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Visuals can be effective tools for educating an audience about peacebuild-
ing and the need to engage with a nation’s violent past. However, research
on visuality has pointed to the ambivalence visuals can develop through
audiencing and the dominant political discourse. Building on this, this arti-
cle argues that ambivalence can also occur between narratives by different
media although the same institution produced them, and that such inher-
ent contradictions can limit the institution’s effectiveness. The analysis
centers upon a case study of the East Timorese Commission for Reception,
Truth and Reconciliation (CAVR) that compares the commission’s docu-
mentary dalan ba dame (“road to peace”) with its final report about peace
and the human rights violations committed in the territory between 1975
and 1999. While the commission’s final report stresses the individual
responsibility of members of the Indonesian military and formulates the
need for an institution-based liberal peace, the documentary communicates
the message that all parties to the conflict are guilty of committing crimes
and that peace has already been created, mitigating the need to further
engage with the violent past. The analysis identifies the media’s different
formats and their different agendas as reasons for the creation of these
contradicting messages. Based on an assessment of the dissemination of
both media and their reception within the political discourse in Timor-
Leste, the implications of these conflicting narratives for educating an
international audience are discussed. Since the final report is difficult to
access due to its length and its legal language, the documentary remains
the more accessible medium to educate an international audience about
the nation’s violent past. However, due to the narrative it conveys, the
documentary’s ability to mobilize an international audience is limited.
Thus, the article argues for considering three aspects when designing visu-
als for peace education: the intermediality of visuals with other media and
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its potential effects concerning the communication of a specific message,
the reception of the message by the target audience, and the reception of
the message by broader audiences when the visual is distributed online.

INTRODUCTION

The documentary dalan ba dame was produced by the East Timorese

Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation (Comiss~ao de

Acolhimento, Verdade e Reconciliac�~ao de Timor-Leste, CAVR) and

covers the twenty-four years of Indonesian occupation of Timor-Leste,

during which nearly one quarter of the population died. The CAVR

was originally set up to produce a report about the human rights vio-

lations committed between April 25, 1975, and October 25, 1999,

analyze its root causes, and identify ways of how to come to terms

with the violent past. It therefore constitutes an instrument of transi-

tional justice, defined as “a set of practices, mechanisms, and concerns

that arise following a period of conflict, civil strife, or repression and

that are aimed directly at confronting and dealing with past violations

of human rights and humanitarian law.”1 As the same institution pro-

duced both media, the report about the human rights violations and

the documentary, one should expect them to communicate the same

message. However, this is not the case. The report emphasizes the

need to prosecute individual members of the Indonesian military for

the human rights violations committed as a precondition for sustain-

able peace. The documentary tells the story that peace already prevails

and keeping it is a matter of reconciliation among the East Timorese

population. Consequently, the case of the CAVR and its documentary

is interesting for research on visuality, which analyzes the dynamics

and effects of visuals in social and political processes.

Research on visuality has stressed the ambiguity of visuals and

their unintended consequences, pointing to cases in which an audience

interpreted visuals differently than expected. However, as this example

demonstrates, ambiguity not only occurs regarding different interpreta-

tions of the same visual but also regarding intermediality, that is, the

conflicting message a visual produces in comparison with other media

that deal with the same issue. This is the case with the documentary

dalan ba dame, which invites interpretations of conflict and peace in
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Timor-Leste that inadvertently undermine the CAVR’s call in its

report for judicial engagement with past violence by the Timor-Leste

government and the international community.

The questions therefore are how the two media create these differ-

ent messages, why this is the case, and what the political consequences

for both are. To answer these three questions, this article compares

dalan ba dame with the final report of the CAVR regarding how both

media produce a narrative and why these narratives contradict each

other to a certain extent. The analysis identifies the media’s different

formats, the target groups they address, and their agendas as reasons

for the creation of contradicting messages. To mitigate such a contra-

diction regarding the use of visuals in peacebuilding, a more coherent

approach is proposed, which integrates the visual in a broader out-

reach strategy. This approach should not only take into account the

immediate target audience, but also other potential audiences when

deciding about which message to communicate.

The article is structured as follows: The first section presents the

research on visuality and the ambivalence of visuals. Based thereon,

the section calls for a stronger engagement with intermediality to ana-

lyze how different media cover the same issue and to evaluate the

political consequences of such an interaction. It identifies the visualiza-

tion of peace as especially difficult and thus prone to communicating

an unintended message. The second section presents the case of the

CAVR. It starts with a discussion of the commission’s political con-

text, followed by an analysis of the documentary as well as of the

commission’s final report, and an analysis of the media’s audiencing

as well as the dominant political discourse in Timor-Leste at that time.

