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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines how Papuans use Facebook to articulate their ethnic 

identity and their political struggle in the context of Indonesian politics of 

uniformity. The Indonesian government views the expression of Papuan identity as 

subversive and treats it with significant suspicion and concern. The Indonesian 

government continues to marginalise Papuans, to exploit their natural resources and 

to use a security approach to handle the resistance. Papuans are denied freedom of 

expression and sovereignty and are unable to represent their cultural and political 

interests. Social media become the viable means for Papuans to express their 

distinct ethnic identity and political struggle. Therefore, it is significant to explore 

the way Papuans use Facebook to express their ethnic identity and to use it as part 

of their political movement. Facebook is selected due to its platforms that allow for 

multimodal, interactive communication, thus providing flexible opportunities for 

identity to be explored. It has also become the most common entry to Indonesian 

and Papuan online activism. This study analyses Papuan ethnic identity construction 

and Papuan political activism through posts in a grassroots Facebook group, Orang 

Papua, and a Facebook news site public page, Suara Papua. As this study is 

primarily focused on the use of visual and verbal forms of language in a specific 

context on a social media site, a multimodal discourse analysis is used as the 

research method. 

This study reveals that the Papuan identity on Facebook is defined as being 

in contrast to Indonesians ethnically, by emphasising affiliation to Melanesia and 

by asserting its Christianity. Papuans have transformed their Melanesian 

identification into political alignment with other Melanesian countries. The notion 

of Melanesian solidarity emphasises that being part of Indonesia is not their 

preferred future. Papuan nationalism becomes a key aspect of the Papuan political 

landscape. Papuan nationalism on Facebook is expressed through spatial, temporal 

and cultural symbols. These symbols are developed through everyday discursive 

conversation. They become a testimony of Papuan ethno-nationalism. Facebook has 

become the suitable option for Papuans to consolidate pan-Papuan ethnic identity 

expression as they have the freedom to choose how they wish to present themselves, 

which becomes the foundation of their political resistance. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis examines how Papuans use Facebook to resist Indonesian 

hegemony, express political dissent, and maintain their distinct ethnic identity. 

Understanding Papuans’ social media activism is significant since Papuans are 

denied freedom of expression and sovereignty and are find their access to 

mainstream media to represent their cultural and political interests restricted 

(Chesterfield, 2011). Therefore, Papuans increasingly use social media to express 

ethnic solidarity, make claims for independence from Indonesian rule, and expose 

human rights violations, as well as publicise the overexploitation of Papua’s 

valuable natural resources. I argue that through Facebook, Papuans are 

consolidating their pan-ethnic political.  

Facebook has become the most common entry for those wanting to engage 

with Papuan online activism (Titifanue et al., 2016). It has been utilised to 

disseminate a wide variety of information relating to Papua. It provides a way to 

present news and views on Papua since Facebook imposes few political restrictions 

(Cookson, 2008). It has also become the key plank of civil resistance strategies in 

Papua (Chesterfield, 2011). Thus, Papuans have taken the opportunity to express a 

politically charged and perhaps politically expedient collective ethnic identity 

through Facebook.  

Factors that contribute to Papuan ethnic solidarity include 1) social 

marginalisation, 2) forced settlement, 3) natural resources exploitation, and 4) 

military repression. The Indonesian government views the expression of Papuan 

identity as subversive and treats it with significant suspicion and concern. 
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Indonesians generally regard Papuans as “primitive and uncivilised.” In accordance 

with their aims to integrate Papua in a greater national Indonesia, the government 

has consistently insisted Papuans behave and appear more like Indonesians. They 

have attempted to achieve this by prohibiting and limiting cultural customs and 

symbols such as traditional Papuan clothing and traditional modes of authority 

(Trajano, 2010). The Indonesian government refers to these restrictions as 

“civilising” Papuans. It exercises a type of social control that the government 

believes is essential to transform Papuans into modern Indonesian citizens. For 

example, the government implemented Operasi Koteka (Operation Koteka/penis 

gourd) in 1971. It was a large-scale operation to persuade Papuans to remove their 

koteka (penis gourds) and to wear modern clothing (Garnaut & Manning, 1974). 

Although not legally obligatory, the government required Papuans to wear clothing 

that covered the body whenever they wanted to access public services such as 

education and health care. Papuans were therefore indirectly coerced into 

abandoning their own cultural practices. Papuan nationalists regard programs like 

this one as “depapuanisation.” The government has also simultaneously embarked 

upon a program of “Indonesianisation” by subjecting Papuans to a steady stream of 

Javanese culture. This program includes propagating a historical version of the 

Indonesian revolution that justifies the annexation of Papua. It also includes 

Islamicisation by building mosques in Papuan villages where Christian majority 

communities live (Trajano, 2010). In 2007, the Indonesian government further 

regulated expressions of Papuan culture by restricting the use of regional symbols 

and banning displays of separatist flags or logos. The Papuan flag was banned under 

this regulation (Trajano, 2010). The flag is one of the most important sources of 

Papuan pride, identity, independence aspiration and ethno-nationalism. Other 
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public displays of symbols of Papuan identity have been progressively outlawed. 

There are similar secessionist movements in Indonesia including the Republic of 

South Maluku (Republik Maluku Selatan-RMS) in Maluku and Free Aceh 

Movement (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka-GAM) in Aceh. The RMS and GAM have 

always maintained that these territories, formerly administered by the Dutch should 

never have been incorporated as part of the Republic of Indonesia.  

The focus of this study is considered politically sensitive. My position as a 

non-Papuan Indonesian who has no direct experience of Papua affects the way I 

understand problems in Papua.  Like many other Indonesians who have studied 

under the Indonesian education system, I believed that keeping different parts of 

Indonesia unified is important. In this sense, I am a nationalist who views Papua as 

an integral and inalienable part of Indonesia. However, I am also sympathetic to the 

repressive treatment of Papuans by the Indonesian authorities.  I believe that to have 

a fair perspective of problems in Papua, one should consider the complex history of 

Papua’s integration into Indonesia. Papua’s problem as shown in this study has 

cultural, social, historical and economic dimensions. Within this context, I believe 

that a persuasive approach such as dialogues between two parties, Papuans and the 

Indonesian government, are significant to solve this sensitive political issue. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, thousands of non-Papuan migrants, especially from 

islands with dense populations like Java, were resettled in Papua under the 

Indonesian government’s transmigration program (McGibbon, 2004). This has 

rendered Papuans a minority in their own region. From the government’s 

perspective, the “transfer of ethnic groups” is advantageous for migrants, who are 

able to access land, as well as for the Papuans, who potentially benefit from 

“modernising influences” of Javanese culture (Aragon, 1994). The transmigration 
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program, however, has had little direct economic or social benefit for local societies 

(Rumbiak, 2011). Javanese transmigrants effectively dominate the local economy. 

Papuans have also obtained few advantages from the economic exploitation 

of their natural resources. Extensive copper and gold deposits are mined by PT 

Freeport—a United States-based mining company. Few Papuans have been hired at 

the mine and of those who have, they have been offered only low-skilled jobs. In 

this regard, Papuans have felt that they have been colonially subjugated by the 

Indonesian government. Despite Indonesia’s official ideology of “multi-cultural 

equality” (Adian, 2011), the reality has often been Papuan political 

disenfranchisement and economic dispossession. 

The current Indonesian government utilises a security approach to 

criminalising free speech and peaceful dissent (Trajano, 2010). They deploy 

military force against Papuans. This military force’s mission is to observe, 

intimidate Papuans and organise undercover operations in Papua. Peace rallies 

organised by activists are unacceptable. Publications on human rights abuse and 

military operation organised by the Indonesian government in Papua are legally 

prohibited (Trajano, 2010). In 2016, over 3000 Papuans were arrested for 

participation in peaceful rallies (Blades, 2016). The program of sustained 

depapuanisation, the transfer of Javanese settlers, and a military approach to 

suppressing Papuans’ dissent supports allegations that the Indonesian government 

has engaged in ethnic genocide against Papuans. 

Despite these oppressive conditions Papuans have continued to resist 

Indonesian repression. The Indonesian government’s strategies for suppression 

have perhaps paradoxically produced and even strengthened Papuan solidarity. 

Papuan resistance started with a decentralised network of poorly armed guerrillas 
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in the late 1960s, which has persisted through to the early 1990s (MacLeod, 2015). 

Resistance to Indonesian rule in Papua by civilians has massively increased since 

1998 (MacLeod, 2015). The fall of Indonesia’s New Order Regime in 1998 allowed 

a fairly free political space in which to express ideas and politically organise 

(Chauvel, 2006a). Dissent took place as large demonstrations. In line with 

MacLeod, Chauvel (2006a) contends that Papuan political actors, including 

Christian religious leaders and human rights activists along with traditional leaders, 

attracted advanced support for independence from Papuans throughout the region. 

They established the Papuan Presidium Council, which focuses on human rights 

issues and supports Papua’s claims for independence. Leaders of Papuan Presidium 

Council were charged with subversion by the Indonesian government. In 2002 the 

Papuan Presidium Council’s Chairman, Theys Eluay was assassinated. This 

assassination marked an end of the fairly free political space in Papua. 

Real social conditions in Papua are “hidden behind a thick veil of secrecy 

and disinformation” (Budiardjo & Liong, 1988, p.vii). The Indonesian government 

censors mainstream media, constantly threatens journalists who report on conflicts 

in Papua and has banned foreign media journalists’ access to Papua since 2004 

(Chesterfield, 2011). Consequently, Papuans have increasingly used social media 

to express their identity and their political resistance because this mode of 

communication operates largely outside of Indonesian government control 

(Freischlad, 2018). Furthermore, social media enable Papuans to elicit and 

potentially develop support for their cause outside of Papua itself. A younger 

generation of Papuans who are mainly urban, educated and innovative are utilising 

social network sites and other online media outlets such as news portals and blogs 

for their resistance strategy (Chesterfield, 2011). Social network sites like Facebook 
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allow Papuans to send and receive messages, participate in a dialogue about ethnic 

identity, and challenge political oppression. Facebook also enables others to access 

current information on the situation in Papua. 

My research examines and analyses how Papuans use social media to 

express ethnic identity, to articulate Papuan nationalism, and to express their 

political struggle in a context where this type of dialogue is officially “discouraged”. 

Previous studies on social media usage by minority groups, for instance in China 

(Svensson, 2014), Albania (Svensson, 2014), Trinidad (Miller & Slater, 2001) and 

Pacific countries (Finau et al., 2014; Logan, 2012), suggest that social media have 

played a significant role in creating political spaces. Despite similarities in the role 

that social media play in terms of identity expression and political activism, it is 

important to take note of and retain the specificity of each context. Papua is thus a 

unique cultural and socio-political context but some of the findings of this research 

will invariably resonate with the use of social media amongst minority communities 

living in other repressive political regimes. 

In this research, I analyse Papuan ethnic identity construction and their 

political activism through posts in a Facebook group called Orang Papua (people 

of Papua/Papuans). Additional research was conducted on another Facebook page 

called Suara Papua (Voice of Papua) to enrich and give context to the overall 

project. Unlike Orang Papua that runs by an individual, Suara Papua run by a 

community-based news organisation. Both are considered key stakeholders in 

Papua. The posts and comments on these pages offer valuable evidence about the 

way Papuans assert Papuan identity, express narratives of political resistance and 

construct their nationalism. Posts and comments on Facebook enable researchers 

such as myself to view the process of online communication where there are the 
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processes of constructing meaning through textual exchanges and the sharing of 

images. Orang Papua could be considered a grassroots organisation whereas Suara 

Papua is the public page of a news site. When this research began Orang Papua 

was an open group where members discussed issues in Papua, but it then turned into 

a closed group. The closing of Orang Papua is discussed and analysed because the 

reason and consequences for the site’s closing illustrate surveillance and freedom 

of expression issues at stake in Papuan identity and political resistance. 

