
1	
	

Trouble in Paradise: Papua-Indonesia Conflict in a Glance 
An Incomplete Literature Review 

By: Adeline Cooke 
(University of Central Lancashire) 

 

 
 

This literature review started with the hypothesis that there is a thick line dividing 

researchers on the Papua-Indonesia conflict. One side is the Indonesian researchers with 

their loyalty to Indonesia’s dogma of unity who would fanatically defend Indonesia’s claim of 

Papua. On the other side of the line is the Western or Eurocentric researchers and Papuan 

people abroad who insists that Papua should be independent from Indonesia.  

  

Through reading of the available literature on Papua, the researcher found that the division 

is not as black and white initially thought. Though the hypothesis was good to start with, the 

Papua-Indonesia conflict is much more complex than what the researcher hypothesised at 

the start of the literature search. In this literature review, the researcher endeavours to 

explore the complexity of the Papua-Indonesia conflict starting with the three different 

versions of history, followed by the role of the Melanesian nations, and the actors in Papua-

Indonesia conflict. The review will conclude in a number of recommendations for conflict 

resolution and an idea that link to the researcher’s main area: using participatory video to 

include the opinions, wishes and feelings of indigenous women of Papua in the decision-

making process.  
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In this review, the researcher is using her journalism method of searching for information 

sources. While aware of the conventional academic way of literature search using the 

university database and library catalogue, this preliminary research is based on reading 

material gathered from researcher’s last trip to Papua and Indonesia, general search 

engines, as well as discussions and interviews with sources within the Papuan community, 

human right activists and Indonesian students in the UK. The researcher is aware that a 

more systematic and thorough literature search will need to be conducted in the near future 

to comply with academic standards for postgraduate research, however the researcher feels 

that journalism as a method would need to be included here as it is part of her own ‘native’ 

background.  

 

 

I. History in three versions 
Papua is the western side of the bird-shaped island about 250km north of Australia. The 

east part of the island is the independent country of Papua New Guinea. The western side 

as noted by Tebay (2005), “has been variously known as Irian Jaya (the Indonesian term), 

West Papua or simply Papua.” In this review the researcher will use the term Papua as not 

to collude with Indonesian old regime’s term of Irian and to avoid confusion with West Papua 

(Papua Barat) which is one of the two provinces in the region. The term Papua is also the 

name that is most commonly used by the Papuan people that the researcher met so far.  

 

With an area of 421,981 km2 Papua is almost twice the size of Great Britain. According to 

the Indonesian census in 2000, the population of Papua is approximately 2.6 million with 

66% indigenous Papuans according to 2000 census (Sugandi, 2008, p.3-4). 

 

Though some people believe that history is always written by the winner, for Papua and 

Indonesia there are multiple versions of history. Here, the researcher identified three 

versions. First, the Indonesian version where the NKRI (Negara Kesatuan Republik 

Indonesia or The Unitary State of the Republic of Indonesia) should stay as one, from 

Sabang in North Aceh to Merauke in South East Papua. Second, the Free Papuan (Papua 

Merdeka) version; and the third is what human right activists and recent scholars mostly use. 

While the first two are conflicting with each other, the last version seemed to make sense in 

the era of neoliberalism tendencies of replacing political judgement with economic evaluation 

(Davies, 2014). 
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1. NKRI: The Unitary State of the Republic of Indonesia  

Indonesian people who grew up under the ‘New Order’ or Soeharto regime was fed with this 

version of history through compulsory history books. Growing up in Jakarta, the researcher 

was also forced to memorise this version of history. The Indonesian version is the story of 

heroism fuelled by the dogma of unity in diversity or Bhinneka Tunggal Ika. Here, after 

bravely throwing the Dutch from the archipelago with only sharpened bamboo (bambu 

runcing), the Indonesian heroes saved Papua from Dutch slavery and cruel exploitation. 

Heroes like Commodore Yos Sudarso in his KRI Macan Tutul  (Indonesian naval ship called 

“Leopard”) fell martyr to the Dutch attack in the sea around Papua. At the end the brave 

Indonesians won and Papua was liberated from the Dutch.  