The final section discusses the reasons for the creation of these contra-

dicting messages and draws conclusions about the visuality of peace

and how to use visuals in peacebuilding and transitional justice pro-

cesses.

THE POWER AND AMBIVALENCE OF VISUALS—STATE OF THE

ART

As authors have laid out, visuals entail an immediacy different

from texts and therefore create emotions more directly.2 Transcending

language boundaries, they also circulate more easily and therefore

reach a broader audience.3 Studies in international relations and visual

culture have therefore identified visuals as political since they create
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our social reality by structuring our awareness for a situation, our

evaluation of it, and the way we react.4 Roland Bleiker refers to semi-

otics to explain the political aspect of visuals: since “there is always a

gap between a form of representation and what is presented there-

with,” there is room for a specific interpretation of the subject at

hand, and in this interpretation politics unfold.5 Authors have there-

fore focused on how visuals create a certain message through strate-

gies of representation and these authors thereby differentiated between

what is shown and how it is shown.6 On the one hand, research has

discussed the othering effects of visuals and how they ultimately legiti-

mate violence, as Wendy Kozol does with regard to photojournalism

in the Iraq War.7 On the other hand, authors have stressed the poten-

tial of visuals to create awareness for grievances and social pressure to

act to address them, as well as visuals’ potential to create solidarity

with others.8 The concept of the narrative thereby points to the struc-

turing function of media, with which they give meaning to our life-

world. Narratives provide a consistent definition of a problem and

solutions for it. To create consistency, narratives usually contain a

sequential and relational order, which makes them appear as com-

manding a beginning, middle, and end. As Rebecca L. Stein demon-

strates regarding the lack of Palestinian eyewitnesses of the Gaza war

in Israeli television, authors have emphasized that there is always a

selection process behind an image, which excludes other less conve-

nient images.9

Strategies of representation often naturalize a visual’s message and

entail a claim to authenticity by using a specific type of visual.10 Con-

cerning a documentary, claims to authenticity are inherent in the

genre, as it usually draws on a historical reality and presents it from a

distinct, albeit plausible perspective. Documentaries often use people

who tell their views, whether from a personal or an expert point of

view, and some text, either written or provided by a background

voice, to guide the interpretation of the images.11 Thereby, authors

have stressed the power of eyewitnesses to evaluate a situation and

have identified a special normative status with victims of violence,

which makes it difficult to doubt their accounts.12

A visual’s semiotic room for interpretation, however, also pro-

duces ambiguity. As studies have argued, visuals always entail the

potential to lose its authorial control and to have unintended effects

for their creators and audiences alike.13 Thus, it is neither foreseeable

who exerts power with the help of visuals nor how their effects will
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unfold.14 Authors have therefore proposed to not only study the visual

itself and its strategies of representation, but also how specific audi-

ences react to a visual. Gillian Rose15 generally differentiates between

four sites of analysis concerning a visual: its production, the image

itself, its distribution, and its audiencing. Alternatively, Lene Hansen

introduces a specific understanding of the audiencing site to focus on

the political aspects of a visual.16 Hansen differentiates between the

dominant policy discourse in the respective country that attributes the

policy-relevant meaning to a visual, and other texts, which contain an

alternative understanding of it, commanding the potential for resis-

tance against the dominant policy discourse.17 However, both authors

put the visual at the center of their framework and analyze discourses

that directly relate to it. This limitation prevents us from taking into

account that a visual’s ambiguity can not only arise through the audi-

ence’s interpretation, but also through its interaction with other

media.

Usually, the same issue is taken up by different media. Therefore,

contradictions between different forms of representation are prone to

arise. Accordingly, this is not a case of intertextuality or intervisuality,

as the two media do not directly refer to each other, but rather build

up on the same information instead. Instead, this is a case of interme-

diality, defined as the interaction between two material vehicles of rep-

resentation.18 They form a relationship through (1) the topic they

discuss by creating a specific narrative about it and (2) by the domi-

nant political discourse that relates to them which can build up on

one medium to delegitimize the other’s narrative. While this phe-

nomenon is well-known regarding media from different producers, for

example, concerning the production of war propaganda by two differ-

ent nations, the case discussed here demonstrates that this can also

take place when two media have the same producer.19

This is also a vital point for the visuality of peace. As Frank

Moeller puts it, peace is a difficult subject for visuals as it constitutes

a nonevent—it is mainly defined through the absence of violence.20 It

gets even harder if we differentiate between negative peace as the

absence of direct physical violence and positive peace as the absence

of structural violence.21 How can we display the latter without refer-

ring to violence in the first place? At the same time, any reference to

peace can entail different political messages: It can not only present a

goal worth striving for, but also a condition threatened by outsiders

or certain groups in society. By displaying that a society has achieved
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peace, however, it potentially discredits any need to deal with the

roots of the conflict as well as persistent inequality and injustice. In

the context of peace education, it is therefore necessary to be aware of

the narrative a visual creates by displaying peace, especially concern-

ing the visual’s implications about where peace comes from and how

to sustain it.