As this study is primarily concerned with the posts produced by members of 

the Orang Papua Facebook group and the Suara Papua Facebook site I use a 

multimodal discourse analysis. Social media are “multimodal” insofar as they 

incorporate various modes including visual, audio, and moving images (Eisenlauer, 

2013). This method pays attention to specific aspects of the medium of social media 

and allows us to interpret and understand the significance of social media data 

(Herring, 2015). The main benefit of applying multimodal discourse to analyse 

social media text is that it potentially includes all modes of communication on social 

media. It incorporates various modes including visual, audio, and moving images 

and looks at the relationships between modes and detailed nuances of meaning-

making such as different impression and meaning between the use of visual image 

and/or verbal language (Henriksen, 2014). 

In this study, the data (multimodal texts) produced by members of the Orang 

Papua group and the Suara Papua Facebook site were collected over a six-month 

period (from June to November 2015). The Facebook pages were accessed, and 

posts were monitored daily. The selected posts were then divided into categories. 

The categories in this study were based on three themes: ethnic identity, political 

resistance and nationalism. The themes were then categorised further into sub-
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categories. In analysing each component of the collected posts, this study employed 

Jancsary’s (2016) analytical procedure of multimodal text. 

Facebook use for political discourse and activism is not restricted to 

Papuans. Facebook is one of the most influential social media platforms in 

Indonesian society. According to Internet World Stats, internet users in Indonesia 

have increased from 2 million users in 2000 to 132 million users in 2017 (Internet 

World Stats, March 2017). Indonesia has become Facebook’s second largest market 

with 115 million active users (Haryanto, 2017) and Twitter’s fifth largest country 

with 41 million active users (Herman & Mononimbar, 2017). Besides Facebook and 

Twitter, Instagram is another popular social media platform in Indonesia. Indonesia 

is one among five largest countries that have more than 40 million Instagram users 

(Andarningtyas, 2017). In the political history of Indonesia, social media act as 

“cyber-civic space” (Lim, 2013). According to Lim (2013) cyber-civic space refers 

to a space that drives its users to develop group activism and transform this online 

activism into offline action. It gives them a space to voice their criticism of the 

Indonesian government, which cannot be articulated through mainstream media due 

to government censorship. Thus, Facebook has become a space of resistance for 

Indonesians in general, not just Papuans. Facebook has been understood to be a 

“secret weapon” of the oppressed and as such has been appropriated accordingly 

within a socio-political milieu (Holmes & Sulistyanto, 2016). 

Social media like Facebook also offer flexible opportunities for identity to 

be explored. They provide a setting that is well suited for the expression of the 

‘‘hoped-for possible self - a realistic, socially desirable identity an individual would 

like to establish given the right circumstances” (Mehdizadeh, 2010, p. 358). They 

also offer spaces for “a moral encompassment within which we have a sense not 
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only of who we are but also who we ought to be” (Miller, 2011, p.180). In the 

Papuan context, Facebook facilitates Papuans’ cultural self-expression, which has 

previously been considered undesirable or even subversive. The way social media 

users construct their identity may be affected by social media’s capacity to reinforce 

particular kinds of discourse or expressions in its “liking” and “sharing” functions. 

Facebook’s interactivity, multimodality and user-centric nature not only facilitates 

the construction and representation of various ethnic and political identities (Kahn 

& Kellner, 2004) but these characteristics also make it a site where expressions of 

identity and solidarity can be observed. Thus Facebook is a good place to look at 

the construction of cultural self. For Papuans, Facebook is a place where their ethnic 

identity is publicly, though in a closed group in one situation as mentioned earlier, 

acknowledged and reaffirmed.  

This study is significant because it looks at the way Papuans express their 

identity through multimodal posts as well as communication activities performed 

by Facebook users employing the available action such as “like” and “comment”. 

There are only few research projects that focus on multimodal elements on 

Facebook (Miller & Sinanan, 2017). Previous studies concentrate on the conception 

of identity on Facebook grounded in user profiles (Zhao et al., 2008; Mehdizadeh, 

2010; Boupha et al., 2013) and in the construction of social identities embedded in 

social interaction through verbal messages on Facebook (Zhang et al., 2010; Frazier 

& Zhang, 2014).  

 There has also been little social media research conducted in Indonesia 

(Johansson, 2016). Research on social media has not been explored due to 

theoretical and methodological reasons. In the Indonesian academic research 

literature, one-way views of communication process dominate. The distinctive 



10 
 

multidirectional communication characteristics of social media have not fit these 

linear views. Indonesian researchers have been concerned on how to extend existing 

methodologies to social media forms. The role of social media in Indonesia in the 

political process is significant (Johansson, 2016). Social media bring greater 

freedom in the dissemination of information in the Papuan case, yet pay relatively 

little attention to politics and identity and none of the studies so far looks at social 

media, identity and politics in relation to Papuans. The existing academic literature 

on Papuan identity-based resistance is primarily historical and focuses on factors 

contributing to Papuan political resistance such as marginalisation, welfare and 

human rights violations (Chauvel, 2005; Trajano, 2010; Hernawan, 2011; King, 

2011; Rumbiak, 2011; Barber & Moiwend, 2011; Webster, 2012). Most studies of 

social media assume the studies can generalise across different groups (Miller & 

Sinanan, 2017). However, the way people use Facebook is context-specific. 

Different groups may respond differently to Facebook. They may use Facebook to 

fulfil specific needs. Miller (2011) argues that there is a particular genre of use that 

has developed for different peoples and regions. In the case of Papuans, they use 

Facebook for articulating identity and political purposes and within the context of 

strict control by the Indonesian government. I contend that these specific activities 

and context is indicative of a need for research.   

Orang Papua and Suara Papua have been selected because they represent 

two different Papua-related sites: one run by an individual (an active Papuan social 

media user) and another run by an organisation (a community-based organisation 

in Papua). They represent different constituents and are considered key stakeholders 

in Papua. The two sites provide diverse perspectives on Papuan ethnic identity, 

political struggle and nationalism. Moreover, these two sites express information 
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differently. Even though they provide similar Papua-related contents, Orang Papua 

uses common vernacular discourse, and Suara Papua uses more formal discourse. 

Posts on Orang Papua are anything its members consider important. They can 

exchange information to develop awareness of the current situation in Papua and 

discuss its future whereas posts in Suara Papua tend to be more regional level in 

scope and represent public political interests aiming to counter Indonesian 

mainstream media’s propaganda and misinformation as well as to provide facts 

about Papua from the perspective of Papuans. Orang Papua provides information 

from members who post on their walls. Its information is presented in a less formal 

way and is framed by the individual who posts it. Thus it is considered more casual 

and less subject to censure. Orang Papua 

(https://www.facebook.com/groups/orang.papua/) is the biggest of its kind 

compared to other Papua-related Facebook groups. Orang Papua (People of 

Papua/Papuans) was created on 7 March 2010 by an individual as a forum for 

“ordinary” Papuans (as demonstrated by the group’s name) to communicate issues 

important to Papua. Suara Papua is a community-based Papuan news site that has 

the highest daily page views and social media (Facebook and Twitter) traffic 

(“Statistik situs berita tentang Papua periode Mei 2018”, 2018). According to 

Indonesian Legal Aid Institute for the Press (LBH Pers), Suara Papua is one of the 

news sites that actively voice human rights abuse and violence in Papua (“Siaran 

Pers Tentang Pemblokiran Suarapapua.com”, 2016). As a community-based 

Papuan news site with high daily page views and social media traffic that critically 

disseminates political issues in Papua, Suara Papua becomes a good site to examine 

the way Papuans articulate their political views. It claims to offer accurate and 

credible information. Suara Papua (https://www.facebook.com/SuaraPapua/) was 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/orang.papua/
https://www.facebook.com/SuaraPapua/
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established in December 2011 by Perkumpulan Suara Papua (The Voice of Papua 

Community) and it established an associated Facebook page. The site provides the 

publication’s perspective. 

To understand the significance of social media on Papuan cultural identity 

and political claims, it is important to place this discussion in the context of socio-

cultural, political and historical relations between Papua and Indonesia. Therefore 

this dissertation begins with a chapter that describes the geopolitical situation of 

Papua as well as the importance of ethnic identity that has given rise to Papuan 

political resistance in the context of Indonesia’s politics of uniformity. To show 

why social media have become a part of Papuan political resistance, the second 

chapter explains the role of the state censorship in Indonesia’s mainstream media 

coverage of Papuan political movements and its relation to the centrality of online 

media to political activism in Papua.  

Chapter 3 consists of a literature review of the central themes used in this 

study. It begins with surveys of different approaches to ethnic identity, including 

primordialism (Appadurai, 1996), constructivism (Fearon & Laitin, 2000) and 

instrumentalism (Spencer, 2017). Ethnic identities are shaped in relation to 

nationalism or ethno-nationalism (Geertz, 1994; Nairn, 1997) therefore, this chapter 

includes how nationalism is expressed in everyday life (Billig, 1995; Skey, 2011). 

As this study focuses on ethnic identity construction in online media, the literature 

about how online media influences ethnic identity construction (Mehdizadeh, 2010) 

and what role social media play in producing resistance (Gerbaudo, 2011; Marichal 

2013) is reviewed; this includes online activism in general and the relations between 

Papuan political discourse and a range of media in Indonesia in particular. The final 

section of Chapter 3 discusses social media as the new form of the public sphere 
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(Habermas, 1989, Fraser 1990) and their relation to social media activism 

(Dahlgren, 2005) and identity (Lichterman, 1999). 

The fourth chapter outlines the project’s sampling strategies and describes 

multimodal discourse analysis. Chapters Five through Seven are the findings and 

data analysis chapters. Chapter Five aims to answer the question on how Papuans 

construct their ethnic identity on Facebook. It focuses on ways Papuans are 

strengthening their “Papuanness” by raising their distinctive ethnic consciousness 

and emphasising their affiliation to Melanesians in contrast with Indonesians. 

Papuans are also creating the notion of ethnic authenticity to redefine their ethnic 

identity, contesting negative stereotypes previously attached to them to empower 

themselves, and emphasising religion to justify their distinction.  

Chapter Six discusses how Papuans have transformed their identity as 

Melanesians from a symbolic marker of identity into a political alliance with other 

Melanesian countries by creating the notion of Melanesian solidarity. This ethnic 

solidarity also relies on developing religious-based support for their political 

movement by establishing a stronger alliance with Christian institutions. This 

chapter also explores how Papuans have used the violence and human rights abuse 

they have experienced to attract international support for their political claims. The 

last part of this chapter discusses the closing of Orang Papua. 

Chapter Seven focuses on the way Papuans express their ideas of becoming 

a sovereign nation by developing a sense of national belonging, questioning the 

history of Papua integration into Indonesia, redefining the meaning of merdeka 

(freedom), and selecting symbolically loaded symbols specific to their region in 

counter-discourse to broader Indonesian regimes of nationalist representation, and 

introducing Papuan heroes. 
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 Chapter Eight concludes the dissertation by summarising the significance 

of this research project, discussing its limitations and proposing its implications for 

future research. This chapter concludes that Papuans have used Facebook to 

articulate their struggle over the meaning and experience of being Papuans. How 

this struggle has taken place over social media demonstrates how Facebook has 

become a key discursive site of contestation regarding Papuan identity. Facebook 

has also facilitated the regionalisation and internationalisation of the Papuan 

political movement’s strategies to advance its claims for sovereignty. Facebook is 

perceived as a safe place to articulate Papuan nationalism that cannot be expressed 

through mainstream media in Indonesia. These expressions are facilitated by 

Facebook interactive platforms such as status update posts, comments and likes that 

allow Papuans to create multimodal communication through posts, comments, 

shares and likes.  
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CHAPTER 2 

PAPUA AND INDONESIA: A HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

 

 This chapter provides the geopolitical, sociocultural, political and historical 

context necessary to understand the reasons for Papuan discontent and their turn to 

Facebook as a means to advance their political and cultural commitment to self-

determination.  

