
Chapter 1

Speaking historically about West Papua

Indonesian administration of Irian Jaya was overseen by President Suharto from
1967 until his forced resignation on 21 May 1998. Under the leadership of then
President Sukarno, it was Suharto who led the military campaign that ‘liberated’
Netherlands New Guinea from the Dutch (1961–66). Suharto’s resignation
resonated among West Papuans at East Awin. People were not jubilant, but the
spirit or elan of the settlement lifted subtly. Not long after hearing the news of
his downfall on my shortwave radio, I was visiting the house of Mientje, a
middle-aged woman who worked as a nurse at the East Awin settlement hospital.
Her neat house boasted shuttered windows and embroidered curtains, and a slat
floor laid with dyed papyrus mats. A calendar hung from a roofing nail embedded
in the wall. It was hand-drawn and consisted of a simple grid. Set at the month
of May, the date 21 had been circled, and annotated ‘Suharto turun’. Translating
most simply as ‘Suharto down’, the note referred to Suharto’s forced resignation.
Mientje’s austere reference undoubtedly concealed her elation.

The Indonesian military raid that had forced Mientje and her husband’s flight
from Irian Jaya had been violently sudden, forcing them to leave behind three
children who were attending school in a nearby provincial town. Mientje
recounted to me exactly how she had left her kitchen before fleeing: unwashed
dishes in the kitchen sink, dinner plates on the table and her infant’s blanket
draped over the back of a kitchen chair. For Mientje, Suharto’s resignation was
nationally cathartic and affected her family’s chance of return and reunion. The
mobilisation of ordinary people across Indonesia in their demand for revolution
in the months preceding Suharto’s demise, together with a post-Suharto discourse
of reformasi and demokrasi, was perceived by West Papuans at East Awin as
auguring a new era of political change.

In the period following Suharto’s demise, West Papuans at East Awin listened
avidly to others speaking about the news. Only a handful of people in each camp
owned a radio, and fewer still could afford batteries. People experimented with
various techniques to prolong battery power: boiling them in water, burying
them in plastic in warm soil, standing them upright in the sun, and even heating
them in a frypan. In the East Awin High School where I taught conversational
English to Grade 9 each morning, the off-duty teachers huddled around a radio
in the staffroom, an iron-roofed, windowless shed with a packed clay floor.
Tuned alternately to shortwave news from Jakarta, Melbourne and the
Netherlands, the teachers updated each other and their neighbours about events
occurring across the archipelago, and particularly in Irian Jaya. While elsewhere
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in Indonesia people protested in the streets about krismon or monetary crisis, in
Irian Jaya the focus of protest was not krismon but experiences of colonisation.1

Villagers spoke about how their relatives had been killed by the Indonesian
military, and their land had been appropriated by the state without compensation.
Urban dwellers told of the way that migrants and transmigrants dominated the
public and private sectors, and even the informal economy. The discourse of
demokrasi in Irian Jaya was more than the freedom to articulate local testimony,
it was also the opportunity for unprecedented political collectivity, activity and
audience. A ‘Team of One Hundred’ West Papuan leaders met with President
Habibie in 1999, and in the next year a Papua Presidium Council was elected,
following a National Papuan Congress attended by 501 West Papuan delegates.

After Suharto’s resignation, the candidacy of Sukarno’s daughter Megawati
Sukarnoputri for the Indonesian presidency became the subject of great
speculation among West Papuans at East Awin. Some were entirely sceptical
about her position in relation to Irian Jaya and viewed her as an expedient
politician, like her father. Several older people read Megawati Sukarnoputri’s
candidacy in a period of reformasi in light of her father’s annexation, which
they believed to be a temporary custodianship. But perhaps these people had
in mind Vice President Mohammad Hatta who, unlike Sukarno, had not fought
for the inclusion of Netherlands New Guinea in the Declaration of Independence
from the Dutch. As leader of the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle,
Sukarnoputri became vice president under Abdurrahman Wahid in 1999, and
was elevated to presidency from July 2001 until September 2004. Sukarnoputri’s
militaristic approach to Irian Jaya has been analysed as antithetical to Wahid’s
reformist one, and influenced by the Indonesian Armed Forces members of her
party and cabinet, and her family’s honour.2  Sukarnoputri’s husband, a pilot
in the Indonesian airforce, was killed during President Sukarno’s military
campaign to wrest Netherlands New Guinea from the Dutch in 1961–62.

Sukarno acquired the title ‘Great Son of West Irian’ among Indonesians,3  and
was the subject of many apocryphal narratives at East Awin. Several older people
claimed they had viewed a photograph showing Sukarno with his baton standing
poised before a map of Netherlands New Guinea. The photograph’s caption in
Indonesian read that Netherlands New Guinea had been ‘entrusted’ to Sukarno.
Contained in the word ‘titip’ or ‘entrust’ is the meaning of temporary
custodianship. One elderly Muyu man explained that if Megawati granted
independence to West Papua, she would be rewarded with powers to govern
the rest of Indonesia. He explained: ‘Of course Megawati’s party will be chosen
by West Papua. She will see to her father’s promise. She will know about the
eagle.’ It was said that the garuda eagle—the official seal of the Indonesian
government—was native to West Papua, but only certain people could see it.
In one such mythical account, Sukarno, who it was believed had been interned
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at Boven Digoel (Netherlands new Guinea), met with one of these people to
request permission to borrow the eagle for 30 years.4 The request was granted,
and in 1949 Indonesia became independent from the Dutch under the leadership
of Sukarno—who broke his promise by not returning the eagle to the West
Papuan people. Therein lies Indonesia’s success: the garuda gives information
to Indonesia about what must be done to achieve victory. Removal of the eagle’s
image left West Papua vulnerable to Indonesia’s annexation and continued
colonisation. The tactic doubles back: West Papua’s power is borrowed by
Sukarno to defeat the Dutch, and then used by Indonesia to colonise West Papua.