To summarize, the analysis of a visual should take into account

its strategies of representation and the narrative it creates. While

authors have stressed the ambiguity inherent in visuals, such ambiguity

can also occur in relation to another medium that refers to the same

subject. It is therefore necessary to consider the broader context of the

visual by taking into account alternative versions of the same narrative

communicated by other media, in addition to the dominant political

discourses.

THE TRUTH COMMISSION AND ITS DOCUMENTARY: WRITING

HISTORY IN TIMOR-LESTE

To demonstrate strategies of representation and contradictory nar-

ratives, the subsequent part of this paper will analyze the CAVR’s

documentary compared to its final report. In Timor-Leste’s lingua
franca Tetum, the documentary, dalan ba dame means “road to

peace,” while the CAVR’s final report, Chega!, means “enough” in

Portuguese. It can be expected that there exists a strong relationship

between these two media, both replicating the findings of the commis-

sion. As the analysis makes clear, despite some similarities in the per-

spective conveyed, differences exist regarding their narrative of the

conflict and their display of peace.

This section begins with an overview of the historical context of

the CAVR, which operated from 2001 to 2005. The subsequent subdi-

visions analyze the documentary and the final report on two levels.

First, it considers strategies of representation, focusing on the technical

aspects of creating the movie, its editing, and the footage it uses. Sec-

ond, a coding of the sequences of the audio-visual provides insights

about the importance of different facts by comparing the length of ele-

ments of the plot and identifies the narrative’s beginning, middle, and

end. As the documentary mainly relies on eyewitness accounts, the

images used function as a secondary mode of representation underlin-

ing the information provided by the witnesses’ statements, yet never-

theless sequencing helps convey the medium’s narrative. Insights from
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an interview with the maker of the documentary, Ian White, provide

background information about the production of the movie and the

considerations about the selection and production of footage. Follow-

ing this, a similar analysis takes place regarding Chega!, identifying its

strategies of representation and the narrative it creates by means of

sequencing. Finally, the two media’s distribution and audiencing are

discussed, including the dominant political discourse in Timor-Leste.

While information about distribution is deducted from an analysis of

secondary literature and policy papers, the political discourse sur-

rounding both media has been analyzed with the help of a qualitative

content analysis of 35 newspaper articles, published between the years

2001 and 2007, thus covering the commission’s period of operation

and its immediate aftermath.

The Historical and Political Context of the CAVR

The CAVR was established to provide the truth about the extent,

structures, and causes of the human rights violations committed in

Timor-Leste since the country’s independence from Portugal in 1975.

Indonesia invaded the country nine days after its independence from

Portugal, claiming to end a short but brutal civil war, which had bro-

ken out over the political course of the new nation. Major Western

powers supported the Indonesian regime with weapons and the quasi-

acknowledgement of the annexation. However, the leading political

faction in the territory, Fretilin (Frente Revolucionaria de Timor-Leste

Independente), turned to resistance, fighting with diplomatic means on

the international level and with guerrilla and clandestine tactics

throughout the territory.22 Since the Indonesian regime established a

system of pro-Indonesian militia groups to counter the insurgency,

both sides of the conflict relied on support from the population, which

led to deep divisions and an atmosphere of suspicion and betrayal

within East Timorese society.23 In the wake of the Asian financial cri-

sis, the United Nations brokered a referendum on the status of Timor-

Leste in September 1999, in which almost eighty percent of the popu-

lation voted for independence.24 Pro-Indonesian militias and the mili-

tary took revenge, destroying seventy percent of the territory’s

infrastructure and killing more than one thousand people.25 The Uni-

ted Nations established an intervention force, Interfret (International

Force for East Timor), and made the Indonesian troops and militias

withdraw. However, the militias forced more than 250,000 people to
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flee with them across the border into West Timor.26 The UN assumed

transitional authority over the territory with an extensive state-build-

ing mission, UNTAET (United Nations Transitional Administration of
East Timor), and prepared Timor-Leste for its independence in May

2002.27

To address the crimes committed in the aftermath of the referen-

dum, UNTAET established a tribunal as part of the East Timorese jus-

tice system, comprising two Special Chambers at the Dili District

Court. However, these Special Chambers were only able to try mid-

and low-level militias as the leaders of the militia groups and the

Indonesian militaries remained in Indonesia. They also did not prose-

cute any member of Fretilin. At the same time, the Indonesian govern-

ment set up an ad hoc court in Jakarta to try its own citizens, but

denied the tribunal any political support.28 It indicted East Timorese

leaders of the militias and mid-ranking military officers only, while

high-ranking militaries appeared as witnesses.29 Of the eighteen per-

sons tried, only six received very low sentences, which were later over-

turned by the Indonesia court of appeals. The prosecutorial approach

to transitional justice therefore remained incomplete, and by the time

the CAVR finalized its work, it had become clear that neither the state

of Timor-Leste nor Indonesia would be able nor willing to prosecute

those most responsible.