 

2.1. Papuan Geopolitics 

Papua lies in the western part of the island of New Guinea. The international 

community has referred to this region as “West Papua”; a name created by the New 

Guinea Council, which was established by the Dutch for its colony in Netherlands 

New Guinea in 1961 (Simpson, 2004). After Dutch colonialism ended, West Papua 

was named Irian Jaya by the Indonesian government who incorporated the territory 

as its eastern most province. The name Irian was associated with the acronym part 

of the Republic of Indonesia, anti-Netherlands (Ikut Republik Indonesia Anti 

Nederland). In 2000, Irian Jaya was renamed Papua and it became the province’s 

official name. The name change was designed to regain Papuans’ trust and to 

weaken their independence movement. In 2003, the Indonesian government 

separated Papua into two administrative divisions: the province of Papua and Papua 

Barat (West Papua).  The capital city of the province of Papua is Jayapura and of 

Papua Barat is Manokwari. To avoid confusion this study uses the term Papua to 

refer to both provinces. 
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Figure 1. Map of Indonesia. Retrieved from indahnesia.com. Discover Indonesia 

Online. Retrieved 2017, June 15, from 

http://indahnesia.com/indonesia/indonesia.php 

 

Geographically, Papua is Indonesia’s largest province. It has a land mass of 421,981 

square kilometres and comprises 22 percent of Indonesia’s total land area (Badan 

Pusat Statistik-BPS/Indonesian Central Bureau of Statistics 2002-2016). Despite 

being one of Indonesia’s largest provinces, Papua is one of its most sparsely 

populated. The 2013 census reported a total population of 4,032,488 (Badan Pusat 

Statistik-BPS/Indonesian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2012-2013).  

During Indonesia’s struggle for independence (1945-1949) nationalists 

insisted that all territories previously administered by the Netherlands East Indies 

should be included in the sovereignty transfer to Indonesia (Aspinall & Berger, 

2001). The Dutch, however, insisted that Papua be exempt from the final settlement 

(Aspinall & Berger, 2001) because Papuans were ethnically and culturally distinct 

from Indonesians (Trajano, 2010). The Indonesian government disagreed (Trajano 

2010). They viewed Dutch support for Papuan self-determination as a way for the 

Dutch to retain colonial influence in the Pacific. Ultimately, the Indonesians 

prevailed. Under the New York Agreement and the 1969 Act of Free Choice 



17 
 

supervised by the United Nations, Papua’s status as part of Indonesia was ratified 

by the international community. Drooglever (2009) claims that the result of the Act 

of Free Choice is manipulative, and the Indonesian government considered as 

“betrayed Papuans’ rights” (Yoman, 2007, p. 125).  Papuan leaders were excluded 

from these negotiations and therefore had no say in the transfer of their homeland 

from the Dutch to Indonesians. This lack of consultation over Papua’s annexation 

has set the stage for years of unrest in the region.  

Since the Act of Free Choice, the Indonesian government has consistently 

asserted its rights and control over Papua using military, socio-cultural and 

economic means. The New Order regime (1965-1998) believed that only direct 

centralised military control could enforce national unity. Indonesia’s priorities at 

this time were defined primarily in terms of economic development. The regime 

regarded political stability and social order as fundamental prerequisites for 

economic productivity. They ensured political stability through military force 

(Chauvel, 2005).   

Indonesia’s efforts to incorporate Papua were not restricted to military 

repression. Strict controls were exerted over the cultural identity of ethnic 

minorities living in regions referred to as the “outer islands” (Aragon, 1994). Java, 

where approximately 60% of Indonesia’s population lives, is considered the “inner 

island”. Java island is surrounded by the outer islands include Sumatra in the west, 

Kalimantan and Sulawesi in the north and Papua in the east. These outer islands 

have almost 90% of the country’s land mass but only about 40% of the population.  

The Javanese and the island of Java form the center of the state’s political and 

economic life. Most of the policies applied throughout the nation are based on 

Javanese values and interests.  



18 
 

In the 1970s and 1980s under the “New Order”, thousands of migrants, 

especially from the island of Java, were resettled in Papua (Shiva, 2010). From the 

government’s perspective, this “transfer of ethnic groups” was advantageous 

because it acted as a modernising or mediating influence on indigenous 

communities (Aragon, 1994). In this case the Javanese or Java centric cultural 

values transmigrants brought with them were widely regarded by the central 

authorities as more sophisticated and superior to indigenous Papuan cultural values 

and practices. As a result of the presence of migrants and the influence of Javanese 

culture in Papua, Papuans have experienced cultural hybridity, but the 

transmigration program has conferred little of the economic or social “modern” 

benefit the Indonesian government anticipated (Rumbiak, 2011). Instead, Papuans 

find themselves culturally and economically marginal (Wonda, 2007). By 2000, 

Indonesian settlers constituted 66% of Papua’s urban population.  

 Recent official statistics (BPS/Indonesian Central Bureau of Statistics, 

2010) show that due to transmigration the number of Papuans living in Papua is 

proportionately decreasing. Elmslie (2017) is predicted that in the next decade, the 

number of Papuans will fall from 60% to 20% percent. On the other hand, non-

Papuans population are proportionately increasing (Elmslie, 2017). Most non-

Papuans live in regencies near the PNG border region such as in Mimika close by 

Freeport Mine, on the island of Biak and the city centre of Nabire (BPS  – the ethnic 

breakdown of regencies into Papuan and non-Papuan table, 2010). Elmslie (2017) 

argues that the trend of a falling proportion of Papuans due to non-Papuan migration 

in the region is “the minoritisation of the Papuan people” (p. 1). 

This transmigration program has effectively undermined Papuan’s 

customary (adat) law and communal land ownership (hak ulayat). Barber and 



19 
 

Moiwend (2011) claim it is effectively a “land grab” alienating Papuans from their 

resources and relegating them to the margins. The subsequent loss of their land has 

impoverished many Papuans (Yoman, 2007). Papua has the highest poverty rate in 

Indonesia (Elmslie, 2013). The national average for poverty is 10.12%, far lower 

than Papua’s 27.62% rate (Badan Pusat Statistik-BPS/Indonesian Central Bureau 

of Statistics 2009-2017). Health and education statistics in Papua are also grim. 

Papua’s infant mortality rate is three times higher than the national average. Papua’s 

literacy rate is the worst in Indonesia.  

The loss of customary land for Papuans has also meant the loss of their 

cultural identity since Papuans’ cultural identity is fundamentally determined by 

customary systems (Barber & Moiwend, 2011). Papuans felt that they were being 

marginalised due to the government’s ignorance in preserving Papuans’ cultural 

identity. Lack of concern toward cultural identity in the transmigration program has 

produced a sense of common fate among Papuans. Papuans were united by the same 

feelings of loss of customary and cultural identity. Thus the transmigration program 

has changed the relations between Papua and Indonesia. Papuans have developed a 

sense of common ethnicity, despite significant ethnic and linguistic variability 

(Singh, 2008) and draw sharp distinctions between themselves and Indonesians. For 

many Papuans, Indonesia’s insistence upon a unitary state was viewed as a 

continuation of Javanese hegemony, which had its antecedents in the Dutch 

Colonial era when Javanese served as colonial bureaucrats under the Dutch and thus 

effectively served as the “face” of local government in the regions.  

 Javanese transmigration has also changed the faith practices in Papua. 

According to the BPS, the majority (76%) of Papuans are Christians. Transmigrants 

are predominantly Muslim. Farhadian (2005) argues that the growth of Islam over 
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the past four decades has been strategic in further integrating Papua into Indonesia 

(Farhadian, 2005). In this context, transmigration is the Indonesian government’s 

Islamicisation program in Papua (Wonda, 2007). 

Under the Reformasi regime (1998 to 2002), Papuans were granted special 

autonomy, which meant greater economic control but any referendum on self-

determination has remained resolutely off the bargaining table. Nevertheless 

Papuans experienced an atmosphere of democratic reform (reformasi) called the 

“Papuan Spring” (Heidbuchel, 2007). Papuan leaders established Papuan 

organisations. A massive gathering known as the Papuan Congress (Kongres Rakyat 

Papua) was held and attempted to declare independence from Indonesia (Chauvel, 

2005). It was “the most open period in Papua since the takeover by the Indonesian 

government in the early 1960s” (Hanan, 2008, p. 4). The Papuan Congress in 2000 

was based on the first Papuan Congress also known as New Guinea Council in 1961. 

It was aimed at reaffirming Papua as the nation and to unite Papuans’ political 

aspiration (Alua, 2002). Dissent took the form of rallies, and the establishment of 

organisations’ focus on human rights issues and the pro-independence movement 

(MacLeod, 2015) and resultant developments such as the Papuan Council – these 

activities had been impossible during the New Order. The Papuan Council is an 

institution created to protect indigenous Papuans’ rights based on their culture, to 

empower Papuan women and to enforce religious harmony (Wanggai, 2017). This 

institution plays a role in keeping and protecting Papua people’s rights by enacting 

supervision of government policy. Its role is equal to the provincial legislative body. 

Its members include indigenous Papuans representing traditional, women’s and 

religious elements. Within this Reformasi period the regime had renamed Papua and 

allowed the use of the Morning Star flag. This flag is the most popular symbols of 
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Papuan resistance. However, the assassination of the Papuan Presidium Council’s 

Chairman in 2002 marked an end to the period. Many believed that the assassination 

was carried out by Indonesian armed forces. The assassination was also an 

indication that Papuan activities were still considered threatening to the Republic 

of Indonesia’s unity. Soon, the flag was banned once again, and free speech and 

peaceful dissent were re-criminalised. To date these activities are still outlawed. In 

2007, the Indonesian government regulated expressions of Papuan culture by 

restricting the use of regional symbols and banning displays of separatist flags or 

logos. Despite the Indonesian government’s use of military force, Papuans have 

continued to resist Indonesian repression. 

Papua’s political movement consists of two groups: one that is armed and 

violent and the other non-violent and civilian (Elmslie, Webb-Gannon & King, 

2011). The armed and violent group includes the paramilitary wings, such as the 

West Papua National Liberation Army (TPN-PB). The non-violent and civilian 

group consists of the diplomatic wings such as Papuan leaders living in overseas 

and the civilian-based movement wings such as young people and students, 

religious leaders, women’s groups and traditional leaders (MacLeod, 2015). The 

United Liberation Movement for West Papua (ULMWP) was established in 2014 

as an umbrella organisation for different factions in Papua’s political movement 

(Bohane, 2014). These organisations unite a highly diverse Papuan population that 

consists of more than 250 different ethnic groups (Chauvel, 2005). Bohane (2014) 

also observes that ULMWP is recognised as the only leading entity in co-ordinating 

the campaign for the Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG) membership, which is a 

political and economic bloc of Pacific Island countries that support Papua’s 

independence movement. 
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Papua’s economic marginalisation and cultural genocide have made the 

Indonesian government very cautious in releasing information, even prompting it 

to hide the real social conditions in Papua. The Indonesian government strictly 

censors the dissemination of information relating to Papua and constantly threatens 

local journalists who report on conflicts in Papua (Chesterfield, 2011). It has also 

banned foreign media journalists’ access to Papua since 2004 (Chesterfield, 2011). 

Papua’s current movement has utilised social media to disseminate a wide variety 

of information relating to Papua and to support its political resistance. This mode 

of communication operates largely outside of Indonesian government control. 

Social media activism has become Papua’s current resistance strategy (Chesterfield, 

2011). There was a dramatic increase in the use of social media by Papuans after 

2008. The next section describes the way social media, especially Facebook, 

become Papuans’ means to advance their political resistance amidst Indonesian 

government censorship. The Indonesian government’s strict control toward media 

coverage of secessionist conflicts along with the success of social media activism 

in Indonesia as showed in the cases of 2009 and 2011 Facebook movements have 

inspired Papuans to utilise social media to support their political movements. 

 

2.2. Papuan online activism and Indonesian media censorship 

Since 1965, the Indonesian government has effectively repressed any 

potential socio-political conflict that endangers the state’s stability and national 

unity. Lim (2005) argues that the state’s stability and national unity or NKRI (the 

unitary state of the Republic of Indonesia) is the strongest Indonesia’s state 

ideological narrative. Consequently, the government suppresses any media 

coverage of secessionist conflicts and associates them with anti-NKRI action, 
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including those in Papua (Sen & Hill, 2000). Under Indonesia’s New Order Regime 

(1965-1998) conflicts caused by ethnic, religious, racial and inter-social group 

differences were considered highly sensitive. The regime developed the guidelines, 

known as SARA (which stands for Suku, Agama, Ras &AntarGolongan or ethnic, 

religious, racial and inter-social group). These guidelines did not allow Indonesians 

(including media) to openly discuss conflicts caused by ethnic, religious, racial and 

inter-social group differences. Any media coverage that violated these guidelines 

resulted in severe penalties. They were either shut down or their press or 

broadcasting licenses were revoked. The New Order regime stepped down in 1998 

due to the public pressure, but this form of repression continues into the present.  