 

The Permanent Mission of the Republic of Indonesia to the UN (2001) echoed what was 

written in Indonesian history books, “Irian Jaya [Indonesian name for Papua] is and has 

always been an integral part of Indonesia since the period of Sriwijaya and Majapahit 

Kingdom in the 12th century.” Without further reference, the researcher’s school books in 

1980s also described how Papuan people – who have always been part of Indonesia – were 

so happy to be back into the loving arms of the motherland, Indonesia. They are so happy to 

be part of Indonesia that in 1969, 100% of Papuan representatives chose to remain within 

Indonesia during the Act of Free Choice.  

 

Indonesia has always considered the Papuan flag raising on 1 December 1961 as an act of 

treason against the NKRI (the Unitary State of the Republic of Indonesia). Some believe that 

this is the Dutch strategy to separate Papua from Indonesia so that they can continue to 

occupy Papua and benefit from its rich natural resources (Gere, 2015; Paharizal & Yuwono, 

2016).  

 

Gere (2015) noted that the Dutch refused to leave Papua against the Round Table 

agreement 1949 in Den Haag. Then in 1961 – during the Cold War – Indonesia ‘liberated’ 

Papua from the Dutch using help from Soviet made aircrafts in Operation Trikora (in 

Indonesian it is short for Tri Komando Rakyat or the three command of the people). This 

made the US worried about Indonesia-Soviet relation, thus the New York Agreement was 

initiated by the US on 15 August 1962.  

 

Like in other parts of Indonesia, there were always ungrateful people who wanted to 

separate from the motherland (PUSPEN TNI, 2012). Just like the communist in 1965, they 

all failed to topple the sovereignty of the NKRI. Soeharto’s government who called 

themselves The New Order labelled The Free Papua Movement (Organisasi Papua 
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Merdeka, OPM) as “thugs and terrorists who tried to turn the innocent Papuan people 

against their own motherland”.  

 

This version however failed to mention the details of the 1969 Act of Free Choice 

(Indonesian: Penentuan Pendapat Rakyat or Pepera) where only one person representing 

800 people of Papua could vote on their behalf. The representatives were chosen randomly 

by the Indonesian military personnel and allegedly voted under gunpoint. What both 

Indonesian and Papua Merdeka versions agreed is that the USA had a role in supporting 

Indonesia due to the cold war.  

 

The Indonesian version of history claimed to be based on the “international law principle of 

uti possidetis juris to ascertain the political status of Papua within Indonesia” (Gere, 2015, 

p.xi). The Latin phrase means “as you possess under the law”. According to Cornell 

University Law School, it “is a principle of customary international law that serves to 

preserve the boundaries of colonies emerging as States.”  

 

Just as Indonesian school history books from the 1970-1990s, Gere leaves no room for 

debate. Uti possidetis juris is now questioned internationally as a post-colonial discourse, for 

example in the case of Burkina Faso/Mali border or the case of ex-Soviet Union countries. 

Matsuno (2011, p.179-181) questioned the doctrine. For Matsuno, if it is a legally binding or 

globally accepted international law, the Papuan Act of Free Choice 1969 should not even 

been considered as Papua would have automatically become part of Indonesia.   

 

 

2. Papua Merdeka  

Merdeka is an Indonesian word means ‘freedom’ or ‘independence’. It was the cry that 

Indonesians used when fighting for independence from the Dutch. The same word is now 

used by some Papuan people to gain independence from Indonesia (see also Kirksey, 

2012). The Papuan organisation that is campaigning for independent Papua called 

themselves ‘Papua Merdeka’ – meaning ‘independent Papua’ or ‘free Papua’.  

 

A documentary by the British producer Dominic Brown and The Papua Merdeka 

organisation (2012) shows the complete contrast to the Indonesian version of history. 

Backed by Dutch historian Drooglever (2011) – also by Down (2016), Monbiot (1989), 

Webb-Gannon (2015), Anderson (2015) and most Australian and European researchers – 

this version told a story of a newly formed country of Indonesia invading the land of Papua. 
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As Down (2016) described, “Melanesian Papua has been colonised by ex-colonised non-

European Indonesia.” 