UNTAET established the CAVR with the financial support of the

UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights

(UNOHCHR) and gave it a budget of two million USD.30 Nine East

Timorese commissioners, seven national individuals well-known for

their engagement in human rights issues, and two representatives from

the East Timorese church chaired the CAVR. In addition, legal advi-

sors from the UNOHCHR as well as more than three hundred staff in

the capital Dili and the country’s thirteen districts supported the com-

mission. The commission collected over 8,700 statements in public

hearings in all of the districts.31 Apart from writing a report about the

human rights violations committed, the commission also set up a

Community Reconciliation Process (CRP), which aimed at encourag-

ing refugees to return from West Timor—many of whom feared to be

regarded as supporters of the militias by their communities. The CRP

used a traditional conflict resolution tool on the community level to

facilitate the reintegration of persons who had committed less serious

crimes (such as theft, minor assault, killing of livestock, and the

destruction of crops).32 Those responsible for murder, torture, sexual
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violence, war crimes, and crimes against humanity and genocide, in

contrast, were supposed to be prosecuted.

THE DOCUMENTARY DALAN BA DAME

The CAVR produced the documentary during the last two years

of its operation period, from 2003 to 2005, and initially targeted an

exclusively East Timorese audience.33 The CAVR invited filmmaker

Ian White to make the movie as he personally knew one of the legal

advisors to the commission. Its budget was extremely limited, and

White provided his own equipment for the production. Regarding

strategies of representation, dalan ba dame uses mainly original foo-

tage gathered in Indonesian and Australian archives, which creates a

strong impression of authenticity. This was important for the East

Timorese audience as Timor-Leste is a very small country and the per-

sons appearing in the footage were well-known to the public.

The sequences produced for the movie display eyewitness accounts

of the human rights violations people had suffered or were forced to

commit. The statements replace the display of violations, leaving it to

the audience to imagine atrocities such as the cutting of ears, gang

rapes, and burying people alive. Most of the eyewitnesses qualify as

noncombatants, making their statements even more authoritative. All

of them speak in front of a black screen, and originally, there was no

information provided about their identity.34 According to Ian White,

this should create the impression that their personal background is

irrelevant and people’s individual experiences form part of a bigger

story.35 The sounds used in the documentary again not only reinforce

the claim to authenticity but also create an emotional atmosphere. For

example, the narrator had originally worked for Radio Maubere, the

radio station of the resistance movement. In addition, sounds of shoot-

ing and fire in the respective sequences underscore the tragedy of

events, while chorales and other Christian music complement images

of persons dying or crying, triggering compassion and concernment.

The movie’s narrative begins with Portuguese colonial rule,

explains the events during the occupation in Timor-Leste as well as

the situation abroad, and finally shows the violence surrounding the

referendum and the arrival of the intervention force. For the begin-

ning, the documentary uses anthropological footage about ethnic

groups in Timor-Leste, displaying dark-skinned people in traditional

costumes and Western persons in white colonial suits. The background
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voice tells the audience that the Portuguese took advantage of existing

tensions between the existing groups to extend their rule over the ter-

ritory. The middle part discusses the civil war that had broken out in

Timor-Leste before the annexation as well as the situation during the

occupation. This part devotes a comparable length to images of the

atrocities committed by the Indonesian military and by Fretilin. The

middle part can be separated in two parts, with the first one covering

the 1970s and 1980s and the second one starting in the 1990s. The

first part presents images of the civil war in 1975 and of the conflicts

within the resistance movement, which culminated in the assassination

of several leading figures in the early 1980s. The documentary thereby

draws a surprisingly ambivalent picture about the resistance movement

by telling how Fretilin risked the death of many civilians in their oper-

ations and uses this to explain that the Indonesian regime was able to

set up the militia groups because many East Timorese disguised Freti-

lin for what they did to the people. The second part lays emphasis on

civil society initiatives abroad, showing demonstrations and sit-ins by

the international solidarity movement in the United States and Aus-

tralia in the 1990s as well as demonstrations and occupations of

embassies by East Timorese students in Indonesia. In addition, it dis-

plays the Asian financial crisis at length, showing footage of demon-

strations in Indonesia’s capital Jakarta to illustrate the atmosphere at

that time and what the political transformation meant for Indonesia,

independent of the developments in Timor-Leste.

