Worger, Christopher
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