 

Drooglever (in King, Elmslie & Webb-Gannon, 2011, p.11) wrote that the Dutch “refused to 

hand over Papua to Indonesia in 1949 due to Papuan population as a whole was not 

developed up to the point where it could determine affairs for itself.” The Dutch government 

according to Drooglever, began to prepare Papua for independence in the 1950s by allowing 

Papuan people to establish political parties. This is the start of the Free Papua Movement 

(OPM) – although the OPM was not officially established until 1965. On 1 December 1961 

the Papuans’ flag, the Morning Star, was raised alongside the Dutch flag in Jayapura, 

Papua’s capital (Tebay, 2005, p.4). 

 

The Dutch handed over Papua to the United Nations Temporary Executive Authority 

(UNTEA) in 1963. This was in line with the New York Agreement in August 1962. The 

UNTEA then transferred Papua to Indonesia as a temporary measure while preparing for the 

referendum for the Papuan people to decide.  

 

Tebay (2005, p.3) is of the opinion that, “Papua was occupied by Indonesia in May 1963. 

Since that time Indonesia has denied indigenous Papuans a genuine opportunity for self-

determination.”  

 

This version shows that as soon as Indonesia had their hands on Papua, they never 

loosened their grip. The Act of Free Choice 1969 was conducted with only about 1,000 

representatives of the Papuan people and under gun-point (Monbiot, 1989; Papua Merdeka 

& Brown, 2012).  

 

The word ‘colonisation’ was used by Ondawame to describe Indonesia’s claim over Papua 

(2011, p.236). Kjell Anderson (2015) also use the term colonialism to refer to Indonesia in 

Papua. He further stated that, “through neo-colonial policies of the Indonesian state, 

indigenous people in Papua have had their identity, autonomy and physical security 

undermined.”  

 

Indonesia’s neo-colonialism in Papua, Kjell Anderson argues, “Appears to be genocidal, in 

that it aims at the disappearance of the Papuan group.” Anderson explains what most 

people understand as genocide is ‘hot genocide’ that is motivated by hate such as the Nazi 

Germany action against the Jews in World War II. What happened in Papua, Anderson 

continued, “is a ‘cold genocide’ that is rooted in the victim’s supposed inferiority.” Similar 
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tone was expressed by King, Elmslie and Webb-Gannon (2010, p.8 &358-384) that 

Indonesia is committing ‘slow motion genocide’ through the unconstrained Indonesian settler 

arrivals in Papua – the move started by the Soeharto regime called transmigrasi 

(transmigration).  

 

While western and Euro-centric authors focus on the gunpoint voting and Indonesia’s human 

right violations in Papua, many of them failed to mention the world politics of the 1960s. Also 

not many analysed why and how the Dutch insisted on staying in Papua post 1949 Round 

Table. 

 

 

3. The nationalist, the greedy and the coward 

Literature on Papua that was written after the fall of Soeharto or post-1998 shows a more 

comprehensive and complex historical background (Maniagasi, 2001; Ginting, 2016; 

Hernawan, 2016; Paharizal & Yuwono, 2016; Tebay, 2005; King, Elmslie, & Webb-Gannon, 

2011). 

 

Many nationalist Indonesians still strongly believe the first version of history. The researcher 

received a number of strong comments on her social media page when discussing Papua 

and how the Papuan people’s own voice need to be heard. Two comments from old friends 

of the researcher said, “There should never be any question. Papua has always been, is and 

will always be part of NKRI!” This is what Benedict Anderson (2016) analysed as imagined 

communities – the concept of nation-states and nationalism that becomes a powerful 

ideology which can even be used as a tool of oppression against those who dare to differ.  

 

Professor Benedict Anderson himself had some experience of this, when he was turned 

away by Indonesian immigration officers on his arrival at Jakarta airport in the 1980s. He 

was on the blacklist of the Indonesian government for speaking out against the regime (Hill, 

1984). The researcher also remembers how in the early 1990s, students in the University of 

Indonesia and Driyarkara School of Philosophy smuggled manuscripts by Benedict 

Anderson as an alternative reading to what was taught at classes.  

 

It is widely accepted today that the Act of Free Choice was not to the standard of modern 

electoral or referendum procedure. As Tebay (2005, p.7) described, “From about 800,000 

Papuan population at that time, the Indonesian authority picked 1,026 people as 

representatives with 931 people selected without the presence of UN observers.” Tebay 

stands with the Papua Merdeka about, “Papua was occupied by Indonesia in May 1963.” 
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On the economy side, Paharizal & Yuwono (2016) and Pease (1996) exposed the untold 

history behind the US mining company Freeport McMoran’s operation in Papua. The mining 

operation in Papua started with a report by Jean Jacques Dozy, a Dutch geologist, in 1936. 