The end of the narrative again uses the perspective of the civilian

population in Timor-Leste to present the events before and after the

referendum. For example, footage shows desperate people trying to

enter the compound of the UN-election observation mission UNAMET

(United Nations Assistance Mission to East Timor), when the militias

ransacked towns and villages. In addition, sequences show how people

fled to the mountains and lived through twenty-one days of uncer-

tainty between the announcement of the result of the referendum and

the arrival of the intervention force. In light of this tense atmosphere,

the arrival of Interfret presents a moment of ultimate joy and relief:

People of all ages hug each other, crying tears of joy. They engage in

traditional dances and sing on open squares while joyful music

increases the emotional effect. Sequences display the thankfulness

toward the personnel of the intervention with people waving at Wes-

tern-looking people, running after military jeeps and shaking hands

with Western-looking people in military uniform. The fighting that
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took place between Interfret and the Indonesian military or the

revenge killings committed against members of the pro-Indonesian

militias are not mentioned.

By using the sequencing and strategies of depiction as discussed,

the movie creates a narrative about the conflict that sidelines two

issues: responsibility for the human rights violations committed and

the role of the state in building peace. First, the narrative conveys a

very balanced picture of the conflict. It conveys the message that

human rights violations were not only committed in the conflict

between the resistance movement and the Indonesian military, but also

between the different political parties in Timor-Leste and within the

resistance movement, drawing a rather ambiguous picture the exclu-

sive responsibility of the Indonesian military and their East Timorse

militias. Accordingly, the ultimate message is that people on all sides

suffered and that all of them were implicated in the violence, or, as

Ian White expressed it: “Everybody has blood on his hands. Nobody

could remain innocent during the conflict.”36 At the same time, by dis-

playing only East Timorese eyewitnesses, against initial plans to

include members of the Indonesian military, the documentary formu-

lates an exclusive need for reconciliation among the East Timorese

population instead of reconciliation with Indonesia. In addition, it

sidelines a potential need to hold the Indonesian military accountable

for atrocities.

Second, the narrative gives the merit of ending the conflict primar-

ily to outside forces and structural factors such as the international

solidarity movement, the United Nations, and the Asian financial cri-

sis. This reduces Fretilin’s achievements with regard to the indepen-

dence of the Timor-Leste. In addition, with the decision to take 1999

as the end of the narrative, the movie neither addresses the difficult

task of rebuilding the country nor any of the conflicts that arose on

the social and political level in Timor-Leste as well as between the

East Timorese leadership and the United Nations in the coming years.

Instead, peace constitutes a joyful event, in which the East Timorese

and the interveners form a partnership with the agreement of everyone

in the country. By choosing colonial times as the beginning of the nar-

rative, the arrival of Interfret gains an even stronger meaning, creating

the impression of an “end of history” that not only frees the country

from the occupation but also eradicates the colonial, divisive legacy of

Timor-Leste.37 Accordingly, the respective sequence creates the

impression that peace, and with it a peaceful future, has already
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arrived, despite the fact that it only visualizes negative peace, that is,

the absence of direct physical violence. The displayed joy and relief of

ordinary people, together with the people-centered perspective of the

whole movie, communicates the message that people’s commitment is

enough to maintain peace. It thus proposes reconciliation as an ade-

quate way of dealing with the past and especially reconciliation that

takes place on an inter-personal and informal level, neglecting the role

of state institutions. When asked about why the documentary does not

mention the CAVR, for example, Ian White answered that this was to

sustain the people-centered perspective, as bringing in the CAVR

would have meant focusing on an institution instead.38

THE CAVR’S FINAL REPORT CHEGA!

Although the CAVR applied a similar perspective on the conflict,

its final report Chega! conveys a very different message concerning the

issue of how to deal with the violent past. As the writing process also

took place during the last year of operation, the timing of the two

media’s production cannot explain these contradictions. However, the

commissioners and their legal advisors wrote the report with a differ-

ent agenda and therefore addressed a different target audience. The

report makes the case for democratic reforms in Timor-Leste as well

as for a stronger international engagement in the East Timorese transi-

tional justice process. Consequently, it addresses both the political

leadership of Timor-Leste and an international audience such as the

United Nations, human rights experts, and advocacy groups. Its pur-

pose made it necessary to stress the urgency of the matter by laying

out the extent of the past violence while creating an impression of sci-

entificity and political neutrality. For example, Chega! details the

arithmetic with which it concluded a minimum death toll of about

100,000 people and why the dark figure is approximately at 180,000

people.39 In addition, it uses a neutral, legal language and a business-

like formatting by refraining from displaying pictures of the violations

committed or its victims. The legal language and the appearance as a

scientific document of more than 2,300 pages make it inaccessible to a

certain degree. At the same time, it also applies a people-centered per-

spective by citing victims’ statements. This again supports the med-

ium’s claim for authenticity but triggers less emotions than the

documentary.
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Regarding the sequencing, Chega! starts with shortly describing