Like the apocryphal stories about Sukarno, song lyrics also recalled and made
history. West Papuans describe themselves as song-makers, and song-making
as an enduring cultural tradition and expression of West Papuan humanity.
Arnold Ap’s ditty was famous among West Papuans: ‘I sing to live, singing is a
sign of life. If I am not singing it means I am already dead.’ The state’s suspicion
of song-making was manifest in the murder of Ap in 1984. Inside Irian Jaya,
song-makers deployed metaphor to disguise meaning. Outside, liberated
song-makers have composed unambiguous lyrics that catalogue events and
practices of colonisation such as PEPERA 1969, which saw West Papuan
‘delegates’ vote in favour of incorporation into the Indonesian state. Alex
Hanueby’s song ‘Changes in 1969’ depicts the year as a revolutionary juncture
for West Papuan people. Arranged in Tok Pisin, the lingua franca of Papua New
Guinea, Hanueby had in mind a Papua New Guinean audience when he wrote
this song at East Awin:

In the past, in the land where the sun goes down
You were a pleasant place where the cool breeze always blew
Many birds of paradise made their song
All kinds of flowers decorated your forest
All the people were happy, moved around freely
Betel nuts, sago and game were plentiful
They had gold and silver
People’s lives were not too hard
But in 1969 things changed
Enemies came and stole your people’s land
Destroyed their rights … now they are poor
In your country.

Children and adults learned of colonising practices via lyrics like Jack Offide’s
song ‘Port Numbay’ below, composed at Blackwater settlement near Vanimo in
1984. Port Numbay is the local name for the capital, which has been variously
named Jayapura, Sukarnopura, Kotabaru and Hollandia. Name changes in Irian
Jaya make no reference to indigenous toponyms in use among local resident
communities:5
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Do you know the capital of West Papua?
Like a precious pearl in the evening
A cool breeze blows on the Cyclops mountain peak
From Yotefa Bay that is the city of Port Numbay, the capital of West
Papua
Your name truly glows in the human heart
You are the words of our praise, I cherish you
During the time of change you were called Kotabaru
President Sukarno also called you Sukarnopura
The Indonesian nation exalted you, city of Jayapura.

The colonial practice of naming was collectively understood as an effort to
inculcate the Indonesians as liberators against the colonial Dutch. Spectacular
mountain peaks and ranges were renamed to invoke Indonesian liberation. The
Juliana peak of Dutch times became the Suharto peak, and Mount Juliana became
Mandala mountain, named after Suharto’s 1962 military command for the
liberation of Netherlands New Guinea. The Nassau mountains became the
Sudirman range after the Javanese guerrilla who led the 1945–49 armed struggle
against the Dutch on Java. Mount Wilhelmina became Mount Trikora after
Sukarno’s campaign to liberate Netherlands New Guinea from Dutch control.
Frederik Hendrik Island south of Merauke became Yos Sudarso Island after the
Javanese commodore who led a doomed attack on a Dutch warship.

Public gatherings at East Awin provided opportunities for political songs and
speeches that recalled history. I witnessed historical speeches at the tenth
birthday party of Michael, sponsored by his maternal uncle in Amsterdam; the
sixtieth birthday of Yohanes the Arfai veteran; the tenth anniversary of the
Immanuel Protestant Church; a farewell celebration for repatriates in the Wamena
Baptist Church; and many funerals. At these gatherings, a speaker would
inevitably begin by apologising to guests for the austerity of the occasion caused
by their circumstances as refugees living in the rainforest. It was explained that
in their own place, the ceremony would have properly fitted the occasion. From
here the speaker would describe how their situation as refugees had been
compelled by the violent annexation of their homeland.

At East Awin, people read about history as well as speaking and singing it, and
several historical texts circulated. Multiple copies of a 50-page manuscript titled
‘Historical Data of West Papua from 1511–1998’ passed among Muyu people
who had received them from relatives in Irian Jaya. Supported by the Catholic
Church, several refugee teachers conducted history classes for adults and students
based on it. One teacher used the word ‘public’ or ‘common’ to describe the
course’s approach, claiming that the history they taught was commonly or
collectively accepted, rather than from any West Papuan factional standpoint.
The booklet cautioned against colonial versions of West Papuan history:
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This data was arranged because a large segment of the Papuan population,
especially West Papuans, do not yet know their history, and consequently
are easily deceived and dominated by other nations or people from
outside … Current published history is completely subjective, which
means that history has been totally engineered according to the interests
of the colonisers. [We] have endeavoured to straighten out/correct history
which has led the Papuan nation astray… it is extremely dangerous if
Papuan people do not know the course of the history of the Papuan
nation. Because other nations will distort the course of our history in
order to annihilate Papuans and their rights until history becomes
completely subjective … History holds an important role in the
development of a nation. One can look to the past, the present and the
future … History and politics are partners which cannot be separated,
because politics without history is blind and history without politics is
lame. (Foreword)