The ‘Dozy document’ was found 23 years later by engineer Jan Van Gruisen who worked for 

the Dutch mining company Oost-Borneo Maatschappij. Looking for an international partner, 

the Dutch mining company signed contracts with a near-bankrupt company based in 

Louisiana, Freeport Sulphur. The joined venture become Zuid Pacific Koper Maatschappij 

(South Pacific Copper Company). They conducted an exploration in Papua’s Carstensz 

mountain range in 1961 and found copper, nickel, silver and gold.  

 

Even before minerals were found, the Dutch had been exploiting oil from Papua. The 

Nederlandshce Nieuw-Guinea Petroleum Maatschappij (NNGPM or Dutch Petroleum 

Company) was the highest tax-payer in the Netherland in 1955.  

 

Before their operation in Papua, Freeport Sulphur was struggling because their nickel mining 

operation in Cuba had ceased due to Castro’s nationalisation of Cuba’s assets in 1959. The 

Papuan mine then became their main source of profit (Paharizal & Yuwono, 2016, p.40). 

 

Business interest is the main reason, analysed Paharizal and Yuwono (2016) that Papua 

was not handed over to Indonesia when the Dutch finally accepted Indonesian 

independence in 1949. In the meantime, the Cold War brought concerns from the USA that 

Indonesia inclined towards Soviet Union. Operation Trikora showed how Indonesia received 

Soviet help in military armaments. As Gere (2015) pointed out, the USA initiated the New 

York Agreement in 1962 motivated by its concern on the Indonesia-Soviet relation. By this 

time the Dutch gave up its share in the mining business and left the US company Freeport to 

operate in Papua on its own (Paharizal & Yuwono, 2016).  

 

There are also some analyses (Pease, 1996; Paharizal & Yuwono, 2016) that exposed CIA 

involvement in securing Freeport businesses in Papua and in the Indonesian power 

transition from Soekarno to Soeharto in 1965. Citing a book by a former CIA officer Joseph 

Burkholder Smith, Pease (1996) shows how “the CIA took it upon themselves to make, not 

just to enact, policy in Indonesia.” Pease also mentioned the CIA’s alleged “psychological 

warfare tricks to discredit Soekarno.”  

 

Historical fact later noted that on 1 October 1965, Soekarno was replaced by Soeharto. The 

reason for this has two versions – the attempted coup by the Indonesian Communist Party, 
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or the scenario designed by CIA to support Soeharto’s regime driven by both Cold War 

politics as well as Freeport’s business interests.  

 

While the USA and Indonesia were entangled in politics and business, the UN, who placed 

their observer in Papua to supervise a peaceful transition, had no influence. As Drooglever 

(2011) pointed out, the UN diplomat stationed in Papua spoke no Indonesian and no Papuan 

dialect, hence depending highly on Indonesian ‘translators and minders’. Worrying about 

their own career amid the complication of languages and culture, UNTEA’s Representative 

Ortiz Sanz in Jayapura and American diplomats in the US Embassy in Jakarta did not report 

the full story to their headquarters (Paharizal & Yuwono, 2016). Tebay (2005, p.8) and 

Drooglever (2011, p.19-20) pointed out that there were a number of military operations 

against Papuan activists and civilians who voiced their opinion towards independence not 

long before the Act of Free Choice 1969, however there was no report from the US diplomat 

or Ortiz Sanz about them. 

 

When the Act of Free Choice took place, the chosen Papuan representatives were, ”taken 

out to a highly guarded boarding house for several weeks before the polling day, totally 

isolated from the rest of the community, under pressure and intimidation from the Indonesian 

military… They were warned of the risk if they decided to separate from Indonesia” (Tebay, 

2005, p.7).  

 

Being escorted from one airstrip to a polling station, to another airstrip and another polling 

station to observe the Act of Free Choice, UN Representative Ortiz Sanz later declared in 

his report to the UNI that “an act of free choice has taken place” (Tebay, 2005, p.7). This 

sealed the fate of the Papuan people as part of Indonesia.  