Long before the internet and social media Papuans experienced cultural 

repression and censorship.  In many respects these pre-digital forms of repression 

have much in common with the ways in which Indonesian authorities treat digital 

expressions of identity but there are also some key differences. 

Papuans use the oral tradition (singing and dancing) to express their ethnic 

identity. Like digital media as means of expression utilised by Papuans, the 

Indonesian government perceived Papuan ethnic identity manifestations through 

music as endangering the unitary state because they cultivate separatist impulses. 

This perception comes from the fact that music and dance have been used as a 

symbol of unification of Papuan identity (Symthe, 2013). Music played a significant 

role in the early period of the formation of Papuan identity in the 1940s. Later in 

the 1970s, music and dance not only functioned as a symbol of a unified Papuan 

identity but also “serve[d] as a vessel for resistance and identity through which a 

group [could] mobilise against an oppressive order” (Symthe, 2013, p. 74). During 

the Koreri millenarian movement in the 1940s, music functioned as the symbol of 
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pan-Papuan identity, channelled through musician Angganitha Manufandu. As a 

messianic movement, Koreri believed that the Messiah will come to Papua and 

provide Papuans with a better, prosperous and immortal life. Songs were sung to 

celebrate the advent of Koreri. These songs emphasised the unified Papuan identity 

(Smythe, 2013), although the Koreri movement started in Biak and formed the 

foundation of identity for Papuans who live in a coastal area. Music as the symbol 

of pan-Papuan identity is continued with musician and anthropologist Arnold Ap 

and his group Mambesak during the 1970s to 1980s (Suryawan, 2011).  Within this 

era, music and dance were a means to “protest the extensive violence against the 

Papuan people carried out by the Indonesian security forces” (Smythe, 2013, p. 73). 

Mambesak consists of four indigenous Papuans from Biak Numfor. It was 

established in the 1970s. Mambesak in Biak’s language means bird of paradise. The 

name of the group implies their view of the importance of the symbol that unites 

hundreds of Papuan tribes. When they are performing, they use brown and yellow 

costumes that represent the bird of paradise. The dancers wear cidoko (tassel shirts 

made from tree leaves). These costumes represent pan-Papuan identity (the bird of 

paradise is the symbol of Papua). The popularity of Mambesak was considered as 

threatening to the Indonesian authority as their songs contained provocative lyrics. 

The lyrics not only contain harmony and reference to everyday issues but also 

consist of criticism. For instance, Mambesak composed Mars Papua (Papuan 

March); its lyrics include: “I do not want to be a slave all the time. Whether I can 

eat or not, I wanted to be an independent person” (Suryawan, 2011). These lyrics 

imply the situation in which Papuans are frequently being intimidated by Indonesian 

authorities. The word “slave” indicates the inequality between Papuans and 
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Indonesians and that Papuans are the slaves and Indonesian authorities are the 

masters.  

Papuans are also utilising visual images as a form of expression of the abuse 

they have experienced. Rutherford (2005) notes that there are Papuans creating 

visual evidence of Indonesian violence. He posits that in one village in Papua there 

is a mural featuring images such as a bleeding skull wearing a special forces beret 

along with a portrait of traditional warriors. The belief that Mambesak has cultivated 

a separatist impulse for Papuans was proven with the assassination of Arnold Ap, 

Mambesak leader, in April 1984. The expression of Papuan ethnic identity through 

the oral tradition (such as music and dance) ended with this tragic event. Ap and 

Mambesak became the symbol of the raising of Papuan ethnic identity through art, 

especially song and dance (Suryawan, 2011). The role played by Manufandu and 

Ap indicates that song as means of expression of Papuan ethnic identity is initiated 

by Papuan elites. Manufandu is the leader of Koreri movement and Ap is an 

anthropologist. In this context, these pre-digital forms of expression are different 

from social media. Social media are used by ordinary and grassroots Papuans as 

means of ethnic identity expression. Similar to song, books have been also used by 

elite Papuans to express their distinct ethnic identity. 

Books have been used by indigenous Papuan intellectuals and activists to 

convey ideas about Papuan identity that contrasts to Indonesians. The fall of 

Indonesia’s new order regime in 1998 and the rise of a more democratic Reformasi 

(reform) era in Indonesia since 1999 affected the way Papuans express their ethnic 

identity and political struggle. In the 2000s there were several books written by 

indigenous Papuans containing the articulation of a distinct ethnic identity along 

with their political demand to be an independent nation. Papuan activists include 
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priests, and intellectuals such as Benny Giay, Socratez Sofyan Yoman, Sendius 

Wonda were among some writers who published their books. Benny Giay is a 

theologian, a social anthropologist and leader of Kingmi church who is well known 

for his activities to protect Papuan human rights. Socratez Sofyan Yoman is the 

leader of a Baptist church in Jayapura and a well-known activist seeking support 

for Papua’s political movement from international communities. Sendius Wonda is 

an intellectual and a vocal critic of the Indonesian government. Yoman and 

Wonda’s books were banned by the Indonesian government due to their explicit 

support for Papuans’ political demand to be a separate nation and their statement 

about Papuan ethnic affiliation to Melanesians rather than Indonesians. According 

to the Indonesian’s Attorney General Office, these books contain strong racial 

sentiments and endanger the unitary state of Indonesia (“Kejaksaan tarik buku 

pemusnahan etnis Melanesia”, 2008). Tapsell (2015) observes that while the 

Indonesian government is said to be democratic, this does not apply to the 

expression of problems in Papua. He argues that elsewhere freedom of expression 

is enjoyed by Indonesians but not by Papuans. 

The above-mentioned indigenous Papuan figures argue in their books that 

Papuans are not Indonesians and the Indonesian government is colonising Papua. 

In his book, Giay (2000) posits that Papuans have a different skin colour and hair, 

a different way of wearing clothes, and different cuisine from Indonesians. Thus, 

Papuans “tidak akan pernah diindonesiakan” (cannot be Indonesianised) (p. 3). 

Unlike Giay, who has never explicitly mentioned Papuan ethnic affiliation to 

Melanesia, Wonda (2007) posits that Papuans are “black people from the 

Melanesian race” (p. 23). In his book, Wonda argues that due to colonisation, 

Papuans lack unity and a sense of belonging. Also, colonisation has made Papuans 
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establish the notion of Orang Asli Papua (p. 64) or “truly Papuans”. He also 

mentions the issue of mixed marriage between Papuans and non-Papuans as the 

cause of eradication of Papuan’s Melanesian race. Yoman (2007) reaffirms the 

issues of Melanesian affiliation and colonisation in Papua. He states that Papuans 

are physically and socially different from Indonesians and that the Papuan is a 

Melanesian in the Pacific. The Indonesian government uses a “polarisation 

strategy” to divide Papuans and uses labelling to arouse fear. For instance, the 

authority states the OPM (Free Papua Movements) opposes the church, Papuans 

who live coastal oppose those who live in the highlands, and Catholics oppose 

Protestants. 

With the implementation of Special Autonomy Law that aimed to facilitate 

greater power for the regional government in Papua in 2001, local media flourished 

in the two capital cities: Jayapura and Manokwari. Through funds from the Special 

Autonomy Law, the Papuan provincial government established local media such as 

television and radio stations along with the established national state-owned media 

such as TVRI (state-owned television station), RRI (state-owned radio station), 

private-owned print media (Papua Pos and Bisnis Papua) and large media chain-

owned (Cenderawasih Pos, Radar Sorong and Radar Timika owned by the Jawapos 

network group). These media are biased in favour of the government. However, a 

few local news organisations were able to establish more independent media. They 

mainly produced print media that aimed to provide “more local Papuan voices in 

the news” (Tapsell, 2015, p. 321). Some of the popular local print media are Tabloid 

Jubi, Tabloid Noken and Suara Papua. Tapsell (2015) observes that these media 

vocally criticise the government. They are referred to as “pro-independence 

publications” (p. 326) by the Indonesian government. These local news 
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organisations hire indigenous Papuan journalists but not as many as non-indigenous 

journalists. This is because Papuan journalists are attacked for writing about 

independence and non-Papuan journalists are intimidated into silence (Tapsell, 

2015). The Indonesian armed forces frequently monitor indigenous Papuan 

journalists’ activities. There are not many indigenous Papuans who are willing to 

be journalists because it is so dangerous. 

According to the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ), the current 

Indonesian government (the Reform Era Regime) has banned foreign media access 

to Papua since 2004. Reporting on Papua is highly risky. Journalists as well as 

private citizens are under constant threat for reporting conflicts in Papua 

(Chesterfield, 2011). Reporters Without Borders (RSF) reported that overseas 

journalists who intended to make documentary films about Papua have been 

expelled. The Indonesian government has also refused to give permission to 

overseas journalists to visit Papua. Current president Joko Widodo announced in 

2015 that Papua would be open to foreign media and journalists. This opening is 

only rhetorical since foreign journalists still require police permission from relevant 

ministries who deny permission on the basis that journalists’ safety cannot be 

guaranteed. Thus, in effect Papua remains off-limits to international journalists. 

Besides overseas journalists, local journalists have also been threatened and 

intimidated by the Indonesian government (the Alliance of Independent Journalists 

Indonesia/AJI, 2010). For instance the Pacific Media Centre reported that a local 

Papuan news site photographer was arrested and beaten by Indonesian police while 

covering a peace rally in one of the suburbs of Jayapura, Papua (“WEST PAPUA: 

Indonesia is ‘double-dealing’ on media freedom, says RSF”, 2017). Strict 

government censorship has meant that Papuans appear to have taken comparatively 
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“safe” opportunities offered by social media to express their identity and their 

political resistance.  

There has been an attempt to apply strict controls to social media in 

Indonesia. In late November 2016, the authority passed an electronic information 

and transaction law, known as the ITE Law. This law gives the government more 

power to prevent the dissemination of negative content via the internet. Article 27 

(3) in the ITE Law stipulates criminal punishment for a person found guilty of 

distributing, transmitting and/or making electronic information containing libel 

accessible to the public. Under this law, the government has the authority to filter 

and monitor online content. This law prohibits online content that includes 

cybercrime, misleading news or hoaxes, threats of violence, online gambling, and 

pornography. Even though the Indonesian government has formally requested that 

Facebook comply with the ITE Law, there are doubts about its application. For 

example, the Indonesian government blocked Suara Papua’s news site from 

December 2016 to March 2017 due to allegations of promoting “misleading and 

hoax” news (Barahamin, 2017), yet the associated Facebook page of Suara Papua 

news site was allowed to run. In this case Facebook applied policies it calls 

Facebook’s community standards that regulate what is and is not allowed on 

Facebook. The standards apply transnationally and to all types of content 

(https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/). Thus social media like 

Facebook in Indonesia are still considered as relatively safe as the government 

censorship does not seem to apply to social media.  

Social media have evolved to be a means through which Papuans can safely 

exchange information and opinions about general matters in Papua. Social media 

sites, and Facebook especially, have been employed by Papuan activists to deliver 
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information to support their political movement (Titifanue, 2016). This includes: 

raising awareness about events in Papua to the outside world; communicating with 

other members of the campaign; and coordinating, promoting and organising events 

related to the campaign. Thus, Facebook features have empowered activists to 

become active content creators, journalists, commentators and organisers.  

Facebook has enabled Papuans to disseminate information and has taken on 

a prominent role in raising awareness on issues in Papua, articulating these issues 

to a wider global audience and coordinating dissent groups in Papua and around the 

Pacific region (Titifanue, 2016, p. 263). Both elite Papuan activists and ordinary 

Papuans have utilised Facebook. For instance, Papuan activists like Pigai, Giay, 

Yoman and Wonda have created their Facebook pages. Community-based 

organisations and ordinary Papuans have also become active Facebook users. This 

is exemplified in the creation of the Facebook pages Suara Papua (Voice of 

Papuan) (https://www.facebook.com/SuaraPapua/) and the Facebook group called 

Orang Papua (People of Papua/Papuans) 

(https://www.facebook.com/groups/orang.papua/). These sites were established as 

a forum for “ordinary” Papuans to communicate issues important to Papua. By 

creating their own media, Papuans are able to articulate their own narratives of 

political movement. Lim (2011) states that the use of social media increases users’ 

awareness and political participation due to social media platforms that enable users 

to cross-post, give comments and join online movements.  