Reading material was loaned tentatively at East Awin as borrowers could not
be routinely trusted to return an item, or return it intact. In spite of this,
literature did circulate between households. Newsletters compiled by West
Papuans living in the Netherlands were posted to East Awin by relatives. The
literature contained photographs, cartoons, and reports from West Papuans
inside and outside Irian Jaya, about current and historical political events.
Outdated copies of newspapers published in Jayapura like Tifa Irian and
Cenderawasih Pos educated readers about social and economic issues in the capital
and districts. A limited amount of popular literature on ‘the struggle’ also
circulated at East Awin. Non-English readers used the photographs in these
books to identify various leaders and other people to me—as though it were
their personal album or record of events. Such books included George Monbiot’s
Poisoned arrows, Nonie Sharp’s Rule of the sword, Carmel Budiardjo and Liem
Soei Liong’s West Papua: the obliteration of a people, and Robin Osborne’s
Indonesia’s secret war. Nonie Sharp spoke about the impact of her book, which:
‘… [had] touched the nerve of Papuan self-recognition … Papuans passed around
the book among themselves; it was read widely in Papua New Guinea’.6  Among
English readers, these books may have contributed to the standardisation of
some narratives as readers read published versions of particular events. It is
probable that published versions of historical events entered local narratives.

In an early interview with Luther—who became a key interlocutor—he pulled
out a dog-eared copy of Budiardjo’s book, and used the photographs to illustrate
his life story. As his insights are critical to this chapter and the next, it is fitting
to introduce Luther here. He received a degree in education from the
Cenderawasih University in Jayapura. In the early 1980s, he was arrested on
suspicion of providing financial support to OPM militants, and spent nine months
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in solitary confinement in a damp cell with a concrete floor. The experience
contorted his body. At East Awin, years of deprivation further diminished his
health, and he suffered chronic anaemia caused by malnutrition, as well as
repeated bouts of malaria. Luther brought irregular and small amounts of cash
into the household by carving tortoiseshell and kenari nut. Such fine work in
poor light had strained his eyes irreparably. His wife Sofia purchased oil and
flour to cook Chinese steamed buns called bapauw, and egg rolls made with
cassava flour known as lumpia. She sold these in the Saturday afternoon and
Wednesday morning markets at East Awin. When they could afford it, Luther
and Sofia purchased bulk kerosene and decanted it for resale into 500ml plastic
bottles. The bottles of blue fluid were displayed in a window frame in the wall
of their house, visible from the main road.

Luther and Sofia had relatives elsewhere in PNG from whom they occasionally
sought financial help, but none in the Netherlands like some other northerners
at East Awin. Like most other refugees, they lived almost entirely from their
garden of sweet potatoes, bananas and plantain, and greens. They had five
children. Their first-born, named after the West Papuan musician Arnold Ap,
died tragically like his namesake. The infant Arnold was suffering from malaria
when Luther and Sofia first arrived at Vanimo. Intending to inject Arnold with
quinine, a nurse had asked Luther in Tok Pisin whether his son had an empty
stomach. Not understanding Tok Pisin, Luther misunderstood the question and
answered ‘no’. The infant was injected with quinine and later died, apparently
from toxicity. Luther blamed himself for his son’s death. In the naming of Luther
and Sofia’s last-born son Emmanuel Koreri, Luther’s religious politic is implicit.
Emmanuel means ‘God with us’, and Koreri refers to the Biak religious movement
whose central Jesus figure is destined to return to this world bringing a golden
age of peace and wellbeing.

In our conversations about history, it was Luther’s account of Dutch rule that
countered the benevolent accounts of other West Papuans. For Luther, handing
over Netherlands New Guinea to a transitional administration governed by
Indonesia in 1962 amounted to political betrayal. But Indonesia’s revisionist
history allying West Papuans with Indonesians against the Dutch, and
repositioning Indonesia as liberators of West Papuans, was also offensive. Luther’s
family had mourned the departure of the Dutch, and Luther described the event
as like the loss of one’s father: ‘as though our father had been ordered to leave’.
Some Dutch resisted, and were arrested and forcibly deported. According to
Luther, ‘Westerners were not permitted to stay for they had encouraged us to
believe in independence.’ It was because of this that:

There was no feeling of enmity with the Dutch. There was no slaying in
the Dutch time. Papuans felt profound sorrow and grief, even mourning
at the sight of the Dutch leaving in ships in 1962–63. These emotions
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are poignant. People still recall the names of the Dutch ships. Dutch
citizens were repatriated by Indonesia, followed by Indo-European
people. (Luther)

A peer of Arnold Ap’s, Luther remembered a song composed by Ap in 1980–81
which used the metaphor of an orphan—an archetype of utter destitution in
Indonesian popular culture. Written in the Biak language, Luther used Ap’s
own paraphrasing of the song ‘Orphan Child’ during a rehearsal:

West Papuan people were like infants. What was needed or asked for
was given. Upon coming of age and experiencing the abandonment of
their [Dutch] parents, the infant became an orphan. The child remained
an orphan despite its new Indonesian parentage. Indonesia is not a
benevolent parent. The child must face life’s hardships alone, without
parents. It has no homeland.