colonialism’s decisive legacy, followed by a considerably longer section

describing the events that led to the occupation by Indonesia in

1975.40 The parts that examine the regime of the occupation and the

resistance movement are surprisingly short with only about fifty pages

each. In contrast, Chega!’s largest part, over one thousand pages,

describes the human rights violations committed during the occupa-

tion. The information is structured according to the crimes committed,

thus presenting a very broad definition of human rights violations,

comprising not only unlawful killings, enforced disappearances, and

torture, but also violations of the right to self-determination and social

and economic rights. The subsequent section defines the responsibility

for these violations and concludes that Fretilin committed about ten

percent of the human rights violations, most of them during the civil

war, thus imputing most crimes committed to the Indonesian mili-

tary.41 It thereby names twenty-three individuals in high-ranking posi-

tions for prosecution, tracing their military careers as well as their

individual responsibility for massacres, torture, and the administration

of detention centers.42

The end of the report constitutes an outline of the measures

needed to prevent a recurrence of the violence in the future. The final

chapter contains more than three hundred recommendations, consist-

ing of reforms of the East Timorese state system and measures to con-

tinue the transitional justice process. These recommendations are

structured according to the human rights violations committed, again

stressing their legal nature.43 They identify the classic institutions of a

democracy, such as functioning state services, the parliament and judi-

ciary, and monitoring bodies such as an ombudsman and civil society

as strongholds against authoritarianism and repression.44 In addition,

the recommendations include measures to fight inequality and to pro-

tect the social and economic rights of the people of Timor-Leste, thus

again applying a broad definition of human rights.

The largest part of the recommendations concerns transitional jus-

tice and lays out measures for a reparations program and principles to

make sure it benefits those most in need. The recommendations for

reconciliation address the community and national level in Timor-

Leste as well as reconciliation on a bilateral level with Indonesia.45

With regard to prosecutions, however, the report argues that none of

the prosecutorial initiatives established so far have been successful in

convicting those most responsible for the atrocities committed.46 It

90 PEACE & CHANGE / January 2020



therefore calls on the international community to establish an interna-

tional ad hoc tribunal—an issue the UN-Security Council had already

discussed in year 2000.47

The discussed strategies of representation and sequencing of

Chega! build a narrative that contradicts the documentary’s narrative

in two ways: first, its presentation of the conflict and the resulting

question of responsibility for the crimes committed, and second, its

message concerning what is needed to prevent a recurrence of the vio-

lence in the future, including its related envisioning of peace. Both

media thereby use the same strategy of representation, the inclusion of

victims’ statements, but with differing effects. In contrast to the docu-

mentary’s rather balanced picture of the conflict, Chega! makes a very

clear point, not only about accountability for the human rights viola-

tions committed, but also that it is necessary to address these crimes

and prosecute those most responsible. With the described strategies of

representation such as the legal language, length, and formatting, the

report appears more like a document to be used in proceedings of

international criminal law. The two longest sections create a juristic

narrative, presenting the crimes committed as a violation of interna-

tional human rights law, which necessitates an engagement of the

international community if the respective countries are not willing or

able to deal with them. As such, it presents its narrative as authentic

and politically neutral, and the commission as the authoritative institu-

tion to define the past violence and the measures for dealing with it.

Victims’ statements thereby create the impression that despite its inter-

national support and funding, the commission still represents the

claims of the ordinary people of Timor-Leste.

Concerning the question of how to prevent a recurrence of the

past violence in the future, Chega! also conveys a different message

than the documentary. By laying out a very encompassing program for

future reforms, it formulates the need to engage further in peacebuild-

ing and democratization, stressing the fragility of the currently peace-

ful situation. In contrast to the documentary’s presentation of a need

for informal, inter-personal reconciliation, the report stresses the

importance of state institution’s role in transitional justice. It thus

addresses the government of Timor-Leste as mainly responsible for

dealing with the past, yet also calls the international community to

support this process. Regarding the political context, when it had

already become clear that neither the East Timorese leadership nor the

Indonesian government would be willing to prosecute those
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responsible for the past violence, this stance is even more plausible.