 

 

II. The Melanesian influence 
While Papua was internationally accepted as part of Indonesia, its Eastern neighbour Papua 

New Guinea had their independence from Australia declared and recognised in 1975. Within 

the 1970s, other Melanesian countries gained independence. The Melanesian Spearhead 

Group (MSG) was formed after an informal meeting of the head of governments of Papua 

New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu and representative of Kanak Socialist National 

Liberation Front (FLNKS) of New Caledonia) in 1986. The MSG as an intergovernmental 

organisation representing Melanesian nations and their interests was officially founded in 

2007. 
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In recent years, the MSG has been playing a big role in supporting Papua’s right for self-

determination, and highlighting human right issues in Papua to the international community. 

Hernawan (2016, p.48) explained how “The 2013 MSG Summit was the first forum of its kind 

to officially invite Papuan representatives. They addressed the summit as official guests, 

equal to Indonesia and Timor Leste, which both have observer status.”  

 

Since 2015, the United Liberation Movement for West Papua (ULMWP) was given the 

observer status in the MSG, while at the same time Indonesia was given the status of 

associate member. The Free West Papua saw this as an opportunity to get recognition for 

self-determination, in line with the core principles of the MSG that highlighted all 

Melanesians’ “inalienable right to self-determination”. Along with the benefits of the trade 

links between the Melanesian nations, the MSG is seen as “the beginning of West Papua’s 

future and bringing home to the Melanesian family” (Free West Papua, 2016). 

 

Macleod, Moiwebd and Pilbrow (2016, p.17)	sees	full membership of The MSG as “a road 

map to peace”. They further recommend that the Pacific nations should take the initiative to 

lead the international movement in protecting the Papuans and intervening in the Papua-

Indonesia conflict (p.31). 

 

Most literature categorise Papuan people as part of the Melanesian ethnic group (Tebay, 

2005, p.11; Macleod, Moiweb & Pilbrow, 2016; Down, 2016; Elmslie, Webb-Gannon & King, 

2011), hence being a member of The MSG is seen as a key to the solution for Papua-

Indonesia conflict. However a new theory is being developed that highland Papuan people 

are not Melanesian at all. A linguist and PhD Candidate from Oxford University’s St 

Catherine’s College, Willem Burung revealed his theory to the researcher about the different 

roots of the highland and coastal Papuan people. According to the lecturer and researcher 

from Papua University (Univesitas Papua), the coastal Papuan people are Melanesian, 

sharing similar characteristics with people from the Moluccas, East Timor, Nusa Tenggara, 

and most of the Pacific nations who are members of The MSG. However the highland 

Papuan people, away from the coast, do not share many similarities – in language, culture, 

and physical features – with most Melanesian people. 

 

Indonesian anthropologist Koentjaraningrat (1994, p.111) explained the physical 

anthropology of the Papuan people, “Among Papuans itself there are physical differences. In 

brief there is a tendency that the further from the coast, the shorter their physical 

appearances. There are also difference in the shape of their skulls: Papuans from the 
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coastal area in general have a more oval / long skull while the Papuans from further inland 

tend to have wider skulls.” 

 

In Willem Burung’s theory, if most Papuan people who are highlanders are not Melanesian, 

their claim to join the MSG is rather weak, and to separate from Indonesia based on cultural 

difference is somewhat not a valid argument.  

 

 

III. The Leviathan and the audience 
An anthropological approach is used by Kirksey (2012) and Rutherford (2003 & 2012) to 

understand and analyse the complexity of the Papua-Indonesia conflict. Koentjaraningrat 

(1994) stood as an anthropologist in his description of the plurality of the Papuan Society. 

However, the latter is an old-school anthropological study written from the standpoint of The 

NKRI during Soeharto’s New Order.  