The family trope implies obligation and moral responsibility. The ‘naturalness’
of the Dutch parent manifest in the expression of unselfish love contrasts
Indonesia as a neglectful adoptive parent. In spite of adoption, the child’s
condition remains pitifully homeless. Yet the obligation of the first parent is not
ignored either. During 1998 when a referendum for East Timor was being mooted,
Luther stressed to me that the Dutch like Portugal must be responsible. He said:
‘Now the Dutch must be responsible. Although Indonesia may grant
independence [to West Papua], the Dutch must be present. Not like Portugal’s
withdrawal from East Timor. The Dutch have a role to play. Like a parent they
must be responsible.’

Extending the family trope further, Luther claimed the Dutch had behaved
towards West Papuans not as equal adults, but as children in relation to their
adult selves. It was a racially based, hierarchical distinction that saw West
Papuans treated differently from other peoples of the Empire.

The Dutch differentiated themselves from Papuans. Restaurants were
set aside for Dutch and Indo [mixed Indonesian–Dutch] people. Primary
and secondary schools were set aside. Church times were differentiated.
Dutch attended church services in the afternoon and evenings, Papuans
in the morning. Papuans knew for themselves they were not Dutch
people, it became custom for Papuans to attend morning church. In the
cinema, Dutch time meant Papuans could not attend. There were buses
for Papuans, buses for the Dutch. During this time, the Protestant
missions employed Ambonese and the Roman Catholics employed Kai
people from Maluku as teachers, missionary assistants and lay preachers.
Kai people were labelled as Java’s golden or favourite child: they were
considered civilised and cultured.
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Luther used the Indonesian school reader Kota emas (The city of gold) to speak
about these relations. He read it as a subtle critique of Dutch colonial rule. The
book’s author Isaak Samuel Kijne was a Dutch missionary and teacher from the
Utrecht Missionary Society. In 1958, Kijne published a songbook titled The
golden flute which contained the song ‘Hai Tanahku Papua’,chosen as the West
Papuan national anthem in 1961. Along with other Dutch texts, Kijne’s books
were confiscated by the Indonesian administration in 1962. As a child, Luther
had ‘watched with my own eyes, my teacher gather the Dutch books from the
filing cupboard and take them outside and set them alight.’ Retrospectively,
Luther understood that: ‘Kijne disguised our political struggle as a children’s
story. It was presented as a mere tale and did not feel political. The meaning ran
much deeper though.’ Both of Kijne’s texts were reprinted in the Netherlands,
and copies sent to East Awin. Luther characterised The city of gold as an historical
and religious parable about unequal relations between West Papuans and Dutch,
Indo and Moluccan people in the period of the 1940s and 1950s. The book
elaborates on inequality between Dutch and Papuans in a period leading up to
self-determination. The story centres on a friendship and its dissolution, between
a Papuan boy named Tom and his Dutch friend Regina. In the course of Regina’s
abandonment of Tom, she reflects on her treatment of him: ‘[Tom] has never
used coarse words to me. Never used nasty words. And I am the one who always
wants to play the gentleman or the lady [while] he is left to play the slave or
houseboy.’ Without Tom, Regina sets out on her own journey to the so-called
city of gold, which is interpreted variously in terms of a metaphorical field of
heaven, liberation and freedom. Regina then returns to fetch Tom as she realises
that she cannot make the journey on her own, for her salvation is dependent on
her relationship with him. Luther’s interpretation is that Dutch fate is tied up
with their abandonment of Netherlands New Guinea.

To Luther’s dismay, published histories of Indonesia and national museum
dioramas represent Indonesia as liberating West Papua from the colonial Dutch.
Even the meaning of ‘Irian’ was fabricated, for it was Indonesia that corrupted
it into the acronym for: ‘Pro-Indonesian Republic, anti-Netherlands’. The notion
of liberation is represented figuratively in the West Irian Freedom Statue in front
of the Treasury Building in Jakarta. It depicts a West Papuan man bared to the
waist, his trouser-legs rolled up to display the broken chains of his leg irons.
His hair is tousled, his arms are flung wide as though victorious, and his open
mouth proclaims freedom loudly. This is the enslaved West Papuan relinquishing
his Dutch shackles. Also in Jakarta, the Satriamandala Museum contains 74
dioramas representing events surrounding the battle for independence, and the
role of the nationalist movement and civilian population in the lead up to it.
Netherlands New Guinea is represented as pro-Indonesian. Diorama number 39
titled ‘Irianese resistance March 14, 1948’ depicts an attack on a Dutch barracks
by West Papuans. Diorama number 56 is titled ‘Mandala Command for the
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Liberation of Irian January 2, 1962.’ While some West Papuans did support
Indonesia against the Dutch in the 1940s and early 1960s, and some also shifted
their allegiance away from Indonesia in this period, the Indonesian version of
West Papuan people as categorically anti-Netherlands is a convenient fiction.