For the Indonesian public, social media have been understood to be a “secret 

weapon” of the oppressed (Holmes & Sulistyanto, 2016, p. 64). Social media have 

become a second source of information about politics after television. The medium 

“has given popular and cultural expression a new platform” (Lim, 2011). One of the 

https://www.facebook.com/SuaraPapua/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/orang.papua/
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first movements in which online media played a significant role as the alternate 

means for the distribution of political information in Indonesia was the call for 

Indonesia’s New Order regime to step down in 1998. Online chat groups enabled 

opposition groups, especially middle-class Indonesians, to regionally and 

internationally express their dissent (Molaei, 2015). The other significant social 

media movements were the Anti-corruption Committee case also known as Gecko 

vs. Crocodile, the Coins for Prita case in 2009, and Indonesia’s Occupy movement 

online case in 2011. In this context, Indonesian activism online has played an 

important role in shaping Papuan online activism. The public engagement in an 

online chat group that resulted in the New Order regime stepping down has 

highlighted the role of social media in contributing to political shifts as well as 

attracting international attention. Social media movements in 2009 and 2011 have 

also inspired Papuan activists to utilise social media as a source of information 

about politics and as a comparatively safe place to disseminate political expression.  

The “Facebook movement” in Indonesia, where social media activism can 

shape events offline, is exemplified by two cases: the Anti-corruption Committee 

case, also known as the Gecko vs. Crocodile, and the Coins for Prita case. The 

Gecko vs. Crocodile case started in April 2009 when Susno Duadji, a corrupt 

national police chief in the Criminal Investigation Agency (Bareskrim), discovered 

that the KPK (an independent anti-corruption agency) had tapped his phone while 

investigating a corruption case. The national police chief expressed his displeasure 

by describing the relative insignificance of the KPK to the police as a common 

house gecko (cicak), fighting a crocodile (buaya). Soon afterwards, two KPK 

deputy chairmen, Chandra Hamzah and Bibit Samad Riyanto, were detained on 

blackmail and bribery charges. They argued that the charges were part of an attempt 
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to weaken the KPK and that they were being framed. Most Indonesians perceived 

these charges to be fabricated (Lim, 2013). The public showed their support for the 

KPK through social media by launching the Movement of 1.000.000 Facebookers 

to support the two KPK deputy chairmen. Within a month, one million members 

joined this Facebook group to support the KPK deputy chairmen. According to Lim 

(2013), 5,000 Indonesians joined a street rally to show support for the KPK in 

Jakarta. This rally was organised by the Indonesian Corruption Watch. It was 

followed by similar rallies in several cities in Indonesia. In December 2009, 

following the public pressure, charges against the two deputy chairmen were 

dropped. 

“Coins for Prita” started in May 2009 when Prita Mulyasari was court-

ordered to pay a 204 million rupiah (around NZD 20,000) fine for defaming Omni 

International Hospital in Jakarta. Prita sent an email to her friends and relatives 

about how poor the hospital service was. The hospital reacted to Prita’s complaint 

by accusing her of defamation. The court not only found Prita guilty of defaming 

the doctor and the hospital and fined her, but they also sentenced her to six months 

in prison. Her case did not attract wider attention until it was circulated through 

social network sites, including Facebook. Lim (2013) observes that the Facebook 

page managed to get over 20,000 supporters. Ordinary Indonesians sympathized 

with “images of the clearly distraught Prita, separated from her two young children” 

(Shubert, 2009). The movement gained momentum when a Facebook user 

suggested contributing 500 rupiahs (equal to 5 cents) to pay Prita’s fine. Soon 

thereafter the Coins for Prita campaign spread to other cities in Indonesia and even 

among Indonesian communities abroad. The campaign raised a total of around NZD 

90,000, far exceeding her fine. Omni International Hospital dropped their civil 
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lawsuit recognising the massive support for Prita. In December 2009, the court ruled 

that Prita was innocent because she did not distribute her email throughout social 

media. Prita’s email had gone viral after her friend distributed it to social media. 

Prita donated the money she received from supporters to charity. 

A Facebook movement that brought Papua’s social and economic inequality 

and independence movement to the fore occurred in October 2011. This movement 

was known as Indonesia’s Occupy movement online (Oman-Reagan, 2012). 

Inspired by Occupy Wall Street in the United States, an Indonesian Facebook group 

created “Occupy Jakarta”. This movement was initiated by academics, non-

governmental organisation activists, and artists. Like its U.S. counterpart, this group 

was also concerned with corruption and capitalist issues. The Indonesian Occupy 

Facebook group combined Occupy Wall Street’s anti-capitalist message with 

Papua’s existing independence movement. They drew attention to the social and 

economic inequality in Papua caused by Indonesia’s support for large foreign 

companies, such as Freeport, the American mining corporation (“Gerakan Occupy 

Wall Street dan Kaitannya dengan Postmodernisme”, 2015). In this case, there was 

a “clear connection between local struggles for social justice in Indonesia and the 

critique of Wall Street in New York City” (Oman-Reagan, 2012, p. 42). The Occupy 

Jakarta Facebook group members frequently posted images of protesters and non-

governmental organisation activists, and they organised rallies. One of the this 

movement’s most extreme protests was a self-immolation in front of Istana 

Merdeka, the official residence of the President of Indonesia. Members of the group 

described this act as heroic comparing it to a similar event in Tunisia’s revolution 

(Oman-Reagan, 2012).  The Occupy movement suggests that while mainstream 

media in Indonesia were paying attention to the country’s positive economic growth 
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in the worldwide context, these social media solidarity groups and activists 

reminded Indonesians about how wide the gap between the rich and the poor in 

Indonesia had become. In this regard, social media act as an alternate means for 

disseminating issues that have been ignored by mainstream media.   

The wide economic gap in Indonesia has affected the citizenry’s access to 

technology. Access to the internet in Indonesia is constrained by infrastructure and 

cost. At the national level, the digital divide remains wide in Indonesia, even though 

the number of citizens online has skyrocketed in recent years (Lim, 2011). In Papua 

less than a third of the population has access to a computer. Many live in areas with 

scarce internet services or have insufficient funds to go online (“Study: Most 

children in Indonesia are online now, but many are not aware of potential risks”, 

2014). Despite these constraints, however, younger urban and educated Papuans 

utilise social networking sites as a key civil resistance strategy (Chesterfield, 2011). 

Their keenness to go online is supported by the high-speed wireless connectivity 

that urban districts in the province of Papua have had since 2001 (Cookson, 2008). 

While the Indonesian government’s caution in releasing information hides the real 

social conditions in Papua, online media provides news “directly from the ground 

and not from those who seek to distort the truth of daily experience in Papua” 

(Chesterfield, 2011, p. 32). Most Papuan users gain access through internet cafes as 

well as mobile phones.  Papuan’s use of mobile phones to access the internet is in 

line with the trends in other parts of Indonesia. Almost half of the internet users in 

Indonesia go online through their mobile phones (Nielsen, 2011). 

While social media have largely supported the Papuan movement, there are 

limitations of social media activism. Scholars have considered several drawbacks 
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of and criticised social media activism. I will discuss the positive aspects as well as 

the controversies of social media activism in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This literature review aims to discuss existing theories used in my research 

on the construction of ethnic identity in social media. My research focuses on the 

way Papuans construct their ethnic identity through posts and comments on 

Facebook pages. It specifically concerns how they construct an ethnic identity that 

has become the foundation of their political resistance. The articulation of Papuan 

identity from the Papuans’ view is significant because Papuans are denied the 

freedom to express their ethnic identity and are unable to rely upon mainstream 

media to represent their cultural and political interests. The purpose of this chapter 

is to provide a conceptual framework including 1) three approaches to the study of 

ethnic identity including issues of hybridity, authenticity and strategic essentialism 

in the ethnic identity construction process, 2) the intersection between social media 

and ethnic identity construction, 3) the concept of ethno-nationalism as a form of 

ethnic-based political struggle, 4) the concept of everyday life nationalism or banal 

nationalism, 5) the use of social media for political resistance or online activism, 6) 

and the utilisation of social media as the public sphere. These conceptual 

frameworks help shed light on the interrelation between ethnic identity, political 

resistance and social media  

 

3.1. The Construction of Ethnic Identity in Social Media 

Ethnic identity defines how individuals interpret and understand their 

ethnicity through self-identification/labels, feelings of belonging and attitudes 

toward other groups (Phinney & Ong, 2007). It involves “both identity 
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announcement made by the individual claiming the identity and identity placement 

made by others who endorse the claimed identity” (Zhao et al., 2008, p. 1817). It 

refers to the thoughts and feelings of an individual about him/herself and by which 

the individual is known to others. Thus the construction of ethnic identity builds 

upon an individual who declares an identity and a society that endorses the asserted 

identity. One important aspect of these definitions is that identity can be best 

understood as both depending on an individual’s interpretation and by the way they 

are perceived by others. As this study examines the way Papuans construct their 

ethnic identity through messages circulated on Facebook pages, the users’ posts and 

comments exemplify the individual claiming the identity and the others who 

endorse it. This section begins with examining three approaches to study ethnic 

identity: primordialism, constructivism and instrumentalism and continues with 

issues of hybridity, authenticity and strategic essentialism that emerge in the ethnic 

identity construction process. The last part of this section explains the role of social 

media in the construction of ethnic identity.  

 

3.1.1. Primordialism, Instrumentalism and Social Constructivism in Ethnic 

Identity. 

In this section I examine the three distinct approaches to study ethnic 

identity:  primordialism, constructivism and instrumentalism. This study employs a 

constructivist view as its theoretical stance because it examines the way Papuans 

construct their ethnic identity through messages circulated on Facebook pages. 

However, a discussion of the competing approaches in defining ethnic identity is 

significant because as previously mentioned, Papuans have experienced 

“Indonesianisation”. They are trying to resist this attempt to assimilate them by 



38 
 

identifying themselves with Melanesians and they continue to employ this 

affiliation as the basis for their political demands. In this sense, this study also needs 

to consider primordialism and instrumentalist approaches. Thus, I would argue that 

these approaches all need to be considered to understand Papuan ethnic identity in 

all of its dimensions. 

 The identification of Papuans with Melanesians is based on their physical 

similarities. Unlike most Indonesians who are Asians with light skin color, Papuans’ 

physiognomy is closer to Melanesians. The ancestral explanation has been used by 

Papuans to justify their ethnic distinctiveness in the Indonesian context. In this 

sense, Papuans have employed primordialism to explain their ethnic identity. 

Primordialist approaches emphasise ethnic identity as “descent-based” (Chandra, 

2005). Primordialists consider that ethnic identity is unchangeable and is based on 

blood-ties or ancestry (Joireman, 2003). The basic assumption of primordialists is 

the idea of belonging (Appadurai, 1996). The idea of belonging assumes that 

collective identity is an amplification of family and kinship groups and the idea that 

ethnic identity is unconsciously tied to group is continually reinforced (Colby, 

2008). Thus, it is an ascriptive identity and considered fundamentally unchangeable.  

The notion of ethnic identity as unchangeable and ascribed, however, is 

subject to criticism. Primordialism fails to adequately account for cultural change. 

It is possible for a person over time to completely adapt to a new situation 

linguistically and culturally. Thus, ethnicity is not genetically ingrained since it can 

be changed. Primordialism also cannot explain the complexity of ethnicity 

particularly in the context of people with multiple ethnic identities derived from 

immigration and inter-racial marriage (Spencer, 2014, p. 100). These criticisms 



39 
 

have led many scholars to abandon primordialism and have led to the ascendancy 

of both constructionist and instrumentalist points of view.  