 

Both Kirksey and Rutherford use local stories and mythologies to explain in detail some 

Papuan cultures. Their studies are good snapshots of the indigenous Papuans. Both Kirksey 

and Rutherford went to Biak, an island on the north of the bird’s neck coast of Papua. The 

culture in Biak is that of a coastal and island people where fisherman tradition and cargo cult 

have a big influence in people’s way of thinking and everyday lives. In Willem Burung’s 

categories, the Biak people are Melanesians. 
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The Leviathan  

In her 2012 compilation of articles on the anthropology of sovereignty, Danilyn Rutherford 

offered an anthropological look into the Papuan struggle for independence. Through 

Laughing at leviathan: Sovereignty and Audience in West Papua (2012), Rutherford shows 

the complexity of Papua’s reality. The argument is that sovereignty, be it Indonesian or 

Papuan, still rely on its [very complex] audience. Hence the power of the Leviathan – who is 

actually a fragmented body – is actually depending on its audience, its subjects. 

“Sovereignty in practice entails interdependency and based on audience. The audience is 

sovereignty’s basis and its bane,” stated Rutherford (ibid, p.1-2). 

 

Through her ethnography work, Rutherford (ibid, p.248) comes to the conclusion that “Dutch 

officials, Indonesian politicians, UN envoys, US legislators, Papuan nationalists; they all 

should be able to imagine others whose gaze disturbs familiar hierarchies, being reduced to 

‘bare life’ who could in fact be ‘lords of life’, audiences who may have claim to sovereignty 

after all.”  

 

The implication reflects what other authors recommended: that the Indonesian government 

as well as the Papuan leaders need to have a more thorough dialogue. They need to 

encourage participation from Papuan people on the grassroots level and listen more to the 

voice of the people (Ginting, 2016; Hernawan, 2016; King, Elmslie & Webb-Gannon, 2010; 

Ruhyanto, 2016; Tebay, 2005). It is therefore pointless to claim sovereignty over Papua 

without understanding the audience, which is the people, their aspiration, their culture and 

their belief systems. 

 

 

The audience 

As Rutherford indicated, understanding the Leviathan requires understanding the audience. 

Kirksey (Kirksey, 2011 & 2012) provides a standpoint to understand the Papuan people, 

especially those on the island of Biak. From his ethnography study in Jayapura and Biak, 

Kirksey (2012) found that most Papuan people he met are hoping for a messiah. The old 

folklore about the smelly old man, Manamakari, who turns out to be the saviour of the village 

mixed with Christianity show how the Papuan people are waiting for someone to deliver 

them from poverty, from life’s misery and – for some – from Indonesia. Through his 

ethnography work in Papua, Kirksey saw that the messiah might be more than one person. 

Kirksey’s messianic multiple means a future with “multiple messianic political options which 

could work” (2011, p. 278-294). 

 



12	
	

During his stay in Biak, Kirksey witnessed the tail end of the 1998 Biak demonstration where 

people saw Filep Karma, a humble civil servant who raised the Moring Star flag, as their 

messiah. Another example is the Zakheus movement within the Ekagi people, which started 

as an education for indigenous people against polygamy, but with its symbolism and rituals, 

the movement became a new set of beliefs – a syncretic of indigenous beliefs and 

Christianity (Giay, 1995).  

 

While in Kirksey’s (2012) example the ‘messiah’ came from within the Papuan people, in the 

scenario of messianic multiple, leaders might come from within or without. In July 2016, the 

researcher had a discussion with a Papuan Protestant pastor who serves in the Sentani 

area. The pastor feels that current social political situation in Papua – with the difference and 

sectarianism between the tribes of Papua itself – means that an independence Papua lead 

by a native Papuan is almost impossible, at least not in the near future. The pastor saw that 

for the moment, the most visible future for independent Papua – if it is going to get 

independence at all – is to have a leader from outside Papua with a broader vision and a 

more balanced point of view but having greater care for the people.  

 

Bobby Anderson (2015) and the pastor in Sentani identified problems of horizontal conflict 

between clans and the fragmented independent movements. Both the pastor in Sentani and 

Willem Burung are of the opinion that the many factions of Free West Papua organisation 

and different pro-independence organisations are dividing Papuan people. Chauvel (2011) 

called this ‘politics of pork’, where the extra finance from Indonesia’s special autonomy 

strategy does not reach Papuan people on the grassroots level, instead it enriched the civil 

servants and local authority leaders, their clans and their families. 

 

The hope for foreigners as saviours could explain how Papuan people “fish for foreigners” 

using their welcome dance and music, Yospan, in Biak airport (Kirksey, 2012). The song and 

dance was to welcome and to ‘lure’ international visitors on transit in Biak airport in the 

1970s-1980s. Rutherford analyse this as ‘foreign fetishism’. The best example is the word 

amber in Biak native dialect meaning a foreigner, but also a prominent person. Local people 

who gained high status would become amber (Rutherford, 2003, p.xviii).  