The report’s narrative thereby treats the end of the occupation not as

an end of history but as only a step in a longer process of state-build-

ing and democratization, rather formulating an outlook instead of an

end. In contrast to the negative peace displayed in the documentary,

the report identifies factors for a positive peace. This is the case

because the recommendations include measures that aim at protecting

the social and economic rights of the people of Timor-Leste, thus lay-

ing out ways to attain a society free of structural violence.48 By doing

so, it at the same time translates all aspects of life into a liberal,

rights-based agenda a state system has the responsibility to protect.

Distribution and Audiencing

The CAVR showed dalan ba dame to a public audience as part of

the dissemination efforts of Chega! in Timor-Leste in 2006 and

2007.49 Dissemination of the report took place with the help of a

shorter “popular version” using a more accessible language. Dissemi-

nation events were staged in every district headquarter town of the

country. Although the public version of Chega! was shorter and more

accessible, it can be expected that the documentary left a stronger

impression on the East Timorese audience due to its immediacy and

ability to trigger emotions. This is also plausible since in 2007, the lit-

eracy rate of the East Timorese population was as low as fifty per-

cent.50 Unfortunately, no data exist about how the audience in Timor-

Leste interpreted the documentary or related its content to the findings

of the CAVR. After its dissemination in Timor-Leste, filmmaker Ian

White puts dalan ba dame on YouTube to facilitate its free distribu-

tion. In addition, the secretariat of the CAVR distributed it on DVD

but it remains unclear in how far it has reached an international audi-

ence. In contrast, Chega! received broad attention among international

human rights groups after the leading NGO in the area of transitional

justice, the International Center for Transitional Justice, put it on its

homepage. Since then, international as well as East Timorese NGOs

continuously use the report as an entry point to demand reforms and

support for the victims of the conflict.51

The government of Timor-Leste, however, dealt only very reluc-

tantly with Chega! emphasizing concerns that it would cause diplo-

matic tensions with Indonesia.52 Since the country (until today) fully

depends on economic cooperation with its neighbor and due to its
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geographically volatile position, it could not possibly aim at such ten-

sions. Only after parts of Chega! were leaked to an Australian news-

paper did the government publish the report.53 In contrast to Chega!’s
emphasis on the need for prosecutions of high-ranking members of the

Indonesian military, the government proposed a reconciliatory

approach toward Indonesia and called for an end of any trial.54 It set

up a bilateral truth commission with Indonesia to issue a “conclud-

ing” truth about what happened in Timor-Leste, indicating its wish to

close this chapter of history.55 The government also rejected Chega!’s

ambivalent presentation of both the independence movement and the

population who suffered under the occupation. A statement by the

president Alexandre Xanana Gusmao at the handover ceremony of the

report demonstrates this:

In general, I must stress that the responsibilities that befell upon

us, the sons and daughters of a people whose mission was to

guide that people in its march towards liberation, was a tacit

acceptance of our own duties. (. . .) In times of sacrifice we rose to

be heroes. Today, in times of peace, we are regarded as victims!

Our people, the heroic and forsaken people of Timor-Leste, do

not deserve to be treated with so blatant a disrespect!56

Even before independence in 2002, the political leaders had

started to present independence as an achievement of the resistance

movement and the population’s support for it as painful but heroic

deeds for a good cause.57 Chega!’s emphasis on suffering and its insis-

tence on further reforms thus contradicted the celebratory tone of the

government. Despite the setup of a post-CAVR secretariat, further dis-

semination of the report and political efforts to implement its recom-

mendations were very limited and stalled over the years.58 Especially

with regard to a reparations program, the government was very reluc-

tant to take any initiative as fears mounted that former political ene-

mies of independence might benefit from it.59

The documentary’s depiction of peace as having already been

established and its sidelining of the question of responsibility therefore

corresponded closely with the government’s approach of how to deal

with the nation’s violent past. However, the government did not offi-

cially promote the documentary. While no information exists about

why this was the case, it is plausible to argue that the documentary

challenged the government’s position concerning its depiction of the
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resistance movement. In 2013, for example, the government opened a

resistance museum in the capital Dili, but the movie is not part of the

exhibition.60 Dissemination and the acknowledgement of the atrocities

committed in East Timor were therefore very uneven. While the East

Timorese denied any need to deal with the violent past in legal terms,

the international civil society and the United Nations used the report

of the CAVR to argue for an international ad hoc tribunal. At the

same time, it remains unclear whether the East Timorese population

has adopted any of the messages communicated by both the documen-

tary and the report.