In 1998, an Indonesian government inquiry reported on factors relating to the
flag-raising incidences that had occurred across Irian Jaya in July of that year.7

The inquiry concluded that the history of Irian Jaya ought to be taught,
particularly the matter of Irianese national patriots who were allies of Indonesia
during the TRIKORA (an Indonesian acronym for People’s Triple Command for
the Liberation of West Irian) campaign to liberate Irian Jaya. Otherwise, young
Irianese would remain ignorant about the history of Irianese patriots of the
Indonesian state in national battles of liberation in 1945–49 and 1962–63. The
state’s revisionist project recovers historical precedence of pro-Indonesian
sentiment, identifying Irianese as patriots and founding members of the republic.
But West Papuan narratives that elaborate preparation by the Dutch towards a
West Papuan nation-state subvert the state’s popular version that Indonesia
liberated Irian Jaya from the Dutch.

Undoubtedly, the TRIKORA action on 19 December was inspired by the West
New Guinea Council (22 out of 28 seats held by Papuans) vote on 1 December
1961 to rename Netherlands New Guinea as West Papua, adopt ‘Hai Tanahku
Papua’ as the national anthem and promote the Morning Star flag as the national
flag. The anthem and flag raised the President’s ire. Part of his TRIKORA
declaration speech reads:

But now at present in West Irian, the Dutch set up a ‘state of Papua’,
they fly the ‘flag of that state of Papua’, they create a ‘Papua anthem’.
What must we here do? There is nothing else to do, we here must act.
Act. And that is why I now give a Command to the entire Indonesian
people. And what is my Command? Listen! My Command positively and
clearly is: Frustrate, come now, all you people of Indonesia, defeat the
setting up of that ‘state of Papua’! What is my further Command? Come
now, all you people of Indonesia, unfurl the Honoured Red White Flag
in West Irian! I give this Command positively and clearly. Defeat this
‘state of Papua’! Unfurl the Red and White Flag in West Irian! Defeat it!
Unfurl our flag! Be prepared, general mobilisation is coming! General
mobilisation which will involve the whole of the people of Indonesia in
order to liberate West Irian completely from the stranglehold of Dutch
imperialism.8

In the West Papuan reckoning, they were in a nascent state at the time of
Indonesian annexation. Time and time again at East Awin I heard versions of
the following imminence narrative:
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The state paraphernalia was complete. Flag, anthem, constitution, symbol
of state and basis or constitution. The Dutch left behind the national
anthem and flag, a foundation upon which we have struggled. The West
Papuan flag had flown alongside the Dutch one. The Parliament had
been configured. All that remained was international recognition. We
had almost attained independence only to have it thieved. Indonesian
dismantled and dispersed the Cabinet. We were already independent,
and our independence was stolen in the light of day. Now we are waiting
for our nationhood to be returned. Independence is the right of every
nation. Why did Indonesia seize West Papua? Indonesia is thief,
plunderer and agitator.

The West Papuan Morning Star flag is configured as 13 horizontal blue and
white stripes with a white star at the centre of a single vertical red stripe. The
‘morning star’ known as bintang kejora in Indonesian, exists in Biak9  and other
local legend, as well as the Bible’s New Testament where it is used figuratively
to mention Christ. Dutch preparation of West Papua towards nationhood is
recalled in the flag’s colour. At East Awin, an artist called Solomon loaned me
a short manuscript written by West Papuan Nicholas Jouwe titled ‘30 years of
the West Papuan national flag’. Jouwe writes that West Papuan appropriation
of the red, white and blue colours of the Dutch flag was done out of: ‘eternal
gratitude from our nation to the Dutch Empire’ and ‘because the Dutch
government voluntarily gave the unconditional opportunity to the West Papuan
population to determine the date of independence for the homeland and nation’.
Solomon read the colours as signs. When Indonesia attained independence from
the Dutch they retained the red representing struggle, and the white for purity,
but discarded blue representing peace or compromise. If the Indonesian flag had
retained the blue they might have accommodated the demands of the West
Papuan people.

Misrepresentation of ‘liberation’ is also rehearsed in speeches that commemorate
the first battle of Arfai on 28 July 1965 where West Papuan members of a former
Dutch battalion fought against Indonesian soldiers. Yohanes, an Arfai veteran,
described this battle as the first activity of West Papuan resistance to Indonesia.
Captured by the Indonesians after Arfai, Yohanes was ‘re-educated’ before being
co-opted into the Indonesian army where he proceeded to stage his own
small-scale sabotage tactics. According to Yohanes, Indonesia disbanded his
battalion of Dutch-trained West Papuans because a national army is a potent
symbol of nation, and the Papuan Battalion anticipated this state. Battalion
soldiers retaliated by launching an attack on an Indonesian base with machetes,
axes, knives and guns. These weapons were remnants from World War II
dropped by the United States air force for West Papuans to use against the
Japanese. The battle of Arfai inspired events of resistance in other parts of West
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Papua. In response, Indonesian campaigns were orchestrated to eliminate
resistance and activists, namely the OPM.

