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This essay points out the formation of Papuan identities as a product of a history of resistance, military oppression, and politico-economical marginalization under Indonesian centralized government and recent Special Autonomy for the region. The ways in which the Papuans fashion their self-image relate to the way Papuans develop strategies to achieve their goals. 

Papua and West Papua are the easternmost provinces of Indonesia with about 2.4 million inhabitants of which about 60 to 65 percent is native Papuan and more or less of Melanesian origin while 35 to 40 percent are migrants, mostly of Asian origin.
 The root of conflicts between the Government of Indonesia (GoI) and the native Papuans is centered on the legitimacy of Indonesian governance. Since 1945, Papua was declared part of Indonesia. In 1963 Indonesia controls this region for which effectively mobilised international recognition before, during and after the 1969 Act of Free Choice.
 This plebiscite decided in favour of integration and was almost fully endorsed by the international community. On the other hand, Papuan leaders believe that the state of West Papua was already established and declared independent in 1961 as part of the Dutch attempt to prepare Netherlands New Guinea for self determination. Consequently, the Papuans claim that the New York Agreement in 1962 did not involve them as a rightful people and that the Act of Free Choice was conducted under intimidation and threats by Indonesian military.

The two conflicting political stands remain unresolved. A number of dialogues have been attempted but failed to address the root of conflicts. In the meanwhile, the military operations and armed resistance by Free Papua Organization (OPM) produce a protracted cycle of violence in which both Papuan and non-Papuan civilians have become victims. Moreover national Indonesian ideology and national law alongside poorly monitored exploitation of natural resources by national and multinational companies has deprived most Papuans from the access to their land and other natural resources. Many Papuans live in insecurity and feel ‘threatened’ by the presence of the military and the ongoing influx of migrants to their land. During campaigns, Papuans employ political, ethnic, racial, and religious categories to express their political position in opposition to ‘Indonesia’ and ‘Indonesians’. At the same time, these expressed are formulated in such a way so as to gain solidarity from fellow Papuans and to mobilize sympathy from international activist communities.  

Papuan-ness

The Papuans have succeeded in building identities which distinguish them from Indonesians. Most prominently,  after integration in 1963, for most Papuans Indonesia remains conceptually different from Papua. Papuans rarely see themselves as Indonesians and see Indonesia as a regionally different space divided from Papua. In terms of names, the province that was named ‘Irian Jaya’ by President Suharto has been replaced with ‘Papua’ in 2000. Just this year a new province that was initially called West Irian Jaya (Irian Jaya Barat) has been renamed to West Papua (Papua Barat). Such names evoke sentiments that relate to forms of national identity among Papuans and relate to the idea of an independent ‘Free Papua’. On top of that, in particular Papuan intellectuals but also others, claim to be racially and ethnically Melanesians thereby separating themselves from Indonesians who are then labeled Malays and Asians.
 In terms of religion, Papua as a land and people is often declared to be Christian in nature and contrasted with Islam, the majority religion of ‘Indonesians’. Furthermore, Papua is ideologically idealized as a struggle for justice and peace while Indonesia is then oppositionally associated to injustice and violence. In short, the identities of Papua bear complex categories of race, ethnicity, religion and political-ideological constructs.
 

In the eyes of the GoI and in line with the importance of colonial history in the construction of a national Indonesian identity, Indonesia and Papua share a Dutch colonial occupation. Within the same national ideology, Indonesia is imagined as a composition of islands, an archipelago, stretching from Sabang (Aceh, Sumatra) to Merauke (adjacent to the border with Papua New Guinea). Ever since President Sukarno’s efforts at integration of Papua a unified Indonesia (NKRI) including Papua is seen as a part of the nation’s struggle against colonialism. Thus Papua belongs to the NKRI. This unitary state of Indonesia comprises multiethnic, multicultural, and multireligious entities, and is not founded on certain religious or racial elements such as Muslim or Malay. Yet to be or to become proper Indonesian demands a certain level of  certain civilization. Based on mostly non-explicit but for most Indonesians distinguishable characteristics, government officials consider Papuans as ‘Stone Age’ people. Their tribal clothing and near-nakedness (in comparison to Javanese) are taken a sign of primitiveness and backwardness. On top of that, the resistance of the scattered OPM (Organisasi Papua Merdeka, Free Papua Movement) fighters or ‘rebels’ and wider supported protest rallies that question injustices, exploitation, and discrimination, has mostly been interpreted as challenging Indonesia’s unity and state integrity. Therefore most GoI officials often use patronizing terms in dealing with Papuans and tend to employ the term ‘separatist’ or ‘rebels’ (pengacau) to label the Papuan protesters, activists and some Papuans in general.