A social construction view of ethnic identity is the most influential approach 

in ethnic studies (Bayar, 2009). As a social construction, ethnic identity is seen as a 

social category that is produced and reproduced in speech and action or as a result 

of social interaction (Fearon & Laitin, 2000). Unlike primordialist approaches that 

assume a person’s fundamental ethnic identity is fixed and cannot change, 

constructivist approaches assert that ethnic identities are the result of social 

construction. It suggests that ethnic identity is constructed and reconstructed 

(Chandra, 2001). This perspective can be used to explain the way the Indonesian 

government maintains its nationhood. The Indonesian government has imposed 

strict controls over the cultural identity of ethnic groups by constructing a new 

national pluralist identity where all different ethnic groups were required to blend 

and acknowledge one unitary nation. This new national identity, known as 

Indonesia’s politics of uniformity or “Indonesianisation”, is constructed through the 

education system, economic development, transmigration programs and the media. 

Dynamism is the central notion in this approach. Ethnic identity is dynamic because 

there are a multiplicity of characteristics of individual identities and variables that 

influence the formation of identity (Bayar, 2009). When the value of these causal 

variables change, then it is possible for individual identification to change.  

Constructivists delimit themselves to the social construction of ethnic 

identity and are not interested in how ethnic identities respond to particular political 

goals. On the other hand, instrumentalists view ethnic groups as strategically 

deployed to attain individual or collective goals (Spencer, 2017). Central to 

instrumentalist approaches is the significant role played by influential leaders in 
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mobilising identities. Emotion-based messages of ethnic identity are frequently 

used to gain mass support by leaders, especially political figures for the sake of 

private interests or to win the competition for a state’s power and resources 

(Bertrand, 2004). Thus, in this perspective, ethnic identity is contingent upon 

political goals and political agendas. This perspective is clearly seen in the use of 

ethnic distinctiveness as the foundation for Papuan political demands to separate 

from Indonesia. The Melanesian affiliation indicates a socio-political unity instead 

of referring only to distinctive physical characteristics as Papuans use it to mobilise 

support for their political goal. An instrumentalist view considers ethnic identities 

as not necessarily significant at all times. There are some situations and times in 

which ethnic identities are important and there are also times when their existence 

is not needed. In this sense, it is reasonable to classify groups based on ethnic lines 

so long as the classification is made for the sake of the groups’ benefits (Williams, 

2015). 

The main criticism of instrumentalism comes from the primordialist point 

of view, which is that ethnic identities are rooted in more than simply personal or 

political gain. Instrumentalists have difficulty understanding the existence of 

individual or group ethnic affiliations that are not political (Joireman, 2003). In 

addition, instrumentalists also have difficulty explaining the persistence of ethnic 

groups across time. Political goals and agendas will shift overtime in response to 

changing political circumstances, yet ethnic groups are not always shifting. 

Instrumentalism also ignores the mass passions evoked by ethnic ties and cultural 

symbols (Spencer, 2017).   

As previously mentioned, the constructionist criticisms of primordialism are 

based on the fact that there are new ethnic groups that are not based on the concept 
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of blood ties. For instance, this includes the creation of new ethnic groups that are 

possible within regions that have experienced colonisation or global migration. 

Nonetheless, while opposing primordialism, constructivists have often employed 

assumptions about fixed ethnic identity themselves (Joireman, 2003). Instead of 

opposing primordialism, constructivists support primordialism’s basic assumption 

to some extent. Constructivists argue that ethnic identity comprises a structure that 

refers to sets of identities that every individual possesses (Chandra, 2005), and 

ethnic practices that refer to the utilisation of one or more identities in diverse 

contexts (Chandra & Wilkinson, 2008). In the short term ethnic structures tend to 

be unchanged because they are descent-based. In this sense, constructivists rely on 

primordialists’ fundamental view for their fixed descent-based ethnic structure. 

This inconsistency is well known as the “constructivist dilemma”. Despite the 

ascendance of constructionist and instrumentalist views, primordialism is still 

evident. There are cases worldwide that show people as having such strong 

emotional ties to ethnicity that they organise themselves around these ethnic issues 

in opposition to other groups. In this sense, the primordialist view remains a relevant 

approach to evaluating ethnic identity. Thus scholars who study ethnic identity need 

to reconsider primordialism as an alternative approach. 

The criticisms and the overlap between approaches prove that the term 

ethnic identity is significantly contested and so there is no particular approach that 

is sufficiently comprehensive to define ethnic identity (William, 2015). Each 

approach offers a particular dimension of ethnic identity and distinct contributions 

in explaining the notion of ethnic identity.  

Ethnic communities may express their desire to return to origins through a 

form of ethnic authenticity. In this regard, authenticity is often privileged over the 
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complexity of difference. Anthony (2014) states that constructions of authenticity 

in general encompass “successful signification of what is accepted as ‘real’ or ‘true’ 

for individuals’ identities” (p. 770). Thus, within ethnic construction processes, 

there is a struggle to articulate authenticity and hybridity. The next subsection 

discusses authenticity, hybridity and strategic essentialism in the ethnic identity 

construction process. Ethnic authenticity and hybridity are important to this study 

because Papuans have been forced to abandon their own cultural practices. Papuans 

reject the Indonesian government’s attempt to make them accept Javanese culture. 

Therefore, they seek to develop ethnic authenticity to make them distinct from 

Indonesians. An attempt to return to ethnic authenticity is also due to the existence 

of mixed-race societies. This mixed-race society is the result of the Indonesian 

government’s transmigration programs. Papuans thus have experienced a racial as 

well as cultural hybridity. 

 

3.1.2. Authenticity, Hybridity and Strategic Essentialism in Ethnic Identity 

Papuan–Indonesian’s historical relations have been strongly shaped by the 

fact that Papuans perceived Indonesians as coloniser. They refer to Indonesians as 

amberi or “foreigner” in the Papuan language. Within this context, an attempt to 

define the authentic Papuan identity is framed by this historical interaction. The 

attempt to define the authentic Papuan also exists along with the presence of people 

of mixed ancestry in Papua. Mixed-race societies in Papua are mainly due to 

massive transmigration since the 1970s from more populous islands in Indonesia. 

As a result, Papuans seek to define themselves as “pure” or “truly” Papuans. There 

are second generation Indonesian migrants who are born in Papua and those who 

have been born from interracial marriage between Papuans and Indonesian migrants 
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who identify as Papuans. The interactions between Papuans and Indonesians have 

not only created a racial hybrid society. The interactions have produced a new form 

of culture. Thus, in this study, hybridity not only refers to interracial individuals or 

racial hybridity but also to the new forms of culture that have been created from 

Papuan–Indonesian relations or cultural hybridity. 

The colonising and the colonised relations between Indonesia and Papuans 

has resulted in the marginalisation of Papuans. The Indonesian government views 

the expression of Papuan identity as subversive and treats it with significant 

suspicion and concern. Indonesians generally regard Papuans as “primitive and 

uncivilised.” This stereotype justifies Indonesian colonialism. It also substantiates 

Papuan resistance against the Indonesian government. There is also an attempt to 

position the mixed-ancestry Papuans in the group outside the mainstream category 

in the formation of Papuan identity. Papuans have also endeavored to create a pan-

Papuan identity because the region is comprised of more than 250 distinct ethnic 

groups. Each tribal group develops separate cultures with its own distinctive 

customs and languages. The delineation of group differences and the emphasis on 

similarity to reinforce a solid identity aims to gain an acknowledgment of the 

existence of Papuans in Indonesia. The discourse of authenticity has been developed 

by Papuans to support their political goals. Within this context, strategic 

essentialism becomes a significant theory in this study. This section discusses the 

notion of authenticity (Kristinsson, 2007; Moses, 2000), hybridity (Bhabha, 1994) 

and strategic essentialism (Spivak, 1988) in ethnic identity. 

Authenticity has always been associated with identity (Kristinsson, 2007). 

It refers to genuine behaviour that expresses what individuals are really like. The 

capacity for authenticity refers to “being/remaining oneself and being true to 
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oneself” (Kristinsson, 2007, p. 1). Thus, authenticity is the way individuals manage 

themselves based on their desires, ideas and beliefs. This statement implies that to 

define an authentic identity, one should consider a person’s history and background 

(Moses, 2000). Authenticity also requires not only self-definition but also society’s 

confirmation of the relevant identity. Moses (2000) claims that authenticity is “a 

state of being within which one has the ability to act in keeping with one’s true self, 

that is to make uncoerced choices and to feel public affirmation of one’s personal 

identity” (p. 297). The absence of public affirmation leads to a flawed self-

definition and thus inauthentic identity. Therefore, the decision whether an identity 

is considered as authentic or inauthentic is also based on social contexts (Moses, 

2000). In this sense, a claim of an authentic identity depends on others who endorse 

the claim. In other words, authenticity is socially constructed even though the 

discourse of authenticity emphasises the essentialist/primordialist view because it 

focuses on “the purity of origins” (Bielsa, 2012, p. 25). The emphasis on the purity 

of origins has resulted in the discourse of authenticity rejecting the heterogeneity 

and dynamic nature of identity and culture. Within this situation hybridisation takes 

place to challenge the primordialist view of identity and culture. Originally 

introduced by Homi Bhabha, the concept of hybridity highlights the mixture of 

cultural practices within a colonial context (Bielsa, 2012). 

Homi Bhabha (1994) argues that hybridity emerged from the interactions 

between colonisers and those they colonised. In his study, Bhabha describes the 

interaction between the British and the Indians that led to identity transformation 

for both sides (1994). The notion of hybridity is used to explain the “in-between” 

group such as individuals who were born from interracial marriages between the 

British and the Indian and who struggled for their identity to be acknowledged by 
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both groups. Racial hybridity is often defined as the mixture between two distinctive 

races. Under the colonising and colonised cultures, groups are forced into arbitrary 

and simplistic categories. Within the context of colonisation, the mixed race births 

between the colonisers and the colonised are stigmatised and considered as physical 

representation of impure blood (Yazdiha, 2010). Ironically, these offspring are also 

often given status. Physical markers such as skin colour becomes crucial.  

Racial hybridity is one phenomenon that occurred within the context of 

coloniser and colonised interactions. The concept of hybridity explains a more 

complex phenomenon in which both sides have culturally transformed due to their 

interactions. These interactions did not simply transform the powerless into a 

facsimile of the powerful. Instead, both groups found themselves irrevocably 

changed in ways that they both recognised and denied, embraced and disavowed 

(Bhabha, 1994). Both groups were transformed by the relationship between 

coloniser and colonised. Each group had become hybrid but not in ways that 

necessarily diminished the social distance between them. Paradoxically their 

distinction for each other was maintained by the colonial context. These groups are 

“mutually dependent in constructing a shared culture” (Yazdiha, 2010, p. 31) and 

the dichotomous formation of identities were the result of the interaction. Cultural 

hybridity can be seen in the role played by language in the coloniser and colonised 

interactions. Within the context of colonisation, the practice of exclusion often 

occurs through language. During colonialism, the coloniser’s language dominated 

and the colonised’s language was stripped away. Theories of hybridity also examine 

the notion of nationality as something that is predetermined in a culture. Thus it 

refutes essentialist points of view about the fixed meaning of culture. In clarifying 

the shifting of culture, theories of hybridity can be a means to define who is the 
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indigenous and non-indigenous or even who can and cannot have a claim to 

authenticity (Yazdiha, 2010). Thus it serves to complicate the nationalist exclusive 

claim as it raises issues about a group’s identity and who has the right to represent 

it.  