According to Yohanes, between 1963 and 1965, Indonesian soldiers shot or beat
West Papuan soldiers and civilians without trial. Use of the word ‘West Papua’
was a criminal offence. West Papuan flags in government offices were lowered,
soaked with kerosene, and burned. House to house searches were conducted,
and flags and Kijne’s songbook containing the national anthem were confiscated.
‘Indonesian soldier’ should not be conceived as a monolithic category though,
for different military units sustain competing interests that have led to physical
clashes.10  But it should be said that West Papuans at East Awin invariably used
‘Indonesian soldier’ or ‘ABRI’ to label all military activity in Irian Jaya, indicating
their experience of coherent Indonesian military power against West Papuan
resistance. International observers like Amnesty International have identified
a pattern of arrest and detention of West Papuans by the Indonesian state. First,
where a person is suspected of OPM involvement, arrest, interrogation and
detention without trial occurs. Second, people previously detained and released
are likely to be detained again. Third, after detention and release, people are
required to report to the police two or three times per week. Fourth, when
incidents occur, en masse arrests are carried out. Fifth, relatives of suspects are
detained, and sixth, detainees are recruited as spies for the state.11

It was not until 1969 that Indonesia’s occupation was internationally recognised
with the incorporation of Irian Jaya as its twenty-seventh province. West
Papuans at East Awin upheld the 1969 Act of Free Choice as the pre-eminent
proof of Indonesian deceit. The narratives relating to PEPERA are collective.
Simply mentioning ‘1969’ to the West Papuans I talked to would provoke an
historical monologue. It was to West Papuans at East Awin what ‘9:11’ is to
Americans, in the sense that both are historical conjunctures. Even the gestures
accompanying a monologue about 1969 are standardised, usually deploying an
imaginary pistol pointed to the head. The 1969 monologues usually catalogue
the deceptive elements of PEPERA: instead of ‘one person one vote’ as originally
agreed upon by the UN, Indonesia arranged ‘1000 represented by one’; old men
who could not read or write were chosen; delegates were not permitted to speak
to people outside; soldiers guarded the entrance and delegates were accompanied
wherever they went; delegates were fed well and given gifts of teapots, plates,
Sanyo radios, bicycles and Honda motorcycles; and some were given Javanese
women and taken to Jakarta where they stayed in fancy hotels. Shaking his head
at their naivety in the face of such deception, Yohanes said: ‘They thought their
life would be like that under Indonesia.’ On voting day, voters were given rice
and tinned fish distributed by the neighbourhood association and their inked
thumbs were ‘guided’ by Indonesian electoral officers. Planes then scattered
thousands of pamphlets from the sky that said: ‘We the people of West Papua,
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with this, become as one with the Indonesian Republic.’ ‘But afterward,’
explained Johanes, ‘life returned to the way it had been before. In retrospect
we realised that we had sold ourselves, sold our land.’

The 1969 monologues lay PEPERA’s implementation bare: tactical selection,
concealment, bribery and seduction by objects associated with pleasure. In the
period of the late 1960s, imported items like Sanyo radios and Honda motorbikes
were both extremely expensive, and rarely owned by West Papuans. These were
the first gifts in a series of deceptions that the Indonesian state, and migrants,
deployed in order to gain power and land. West Papuans at East Awin recalled
the event of PEPERA as fraudulent, whereas Jakarta recalls it as unanimous.
After 1969, West Papuans were subject to various colonisation policies. In a
speech recorded during an Arfai commemorative ceremony at Blackwater camp
at Vanimo in 1987, the Indonesian state’s penetration of West Papua was
described in terms of the strangling banyan tree:

The banyan tree is Indonesia’s national symbol. For West Papuans, this
tree harbours tutelary spirits, it is a place of Satan. It is a colonising vine
which strangles the tree of attachment, dominating the environment.
The eagle is another symbol of state. It is predator and hunter, seizing
prey ruthlessly. Yes, these two symbols represent the Indonesian style
of governmentation. Why are black-skinned West Papuans not protected
by the banyan tree? Why are our rights not the same as other Indonesians
from Java, Sulawesi, Sumatra? The banyan tree is not a place of sanctuary
but the reverse, a sign of murder, violation of basic human rights, and
the dignity of the Papuan people. The Indonesian state is the same as
the banyan tree in its natural environment: strangling other plants
nearby. The main task of the revolution is to destroy the banyan tree
down to its very roots.

(Transcribed from Luther’s tape.)

The colonising banyan tree is a striking analogy. According to West Papuan
cosmology, the banyan tree is a place of evil. (It is difficult to ascertain whether
this meaning pre-dates its incorporation as Suharto’s Golkar Party symbol.) The
Vanimo speech inverts the symbol of the former ruling party, claiming that it
was under the tree’s guise of supposed protection during Golkar rule that West
Papuans have experienced greatest vulnerability. The speech recasts the banyan
tree not as a benign sign of protection or salvation, but one of danger and neglect.

Indonesia’s annexation has allowed massive resource extraction. West Papuans
at East Awin described the world as living on their wealth, particularly the
Grasberg gold and copper mine complex of Freeport-Indonesia, a subsidiary of
the New Orleans-based mining corporation Freeport McMoRan. West Papua
constitutes Java’s kitchen: it feeds the rest of Indonesia. It is also the destination
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for Indonesian transmigrants. West Papuans characterise their homeland as a
Garden of Eden, contrasting Java as a place of beggars where people sleep under
bridges. Java is the antithesis of paradise. Transmigrants were viewed as slowly
appropriating coastal land and spreading back into the interior, their habit
modelling the banyan tree.