Even though a separate Papuan state either independent or as part of a Melanesian nation remains a mirage, Papuan identities have been employed as symbolic power. During the making of the Law of Special Autonomy for Papua in 2001, certain aspects of these identities were successfully incorporated in the law. For example, the law recognizes that the indigenous Papuans were marginalized during the previous regime and are committed to promote the basic rights of the Papuans. Since 2002 the Papuans enjoy privileges through a process of so-called papuanisation (Papuanisasi), mostly with respect to position within the state apparatus. Almost all of the positions of governor, regent, mayor, and even heads of department within the provincial government down to the district offices have been taken from the hands of ‘Indonesians’ by indigenous Papuans. The privilege of Papuans is further endorsed by the establishment of Majelis Rakyat Papua (Papuan People Council, MRP) that represents the indigenous Papuan communities in a  body that has the authority to, amid control over the legislative process, determine whether someone is Papuan or not. Papuanisation happened earlier in the Protestant church organization that became independent from the Netherlands Protestant churches in the 1950s. The Catholic dioceses are as yet not Papuanised. At the level of politics, political parties there were efforts to Papuanise the cadres but they were not very successful because the decision making process is centralised in Rome. In the business arena, the Papuans remain marginalized. 

The success of imposing images that indigenous Papuans are Melanesian and Christian occurred at the expense of mixed-blood and Muslim Papuans who became ever more marginalized by fellow Papuans. The latter group’s perception of being marginalized surfaced clearly when efforts were made to establish the title of Manokwari—one of provincial capitals—as ‘The Land of Bible’ and to design local regulations which forbid the use of Islamic symbols and promote the Christian ones in the public arena. At the publication of news about these developments, the Muslim Papuans began to raise their voices. They strive to indicate to their fellow Papuans and a larger public that Papuans are not all Christians and Melanesians. The latter is important as many Muslim Papuans trace their ancestry to the Moluccas, a group of islands not always acknowledged by Papuans as Melanesian. Some of them even showed that the religion of Islam came into Papua much earlier than the Christian zending  from the Netherlands bringing the German missionaries Ottow and Geissler to the island of Mansinam in 1855. The logic consequence of this argument is that Muslim Papuans should have the first rights when it comes to claiming a prominent role in the history of Papua and the related identities of the Papuans. In this respect it is important to note that despite the small number of Muslim Papuans in Papua, they can be very strong as the support of Muslim migrants for their cause is mounting. An important step taken towards consolidation of this support was the establishment of Papuan Muslim Council (Majelis Muslim Papua, MMP) in April 2007.  

Violence and Victim  

As mentioned above, Papua has a long history of political violence. Right from the beginning of incorporation of Papua into the Republic of Indonesia the resistance of the pro-independent Papuans emerged and was retaliated by Indonesian military operations. Besides the casualties on the side of the OPM armed rebels and the Indonesian soldiers, many civilian Papuans fell prey to armed clashes. No reliable data on the violence in Papua is available on the period from 1963 to 1990. But from 1990 onwards, it is clear that political violence continued to occur until today. It is estimated roughly by pro-independence activists and foreign watchers that the casualties during the Indonesian rule numbered between hundreds of thousand to millions.
 

Within the Papua province and especially abroad, an image of Papua as a killing field and even stage of a genocide committed by Indonesian government has been built.
 Books and activist projects on political violence in Papua have been composed based mostly around often-exaggerated and generalising accounts of Papuan political refugees, traveling Papuan leaders, and the local, national and international leaders of churches and NGOs.
 The GoI remains silent about this because of their fear from persistent Papuan demand for independence. All of the estimations have never been carefully verified but it appears that many numbers increased during the process of recycling stories from one report to another. The bias of the authors with a certain reading public in mind, numbers were generally increased over time. Often they are then taken as ‘truth’, not only by foreign Papua watchers but also by Papuans themselves.
 

Based on these stories, a new identity of Papuan as the victim of state political violence has been created. This category as a victim is partly the result of and instrumental in the campaign of Free Papua abroad. Any violent events and other calamities such as HIV/Aids tend to be seen as a part of Indonesian state deliberate attempt to obliterate the Papuans. As a result, there is hardly any question concerning the role of the Papuans in the reproduction of violence. In the prominent discourse the only perpetrator responsible for all what goes wrong in Papua is the state and its security apparatus. The violence that occurs on the ground is then taken as ammunition for shooting at the international activist network to call their attention to the suffering of the Papuans and to put pressure on the GoI. 

Concluding remarks

The Papuans inventively created a set of identities to gain solidarity among fellow Papuans and amid international activist groups, and to improve their bargaining positions within the context of the implementation of Special Autonomy Law. In this case the notion of ‘Papua’ challenges the official national identities of Indonesia in terms of race, culture and religion despite the Indonesian unity in diversity state ideology.

The protracted violent conflicts and the failure of the GoI to solve the root of conflicts peacefully in Papua created a very low level of trust between the warring parties. Lack of communications, dialogues, and openness on the part of the GoI drive uncertainties in which prejudices, stereotypes, and hatred developed. In this situation the actors of conflict are not able to think beyond their own identities and move to others’ social categorizations.
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