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Opening the land: 
Animist extractivism in 
Southeast Asia’s youngest nation

In the years after Timor-Leste regained independence
from Indonesia, ‘oil fever’ took hold in the country – an
intense contagious excitement about the prospect of oil
wealth enabling a profound societal transformation and
leading to full independence through resource
sovereignty. This is when the government of Timor-
Leste launched a plan for the implementation of the
Tasi Mane project, a large oil development project
aimed at transforming the thinly populated south coast
into a futuristic, high-modernist, state-planned oil and
gas infrastructure by 2020. Critics argued that the Tasi
Mane project was economically and technically
unviable and that it would have detrimental effects on
local residents. So, to persuade affected communities
to relinquish large stretches of land for the project,
politicians and oil company employees mobilised
customary practices traditionally associated with
ritual authorities. Their ability to regulate ‘nature’
came to be seen as a sign of their legitimacy to
implement this mega project. By doing so, they
combined practices based on two seemingly
incompatibly logics: animism and extractivism. This
paper examines how these two seemingly opposed
logics transformed each other in the making of the
post-revolutionary state in Timor-Leste. The central
argument is that animism and extractivism not only
intersect as they were incorporated into modes of
national governance, but that they were constituted in
dialogical interaction.  

17 January 2025 from 6 pm

The lecture will be held in the seminar room
of the Lusatian seminary

(U Lužického semináře 90/13, Prague)

You can attend the lecture via MS Teams.

Judith Bovensiepen is the
Director of the Institute for Social
Anthropology (ISA) at the Austrian
Academy of Sciences and Honorary
Professor at the Institute for
Social and Cultural Anthropology
at the University of Vienna,
Austria. She has been carrying out
fieldwork in Timor-Leste since
2005. Her research focuses on
political and environmental
anthropology, examining resource
extraction and its impacts on rural
populations. Bovensiepen’s
previous work explored the
dynamics of post-conflict
recovery, investigating how
people’s relations with the
environment are transformed by
violence and forced displacement.
She is the author of multiple
publications, including journal
articles, special issues a
monograph entitled The Land of
Gold: Post-conflict Recovery and
Cultural Revival in independent
Timor-Leste (2015, Cornell
University Press). For her research
achievements, she received the
Philip Leverhulme Prize in 2020.
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