The spread of transmigrants was not quite so slow. In 1984, the Indonesian
government’s transmigration program projected an increase to approximately
138,000 families or 700,000 persons for the 1985–89 period.12  Considering that
3000 hectares would be required for every 500 people, between 1.5 to 3.2 million
hectares needed to be alienated.13  Of 39 proposed sites, 12 lay within 30
kilometres of the border.14 The rumoured arrival of hundreds of thousands of
migrants from Indonesia, and the necessary appropriation of land, fed into the
escalation of resistance in 1983–84. The International Court of Justice reported
that West Papuan refugees claimed the Indonesian state’s forced acquisition of
their land to be a major reason for their resistance to Indonesia rule and struggle
for independence.15  However, by 1987 less than 3600 households or 3 per cent
of the original target had been resettled in Irian Jaya due to cutbacks in the
national budget, conflicts with indigenous landowners over matters of
compensation and criticism of the potential demographic, social and economic
impacts.16

Transmigration is not just about relocation of poor farmers. Transmigration
policy also produces a category of local transmigrants called translokal. From
1976, where disputes occurred over land rights caused by transmigration, local
people were compensated for the appropriation of their land by being
incorporated into transmigration schemes as translokal. Under this program, 10
per cent of settlers were to come from the local population.17 The settlement of
retired soldiers on transmigration sites is public knowledge and the subject of
diorama number 70 titled ‘ABRI transmigrants outside Java’ in the national
military Satriamandala Museum in Jakarta.18  According to West Papuans, the
colonising project of transmigration disguises retired soldiers as farmers to act
as agents for the state’s business interests.

According to Luther, Dutch and Indonesian approaches to the management of
natural resources were worlds apart. Indonesia alienated land and extracted
wealth for its own interests, whereas the Dutch employed West Papuans,
instructing them how to extract resources and look for things of value. A common
proverb describes ‘impoverished West Papuans walking above glorious riches’.
In other words, the location of mineral wealth below the ground renders it
inaccessible to West Papuan landholders. Indonesian practices of extraction and
appropriation cause eviction and marginalisation of West Papuans. West Papuans
sell their produce on the roadside where passing vehicles stir the dust, while
migrants sell theirs in undercover marketplaces. Migrants fish from platforms
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and docks that they install, while West Papuans catch a few fish on the edges
of these platforms. Even if they cast lines or nets far out to sea the catch will be
small. Contrasting the situation of West Papuans with their neighbours, Luther
explained:

Our rights are not paid any due. We are called citizens but our rights
are not the same as Indonesians. The banks discriminate against us, the
requirements are so great, we feel we cannot even try. All sorts of letters
and documents are required for even minor matters. In the garden, the
village, the town and the state we are considered without rights. Here
[PNG], indigenous people have full land rights. There [Irian Jaya],
indigenous people are threatened at gunpoint and our land is state
property.

He categorised West Papuans as second-class citizen in the eyes of the migrant
and the state, mocking Indonesian citizenship as a veneer.

Ethnocide is the most extreme form of colonisation. Nurse Mientje spoke of her
own experience working in hospitals in Irian Jaya. She analysed relations
between Indonesian hospital staff and local patients in racial terms. She classified
the following practices as ‘indirect killing’: intentional medical neglect, poisoning,
and sterilisation. Mientje used the Indonesian word halus meaning ‘concealed’
to describe an act of killing antithetical to the sort of killing carried out in front
of onlookers in daylight. (The West Papuan sorcerer figure known as swanggi
carries out sinister killings that are concealed in this way.) Mientje said that
medical treatment could exacerbate a West Papuan patient’s condition. People
even joked: ‘if you want to die, go to hospital’. According to Mientje, Indonesian
hospital staff differentiated between Indonesian and West Papuan patients.
Seriously sick West Papuans could be denied immediate treatment, and denied
proper examination. If a blood transfusion were required, no priority would be
given to match the blood type or to summon relatives. At East Awin, deliberate
poisoning was also anticipated. In a public meeting, I heard Yohanes warn that
West Papuans from Merauke visiting refugee relatives were bringing sachets of
cooking spices and monosodium glutomate for resale in the East Awin market.
Yohanes said he had interrogated one visitor: ‘Mama, brought this from there
did you? Bought it from a small kiosk or shop or was it ‘given’ to you?’