The idea of authenticity gains its force from essentialism. Bucholtz (2003) 

posits that essentialism assumes that groups can be clearly delineated and that 

members of a group tend to have similar characteristics. Furthermore, Bucholtz 

(2003) describes essentialism as an ideology that is based on biological and cultural 

aspects to determine group characteristics. These biological and/or cultural 

elements are assumed to be inherent and inalienable to the group. The group extracts 

its basic element and employs this element as the strategy to form solidarity (Stoll, 

2012). In this sense, the group’s existence in society is reinforced through the use 

of this ideology. Essentialism can also be used for political mobilisation. Spivak 

(1988) coined the term “strategic essentialism” to explain “a political tactic 

employed by a minority group acting on the basis of a shared identity in the public 

arena in the interests of unity during a struggle for equal rights” (as cited in Chandler 

& Munday, 2011, p. 408). Dourish (2008) posits that strategic essentialism refers 

to marginal groups that form and mobilise a collective identity, disregarding 

differences for the sake of their immediate political purposes. As a result, strategic 

essentialism at some points excludes certain voices and ignores differences. Thus, 

even though there are no fixed truths to be found in identity categories, strategic 

essentialism argues that it can act as if these identities are a stable entity for specific 

political and practical purposes. Thus, ethnic identity can also be part of a political 

struggle. In this sense, strategic essentialism employs primordialist and 

instrumentalist approaches. 
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Although past research has focused on hybridity, authenticity and strategic 

essentialism in ethnic identity, for example, Sathian and Ngeow (2014), who in their 

study in Malaysia found that multi-ethnic groups in their everyday life adopt a 

strategy to create a sense of singular identity in their political context (see also 

Veronis, 2007; Van Laer and Janssens, 2014; Faas, 2009; Ashey, 2013; Molina-

Guzman, 2006), little attention has been paid in the way these notions are 

constructed through interactions in social media. Even if there were studies of 

hybridity, authenticity and strategic essentialism in ethnic identity on social media, 

they have often adopted an instrumental view that sees social media as tools or 

channels to carry certain messages and neglect the interactive and symbolic nature 

of constructing ethnic identity (Gerbaudo & Trere, 2015). Social media may offer 

new ways of constructing hybridity, authenticity and essentialism in ethnic identity. 

For instance, Brinkerhoff (2012) argues that cyberspace strengthens hybrid identity 

among groups. Thus, it is crucial to look at the opportunities offered by social 

media. 

 

3.1.3. Constructing Ethnic Identity on Social Media 

Papuans’ claims to a distinct ethnic identity are considered antagonistic to 

the unitary state of Indonesia. As a consequence, they are censored in their 

expression of their cultural and political views on Indonesia’s mainstream media. 

There are limited alternative outlets available to them. They rely on social media to 

articulate their preferred cultural identity and political interests. Within this context, 

it is significant for this study to examine the role played by social media in 

constructing identity. This study prefers to use the term identity online rather than 

online identity since the latter implies that identity that people have in online media 
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is distinct from offline identity. As argued by Georgalou (2017), “the kinds of 

identities which we bring online and those we have offline are part of one and the 

same ongoing process, that of identification” (p. 14). The dichotomy between 

identity online and offline is invalid due to the fact that both are actually “virtual, 

imagined and mediated” (Bakardjieva, 2003, p. 293). 

Social media allow Papuan users to keenly express the ideal Papuan identity 

that is similar to how Papuans want to be perceived. As Papuan identity is being 

repressed by the Indonesian government, social media also offer a place for the 

creation of their desirable identity compared to the offline world, particularly in 

situation where Papuans are unable to enact their identity. As argued by 

Mehdizadeh (2010), social media offer “an ideal environment for the expression of 

the ‘hoped-for possible self’ a realistic, socially desirable identity an individual 

would like to establish given the right circumstances” (p. 368) through its platforms. 

Social media usage has boosted users’ sense of who they are and who they ought to 

be (Miller, 2011).  

Contemporary society in the 21st century has witnessed the emergence of 

social media usage that has become an inextricable part of everyday activities. Its 

ubiquity has made social media not only as means of developing connections among 

users but also as a potential means of articulating identity. Brubaker et al. (2007) 

posit the term “everyday ethnicity” to explain the significant role played by social 

media in constructing ethnic identity in daily social interactions. Thus ethnic 

identities might matter more in virtual environment such as on social media than 

face-to-face interaction. 

Identity management is one of the functionalities offered by social media 

besides conversation, sharing, presence, relationships, reputation, and groups. 
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(Eisenlauer, 2013). As part of Web 2.0 innovations that produce a distinct medium 

that emphasises users’ participation, social media like Facebook, photography-

sharing sites like Instagram, video-sharing sites like YouTube as well as blogs 

“promote social interaction between participants through the exchange and sharing 

of user-generated content” (Georgalou, 2017, p. 15). Thus, the construction of 

identity on social media is facilitated by its specific platforms. As a user-generated 

medium, social media users can consciously and unconsciously articulate their 

identity. The conscious aspect of identity is indicated when users construct identity 

in the profile section. While users select information related to their identity in the 

profile section, they also send information related to their identity in less conscious 

fashion. This unconscious aspect of the articulation of identity is revealed when 

users interact with others through posts and comments (Vasquez, 2014). Thus the 

assertion of users’ identity is not only presented in the profile section of the site, but 

also in interaction. Constructing identity in the profile section is limited by the 

design of the platform, thus users cannot unilaterally decide relevant information 

categories for their identity. Past research on identity in social media focuses on the 

representation of the person in the form of user profiles (Zhao et al., 2008; 

Mehdizadeh, 2010; Boupha et al., 2013). Within this context, this study focuses on 

the construction of ethnic identity through posts and comments as it offers more 

options to express users’ identity. 

Besides providing platforms that offer users the opportunity to create their 

identity in the profile section and through posts and comments, social media also 

facilitate users to construct identity through their multimodal affordances. Users can 

develop their identity through verbal messages and visual images. Written words as 

well as visual images become key resources in the construction of identities in social 
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media. The display of visual images such as photos in social media has been 

predominantly used for identity presentation in the last few years, especially with 

the invention of smart phones with camera technology (Rettberg, 2014). The 

accessibility of fast broadband technology that allows users to share audio and video 

files has also supported the use of multimodal affordances for identity presentation. 

Some physical attributes related to identity such as tone of voice and facial 

expression are replaced by written words. For instance, capital letters are used to 

emphasise degree of importance or aggression and tone of voice and facial 

expressions are replaced by emoticons. Written words and visual images are the 

main multimodal affordances used by social media users in identity presentation 

(Rettberg, 2014). Thus multimodal affordances on social media platforms have 

become important aspect of identity presentation (Seargeant & Tagg, 2014). 

Through social media multimodal affordances, users employ different 

strategies to construct identity. In their study, Zhao et al. (2008) found that social 

media users may “claim their identity implicitly rather than explicitly or show rather 

than tell” (p. 1816). An implicit claim includes display of photos and pictures along 

with comments, likes and shares by other users. An explicit claim includes verbal 

and narrated self-descriptions. This category however is not mutually exclusive as 

in the case of Papuans who affiliate themselves racially to Melanesians. Racial 

identity refers to physiological characteristics such as skin colour, body, hair and 

facial configuration that can be recognised through pictures. These visible 

properties thus can be considered as an explicit claim even though they are visually 

expressed. Through its multimodality, social media users are also aware of the 

establishment of relationships. The established relationships on social media also 

affect the way users express their identity. Users are aware of other social media 
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users who view their identity both in the profile section and when they interact. 

Comments, likes and shares that indicate other users’ opinion contribute to the 

construction of identity online (Vasquez, 2014). 

This study focuses on Facebook as the most relevant social media network 

site (SNS) in Papua because it has become the most common entry to Papuan online 

activism (Titifanue et al., 2016). It has also been utilised to disseminate a wide 

variety of information relating to Papua. boyd and Ellison (2008) posit that as a 

SNS, Facebook users can (a) develop a public or semi-public profile within a 

bounded system, (b) show networks they have with other members in a virtual 

community, and (c) virtually search for other users through a networking system (p. 

151). The main function of Facebook is to form connections among users and to 

create groups that have similar interests (Lumby (2010). Facebook is not only a 

communication channel but also a means to (re)present a public identity, and to 

draw attention from other users of a network community. Thus, there are four types 

of Facebook features based on its infrastructure: “participation, space, personal 

expression, and connection” (Georgalou, 2017, p. 17). Participation refers to the 

creation of a profile that allows users to put information in the site’s predetermined 

design. Space refers to the Facebook setting when users log in. Personal expression 

includes customising status with visual/audio visual images. Connection refers to 

ways users develop threads with other users through comments, the like button, tag, 

share and private messages. Facebook provides users with the capacity to perform 

interactive activities such as status updates, to express preferences and to connect 

with others. Thus, interactivity is the “ideology of social media” (Gerbaudo, 2015, 

p. 68). Interactivity becomes the ideology of social media as it is the central feature 

of Facebook. Facebook has the capability to encourage further interaction.  
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This study focuses on interactivity as a process because this study examines 

texts, including posts and comments produced by users of social media. This study 

uses the perspective that defines interactivity as a process. As a process, 

interactivity refers to the transfer of information between participants in 

communication settings. Rafaeli and Sudweeks (1997) define interactivity as “the 

extent to which messages in a sequence relate to each other, and especially the 

extent to which later messages recount the relatedness of earlier messages” (p. 9). 

This definition emphasises interactivity as a process; interactivity refers to the 

transfer of information between participants in communication settings. Interactive 

messages push participants to continue the interaction because the circulated 

messages are relevant to the whole conversation. Thus, on social media, messages 

are considered interactive when posts receive comments, likes and shares. 

Comments, likes and shares are responses that encourage the continuation of 

interaction between users. Ariel and Avidar (2015) argue that research on social 

media should focus on interactivity as a message exchange activity instead of as a 

characteristic of a medium because there are possibilities that the medium will 

change and converge. Thus, in studying social media, the concept of interactivity 

as a process-related variable is more plausible than as a medium character or a 

perception-related variable. As this study records message exchange activities 

through users’ posts and comments, it focuses on an interactivity as a process-

related concept. 

The use of social media as part of the everyday practice around identity and 

community has sometimes invoked its users to engage with politics (Highfield, 

2016). Politics on social media can be discussed implicitly and explicitly along with 

other personal or community topics. Even though social media were not initially 
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created for political purposes, they have been utilised for political discussion and 

mobilising political movements by communities – especially by minority and 

marginalised groups. Studies on social media usage by minority groups, for instance 

in China (Svensson, 2014), Albania (Saunders, 2011), Trinidad (Miller & Slater, 

2001) and Pacific countries (Finau et al., 2014; Logan, 2012), suggest that social 

media have played a significant role in creating political spaces. The next section 

discusses the way minority groups utilise online media and social media in 

particular for their political movement. The section includes the role of identity in 

social media activism. 

 

3.2. Identity-based Political Resistance in Social Media 

This study focuses on the way Papuans express their identity and political 

struggle on social media. Therefore, it is significant to review relevant literature on 

Papua’s political discourse within the context of Indonesia’s media ecology. 

Papuans express their political demands as well as developing consciousness as a 

nation while articulating their ethnic identity. The most common expression of 

ethnic identity-based political resistance is nationalism. As Papuans use their 

distinct ethnicity as the foundation of their political demand to form an independent 

nation, this study uses theory of ethno-nationalism. As this study examines the way 

Papuans articulate their ethnic identity, which becomes the foundation of their 

political resistance on social media, it also employs the concept of everyday life 

nationalism or banal nationalism. Papuans have taken the opportunity to express 

their ethnic identity through social media and to use it as part of their political 

movement. Social media becomes Papuans’ key plank of civil resistance strategy. 

Within this context, it is of significance to use the theory of social media activism. 
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3.2.1. Papuan political discourse and media ecology in Indonesia 

This subsection examines Papua’s political discourse within the context of 

media ecology in Indonesia. Media ecology is a term coined by Neil Postman 

(1979) to describe communication systems as environments. It focuses on the 

interaction between communication structure and its impact on people. This notion 

is used because Papua’s political discourse exists in relation to the Indonesian 

government’s policies to restrict Papuan freedom of expression. Tapsell (2015) 

argues that even though Indonesia is considered as having a more democratic 

environment since the Reformasi (reform) era in 1998, Papua experiences strict 

censorship. Tapsell posits the term “subnational authoritarianism” to describe how 

Papuans are “deprived of rights and liberties” (p. 319). This term refers to the 

situation in which a province in a nation-state does not experience free and fair 

access to media in particular and freedom of expression in general. This section 

discusses how and why the discourse around Papua’s Special Autonomy legislation 

is significant in shaping Papuans’ freedom of expression.  

 After more than thirty years under an authoritarian regime the reform era in 

Indonesia (since 1998) promised to deliver a more democratic government. 