 

The wait for outsiders to make a difference was clearly felt when the researcher visited 

Wamena and the surrounding villages in July 2016. The guide at that time was keen in 

showing how poor the villagers are and how primitive their lives are, untouched by 

development from Jakarta. The guide indicated how they are still waiting for the government 
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in Jakarta to build their villages to become modern towns with modern technologies like the 

rest of the world.  

 

Similar with other Melanesian cultures, within Papua there are versions of the cargo cult. 

Cargo cult saw ports and runways as pathways to the unknown world of wealth, while ships 

and aeroplanes are the carriers of the magical instruments such as lamps, radio, television 

which “could not be manmade” (Giay, 1995).  

  

The pastor from Sentani said that the hope for the grassroots Papuan people – or the 

audience in relation to the Leviathan (Rutherford, 2012) – is education and information. 

There is also a possibility that when the concept of the foreign became known, the fetishism 

will end as information marks the end of mysticism (Rutherford, 2003, p.135-136).  

 

Kirksey (2012) analyse entanglement and interdependence as strength and weakness, as 

both opportunity and threat. People like Ester Nawipa (ibid, p.2-7) who used her status as 

the mistress of the army commander to save villagers’ lives shows opportunity in 

entanglement – the unlikely collaboration between the parties in this Papua-Indonesia 

conflict. In the case of Theys Eluay, local leaders who took advantage of his closeness to 

the Indonesian government while also supporting Papua independence, his entanglement 

marked the violent end of his life. Rutherford’s host Sister Sally the nurse (2003, p.234) was 

not a great supporter of Indonesia, but was very proud to show how her cousin got a job with 

the local government and made a good living.  

 

 

 

IV. Flipping the lens 
The majority of the Western world still see Papua as the exotic tribal people, even cannibals, 

as Bruce Parry’s documentary Tribe (2005) pictured the Kombai people who live in the 

foothills of the Jayawijaya mountain range. The exotic cannibals are also the image shown in 

a current affair Australian TV programme in 2006 telling the story of 6-year-old Wawa from 

Korowai who was facing cannibalisation by his tribe because of witchcraft (Webb-Gannon, 

2015).  

 

George Monbiot’s book, Poisoned Arrow (1989), showed how the indigenous Papuan 

people fighting for their existence with bows and arrows. While Start told his experience as a 

British research student taken hostage by the OPM (Free West Papua Organisation) and 

later rescued by the Indonesian army in The Open Cage (1998).  
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Although the outside world – the Jakartans and the Europeans – gaze with fascination at the 

Papuan people as the exotic tribesmen, no voices of the Papuan people was heard. This 

reminded the researcher of gazing, as a child, at a live cassowary bird from Papua in a 

neighbour’s backyard. The cassowary was kept as an exotic pet, a display of wealth back in 

the 1970s with no thought of its welfare or endangered status.   

 

Journal papers and reports recommend dialogue between the Papuan people and decision 

makers in Jakarta (Hernawan2016; Ruhyanto,2016; Rutherford, 2012; Sugandi,2009; 

Suranto, 2008; Webb-Gannon, 2015; Tebay, 2005). Rutherford (2012) even analysed that 

the audience of the Leviathan are the ones in control. The question is, how to get the voices 

of the grassroots Papuan people across to decision makers in Jakarta? The researcher 

aimed to test this by using participatory video.  

 

While many Papuan people are used to seeing cameras pointed at them – and some would 

ask for money to pose for tourists – no one ever sees the world outside from their point of 

view. The researcher sees participatory video as one opportunity to flip the lens. By flipping 

the lens, the gaze in this research would be through the lens of the indigenous Papuan 

women who had experience the Papua-Indonesia conflict first hand – or through their family 

members – looking at the outside world and theorise about peacebuilding. The camera in 

this participatory video will be a perspective and a tool to exercise power – power to expose, 

to gaze and to analyse. The researcher sees some power relation between the filmmaker 

(camera holder) and the spectators and intends to test this in order to get the voices of 

Papuan women be heard.  
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