Like poisoning, family planning was understood in terms of a rubric of
elimination. In people’s minds, it was related to sterilisation, and was viewed
as a state program to systematically and covertly restrict West Papuan population
growth. Some refugees told me their relatives had advised them to procreate in
PNG, because sterilisation was taking place ‘inside’. The rumour among some
West Papuans that ‘family planning kills’ has been analysed in terms of three
intimately connected realms: birth control methods that are physically invasive,
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historical memory of state violence and intimation or the potential of violence
‘at an everyday level’ in the present.19

The mention of family planning at East Awin, like the mention of ‘TRIKORA’
or ‘1969’ or ‘koteka campaign’ or ‘Arnold Ap’ or ‘transmigration’ or ‘Freeport’,
elicit historical monologues about West Papuan experiences of Indonesian
colonisation. Some theological scholars in West Papua have labelled the effect
of these experiences as memoria passionis or collective ‘memories of suffering’.
This construct has circulated in public discourse in Irian Jaya since 1999, and
draws on the earlier work of Johanes Baptist Metz.20  Metz theorised memoria
passionis to be manifest in a political consciousness and political action in the
memory of people’s suffering. The substance of memoria passionis is said to be
inscribed in social memory, and flows incisively and clearly from the mouths
of ordinary people:

If we travel without prejudice to the remote places of Papua—Wamena,
Paniai, the Jayawijaya Highlands, the Star Mountains, Mindiptana,
Timika, Arso, Mamberamo—we will undoubtedly hear stories of suffering
from the mouths of ordinary people. Their memories are clear and sharp,
they have taken note of these things: ‘In this river our father was
murdered; on that mountain slope there used to be some villages. In this
river our father was murdered; on the slope of that mountain there were
many villages which were destroyed by ABRI; on that open field, our
old men were forced to burn their koteka because they were considered
primitive; in the past that mountain was ours, now people have destroyed
our mother; before we easily hunted animals in the forest but now we
are not permitted to enter and it is said the company is protected by state
law; our children cannot advance because there are too few teachers in
the school; medicine is too expensive.’21

These individual and collective memories of suffering since the period of
Indonesian colonisation are said to drive a process of nationalism carefully
labelled ‘the idea of a New Papua’:

… here it needs to be understood that the idea of a New Papua like the
case of an independent Papua, was born in the life experience of a group.
It has not fallen from the sky. It is born: a) out of historical experience:
the event of integration with the Republic of Indonesia which was forced
upon Papuans by Indonesians began in the beginning of the 1960s while
they were preparing to form a free and sovereign West Papua; b)
interaction with Indonesian people, both government officials and
business, who in the experience and understanding of the [West Papuan]
people only come to seize the rights of Papuans and destroy them in the
name of development; and c) the idea of a New Papua in the same manner
as has been clarified above is not separate from memoria passionis: the
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experience of suffering of Papuans, both individually and collectively
connected with the violation of human rights in the form of murder that
has occurred for more than thirty years [and] has not ever been
discharged/settled thoroughly.22

State-sponsored violence that is directed at West Papuans as a category can result
in the creation of boundaries of a ‘moral community’, and ‘canonisation’ of the
Other as inhuman.23 The risk of canonisation is that one nationalism can become
the racist inversion of another, because processes of nationalism and racism are
forms of categorical thought; ‘parallel constructions capable of
interpermutation’.24  In the context of West Papua, the idea of inversion focuses
attention on the fate of Indonesians in the event of merdeka. The caution is
sobering, for the narratives in this chapter appear to canonise the inhumanity
of the category ‘Indonesia’. Mote and Rutherford’s analysis of primordialism
extends further the idea of one nationalism becoming an inversion of the other,
and the prospect of anti-migrant actions among West Papuans.25 The authors
call into question the idea that West Papuan antagonism towards Indonesian
migrants is grounded in primordialism, or that West Papuanness is an assumed
essence in opposition to ‘arrivals’ or migrants. Rather, they interrogate the state’s
actions through its soldiers and officials, to be provocative. They make the salient
point that what appears like primordial violence in an incident may not have
begun as primordial violence. But neither do they shy away from the prospect
of primordial violence: ‘Expectations concerning the “repressed passions” of
others can work in explosive ways to orient action. It is not necessarily the
given-ness of ethnic identities that leads to the spread of terror; it is the sudden
emergence into view of feared categories of personhood that can lead people to
suddenly recognise a neighbour as a potential threat.’26

Rosenau’s concept of ‘event cascades’ explains the timing and location of ethnic
conflict, shifting us still further from primordialist interpretation. He uses the
metaphor of cascade to analyse conflict in a world that is multicentric, and where
sequences of actions generate other events that spread. Events can ‘reverberate[d]
outward and upward, through other cascades of events.’27 The events and
campaigns orchestrated by the state in this chapter can be contextualised against
the activities that precede and succeed them. Each incident and campaign
generates other incidences and interpretations at the local level. Appadurai reads
Rosenau’s cascades as macro-events and processes that link global to
micropolitics.28  A macro or large-scale interaction within a nation-state might
be invigorated by another event elsewhere, and then ‘cascade through the
complexities of regional, local, and neighborhood politics until they energise
local issues and implode into various forms of violence.’29  So transmigration,
family planning, the koteka campaign and Ap’s death constitute macro events
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and processes that produce ripples and pressures that become folded into local
politics.

The violent death of Arnold Ap is integral to the repertoire of a West Papuan
memoria passionis rehearsed in this chapter. Recognition of collective suffering
under Indonesia inspired Ap to take cultural difference as the conscious object
of his performance project. His boundary-making work caused him to be targeted
by the state, and resulted in the incorporation of his violent death into memoria
passionis. For northerner West Papuans at East Awin, Ap’s suffering remains a
potent memory. For Luther and Sofia, the memory of Ap’s suffering lies at the
very heart of their intention to hold out in exile.
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