CONCLUSION

Although the documentary dalan ba dame was produced by the

CAVR, its depiction of peace and conflict in Timor-Leste diverges

from the narrative created by the commission’s final report. As the

analysis has shown, the two media use a similar perspective to make

their point, starting from victim’s statements, but formulate different

approaches for how to create and maintain peace in the country. This

is surprising, as one would expect the documentary to reinforce the

report’s narrative in order to contribute to its dissemination and sup-

port the commission’s agenda. By depicting the arrival of the interna-

tional intervention as a smooth and triumphant end of oppression,

which had its beginning in colonial times, the documentary creates the

impression that Timor-Leste automatically faces a democratic and just

future. With its focus on the conflict between East Timorese political

factions and by depicting them in an ambivalent way, the movie com-

municates the message that everybody was a victim but also impli-

cated in the violence, making questions of responsibility and

accountability obsolete. The documentary consequently contradicts the

commission’s findings concerning the question of accountability and

therefore its inherent demand for prosecutions and for democratic

reforms, pointing to the fact that peace and justice need further

engagement from the East Timorese government. With this stance, the

documentary partly corresponds to the position the government of

Timor-Leste has taken on this issue, who rejected the findings of the

CAVR and repeatedly called for closing this chapter of East Timorese

history.

At the same time, this analysis has also developed an answer as to

why these diverging narratives were developed. Both media are to a
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certain extent “victims” of their own format, with which they address

a different target audience. This is the case because both media pursue

different purposes. As the CAVR produced dalan ba dame for an East

Timorese audience, its message focuses exclusively on East Timorese

society. It has the aim to acknowledge the suffering of the East Timor-

ese people and to celebrate their triumph at the arrival of the interna-

tional intervention force, automatically sidelining more complex issues

of postconflict peacebuilding. Chega!, however, was produced for a

very specific audience—the government of Timor-Leste, as well as

international civil society and international organizations—to mobilize

these actors for a further engagement in the transitional justice process

in Timor-Leste. The format draws a more complex picture but, more

importantly, urges the United Nations to discuss its engagement in

Timor-Leste based on this information. However, its format makes

the report inaccessible to a certain extent and difficult to disseminate

among a nonexpert audience. Accordingly, the documentary could

play an even more important role in disseminating the message of the

CAVR among the broader international public. As the documentary is

now available online with English subtitles, there is a high chance to

not only create awareness for the history of Timor-Leste among an

international audience but also for the country’s ongoing needs with

regard to peacebuilding and transitional justice.61 With its triumphant

ending, however, the documentary presents the case of Timor-Leste as

a success story of an international intervention. Consequently, it legit-

imizes the approach to postconflict peacebuilding applied back then

even though massive violence again broke out in Timor-Leste in the

2006 and many international observers had evaluated the peace- and

state-building process in Timor-Leste as an outstanding failure even

before that.62 Until today, no victim has received reparations for his

or her suffering and no high-ranking member of the Indonesian mili-

tary nor any leader of a militia group has been prosecuted. Thus,

while the documentary can still create awareness for the history of

Timor-Leste, it is limited in its capacity to create concernment for the

ongoing situation in Timor-Leste. Though more accessible and emo-

tionally more powerful, the documentary cannot replace the dissemi-

nation of the report.

The case of these two media of the CAVR therefore draws atten-

tion to two general points concerning research on visuality in general

and especially the visuality of peace. For research on visuality, the

analysis has demonstrated that ambivalence regarding visuals not only
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arises from the interpretation of a visual by a specific audience.

Instead, it can also be triggered by intermediality, the interaction of

separate material vehicles of representation. On first sight, this is not

very surprising, as there always exist different positions about how to

interpret a specific situation. However, as this contribution has laid

out, ambivalence in intermediality can even occur in a situation in

which the same entity produced both media and maximum potential

for coordination existed. It is thus necessary to not only include a

visual’s audiencing in the analysis, but also other discourses that

address the same topic, as they can influence the audience’s interpreta-

tion of the visual. Concerning the visuality of peace, the discussed case

has shown that the visualization of peace does not necessarily turn a

visual into a tool that contributes to peacebuilding by communicating

to its audience what is necessary for establishing and maintaining

peace. Instead, the depiction of peace can have the consequence of

delegitimizing the need to invest in peace any further and thereby to

mitigate the political power of other media making this claim. With

the help of this case, we can accordingly draw some lessons about

how to use documentaries as tools in peacebuilding processes and to

make instruments of peacebuilding better known, not only among the

affected population but also among an international audience. The

first point is that more attention should be paid to the narratives of

different media to plan a coherent approach which considers the pur-

poses of the different media, as well as their potential interaction from

the start. Therefore, it would secondly be necessary to identify not

only the immediate but also the potential future audiences of the rele-

vant media and to adjust their messages accordingly. One possibility

would be to add information for a broader audience later on to

increase the possibility that the narrative presented triggers the rele-

vant reaction. Due to their immediacy, wide circulation, and ability to

create emotions more directly, visuals constitute a promising tool to

communicate central messages of peacebuilding and transitional justice

instruments.
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