However, these reforms have not extended to Papua. Since 1998 Papuans have been 

killed while peacefully demonstrating in Biak, Abepura, Wasior, Wamena, 

Enarotali (Assessment report on the conflict in the West Papua region of Indonesia, 

2016). Thus, under the reform era, Papuans have yet had freedom of expression and 

access to media remains controlled by the authorities.  
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Under Indonesian president Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, the government 

passed the Special Autonomy Law for Papua in 2001 that grants Papuans wider 

administrative autonomy. The spirit of this law was to decentralise political power. 

The Papua provincial government was charged with managing all sectors of 

administration, except foreign policy, security and defense, and finance. These 

fields remain under the authority of the central government of Indonesia. The 

Special Autonomy Law is aimed at minimising the economic gap between the 

Papua province and other provinces, to improve the living standard of the Papua 

people and to give indigenous Papuans the opportunity to actively participate in the 

region’s development. This law is the manifestation of Papuans’ struggle as it 

includes respect for local socio-cultural expression, including the freedom to fly the 

Papuan flag and sing Papua’s national anthem (Chapter II and XI); an involvement 

in political decisions of major concern (Chapter IV); representation of local 

traditional leadership in the administration (Chapter V); obtaining a major share of 

the profit from the exploitation of Papua’s natural resources (Chapter X); opening 

political dialogue on the rectification of history (Chapter XII, Article 43); and 

attention to the demand that justice be done and human rights violations be halted 

(Chapter XII). Within this context, the Special Autonomy Law is considered a win–

win solution for both the Indonesian government and Papua (Mote, n.d.) as it 

maintains Papua as part of Indonesia and provides solution for problems in Papua. 

Thus, this law aims to protect, affirm and empower indigenous Papuans (Yoman, 

2007).   

The key players in this law have been the central government, Papua’s 

provincial government, Papua’s house of people’s representatives and Majelis 

Rakyat Papua/MRP (Papuan People’s Assembly). MRP was established to 
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represent indigenous Papuan groups. MRP consists of religious groups, Dewan Adat 

Papua/DAP (Papua customary council), women and other sectors of Papuan 

society. The central government provides supervision for the implementation of the 

law. The provincial government in Papua takes part in the implementation of the 

law. Papua’s house of people’s representatives and MRP have a similar function as 

legislative bodies. 

The Special Autonomy Law is considered a failure because the Indonesian 

government implements the law inconsistently (Tebay, 2009). It has not been able 

to provide significant changes to Papuans (Musa’ad, 2007). Within the first five 

years of the implementation of the law (2001 to 2006), human rights abuses, lack 

of proper education and health services and domination of non-Papuans in the 

economy persisted in Papua. In 2018, malnutrition in the regency of Asmat 

confirmed the failure of the Special Autonomy Law to improve Papuans’ basic 

living standards after eighteen years since its first implementation in 2001. Papuan 

intellectuals such as Yoman (2007) and Wonda (2007) argue that the failure is part 

of the Indonesian government’s cynical divide-and-rule strategy because it knew 

indigenous Papuans were not equipped to implement the reforms. In addition, 

corruption is rife, especially by elites who have are given priority access to Special 

Autonomy funds. Lack of oversight is widely considered a government tactic to 

ensure a weak and dysfunctional local government. Yoman (2007) argues that the 

failure is also due to lack of involvement of the MRP in managing finances. In 2006 

the DAP called for the law to be rescinded following protest rallies in several 

regencies. Ordinary Papuans came to perceive the Special Autonomy Provisions as 

“another trick aimed at neutralising the ongoing demand for independence” (Morin, 

2003, para. 3). Yet Papua’s provincial government will continue to implement the 
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law at least until 2020. The local government officials view this law as “more funds 

and more development projects distributed to Papua” (Morin, 2003, para. 15).   

Funds distributed to local government elites and officials through the 

Special Autonomy Law have supported the establishment of local media in Papua 

(Tapsell 2015). Local media in Papua such as Bintang Papua, Timika Pos, Voice of 

Papua, Majalah Fajar and Papua TV only came into existence after the 

implementation of the law in 2003. Special Autonomy Law funds have been 

disbursed to local media to promote a positive image of this law and to win public 

support (Tapsell, 2015). While these media play a role in local content production, 

they self-censor, taking care not to criticise the government in order to maintain 

their funding. In this sense, the main objective of the Special Autonomy, which is 

to offer Papuans a more democratic voice, has not been achieved. Instead, the law 

offers to support media with uncritical and often celebratory views. Despite the 

close connection between local media and the local government, there are a small 

number of local media outlets in Papua that keep their distance from the 

government. These independent media include Tabloid Jubi, Tabloid Noken and 

Suara Papua (Tapsell, 2015). 

The social media revolution arrived in Papua when Papuans utilised social 

media like Facebook and YouTube to spread the protest as the result of the failure 

of the Special Autonomy Law and the violence perpetrated by the Indonesian 

security forces during the third Papuan Congress. The Special Autonomy Law 

failure resulted in the massive protest in June 2010. Protesters occupied Papua’s 

provincial parliament and asked to have a special session in parliament. The third 

Papuan Congress was held in October 2011 in which independence was once again 

declared. Indonesian security forces responded with brutal violence. The occupation 
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of the provincial parliament and the killing of unarmed Papuans attending the third 

Papuan Congress resulted in social media utilisation by Papuans to spread Papuan 

demand for independence and ethnic solidarity. “The social media revolution had 

well and truly arrived in West Papua” (MacLeod, 2016, p. 48). Papuans were taping 

the events on mobile phones and spreading the video via social media like Facebook 

and YouTube. The social media dissemination of videos of violence at the Congress 

affected not only Papuans but also Indonesians and the international community. 

Former Solomon Islands’ Prime Minister Gordon Lilo describes the use of social 

media to spread awareness about human rights violation in Papua a “cyber war with 

Indonesia” (MacLeod, 2016, p. 48). MacLeod (2016) argues that within this 

situation social media played a role in sharing identity-based political resistance and 

ethnic-based nationalism for Papuans. 

 

3.2.2. Identity Politics and Ethno-Nationalism  

Identity has a significant role in politics. A fundamental relationship 

between political movement and identity becomes the signifier of political 

movement (Hall, 1996). Identity can be constructed for the sake of political, 

economic or social resistance. Dissatisfaction of minorities within the existing 

political arena tends to lead to issues such as identity and ethnicity (Guelke, 2010). 

Brunt (1989) posits the term “identity politics” to refer to political activities that 

recognise the process of “making and remaking ourselves – and ourselves in 

relation to others” (p. 150). The term identity politics suggests that identity is the 

main resource for social change especially to liberate the oppressed group (Alcoff 

& Mohanty, 2006). In this regard, identities not only define and determine politics 

but are also a product of politics as they are the result of oppressive conditions. The 
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notion of identity politics suggests a political orientation of identity. As a conflict 

does not emerge from the mere sense of group identity, the extent to which an 

identity becomes political requires context that includes an intention to form a 

cohesive and collective entity or a national unity. In this sense, the formation of 

identity politics is related to a nationalist movement. 

The exploration of identity is one of prime importance for a nationalist 

movement motivated by strong feelings about a group’s ethnic distinctiveness. 

Nationalism is viewed as “a systematic transformation of the sense of national 

belonging between groups of people into an antagonistic orientation to other 

peoples and nations, regarding them as enemies, either oppressors or inferiors” 

(Anderson, 1983, p. 111). Nationalism is a political concept. Nationalism helps 

people create “collective identity, cultural cohesion, social solidarity, and political 

autonomy” (Wu, 2007, p. 117). In this sense, nationalism consists of cultural, 

ideological, political, economic and historical aspects. It consists of not only 

historical aspects such as memory, nameable beginnings expressed through 

founding fathers, a landscape, physical artefacts, and a national body manifested in 

national territories, but also future orientation and anticipation (Wodak, 1999). 

National territories implies a national boundary that is equal to ethnicity. Within 

this context, Eriksen (2007) contends that nationalism is considered as “a theory of 

territorially based identities” (p. 2). 

Geertz (1994) posits that the term ethnic nationalism is a nationalism based 

on “primordial ties” because ethnicity is its main criterion. The primordial ties 

include elements of race, language, religion, customs and territory. More often this 

type of nationalism is considered as exclusive because in many cases it does not 

expect minority groups and migrants to assimilate culturally. Majority groups 
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consider minority groups and migrants as out-groups and therefore do not intend to 

accept them (Dupre, 2012). Papuans’ demand for independence from Indonesia is 

based upon their ethnicity and indigeneity (Chauvel, 2005). As a consequence 

Papuan nationalism can be categorised as ethno-nationalism. One of the major 

reasons for Papuans’ invocation of their own sovereign nation is predicated upon 

the ethnic distinctions they draw between themselves and Indonesians along with 

political inequality and economic exploitation.  

Nairn (1997) argues that ethnic nationalism emerges as an ethnic groups’ 

reaction to structural inequality and uneven development. Typically a dominant 

ethnic group economically exploits minority groups by maintaining in equitous 

distribution of resources through policies and institutions. Development occurs only 

to suit the dominant group’s interests at the expense of minorities (Trajano, 2010). 

Aspirations for ethnic self-governance are caused by factors that include “economic 

frustrations, manipulation by politicians, fears of religious change and scapegoating 

in times of crisis” (Appadurai, 1996, p. 155). According to characterisation, Papuan 

nationalism has a strong ethnic dimension (Trajano, 2010). Papuans are aware of 

how their traditional culture and norms are being eroded, their local institutions 

weakened and their natural resources unjustly exploited by Indonesians resulting in 

economic inequalities between indigenous Papuans and non-indigenous Papuans. 

These grievances fuel their ethno-nationalist identity politics.  

 

3.2.3. Nationalism and Online Media: Nationalism in Everyday Life 

As ethno-nationalism becomes a key aspect of the Papuan political 

landscape (Singh, 2008), it is relevant to examine the way Papuans establish 

nationalist discourse through everyday expressions on social media. Criticisms are 
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that online media play a significant role in building and maintaining nationalism 

(Eriksen, 2007). Eriksen suggests that the internet strengthens rather than weaken 

national identities, creates “imagined communities” (Anderson, 1991) and develops 

everyday nationalism.  

When online media appeared, many scholars believed such media had the 

potential to threaten nations (Eriksen, 2007). They argued that the de-territorialised 

character of the internet would undermine a sense of national identity, lead to 

cultural fragmentation and differentiation, as well as encourage autonomy and 

endanger the idea of a traditional nation state (Ossowski, 2013). However, others 

argued that online media had the potential to be a “nationalism amplifier” (Wu, 

2007, p. 10) and help foster a “digital banal nationalism” (Oiarzabal, 2010, p. 346) 

as users of online media can “easily reproduce banal nationalism” (Szulc, 2017, p. 

66). Online media’s potential to amplify nationalism is apparent within the context 

in which traditional media is strictly used to support government propaganda. In the 

case of Papuans, online media evolved as an alternate space to amplify their political 

expression as it is still outside the government’s censorship. Online media allows 

Papuans to express their political view and ethnic-based nationalism in particular. 

The idea of everyday life nationalism is built upon Appadurai’s (1996) claim 

that nations are developed through imagining the self and the world from people’s 

daily experiences. It is also developed from the perspective and activities of non-

elite or ordinary people as opposed to the centralised discourse from national elites 

or “nationalism from below” (Vangeli, 2009). Unlike previous notions of 

nationalism often associated with powerful social movements, nationalism in 

everyday life emphasises “discursive processes” (Skey, 2011, p. 7) that include 

people’s everyday expression through routine talk and practices, symbolic systems 
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and institutional arrangements. Skey’s notion of nationhood established through 

discursive processes is based on Billig’s (1995) influential study on national identity 

in which he introduced the concept of “banal nationalism”. Billig (1995) argues that 

national identity is “remembered because it is embedded in routines of life, which 

constantly remind, or ‘flag’ nationhood” (p. 38). In banal nationalism, Billig (1995) 

explores the more visible forms of nationalism through daily life praxis (as cited in 

Skey, 2009). Daily life nationalism, such as hanging flags outside buildings, reading 

or watching news or particular features of sports and weather mentioned by people 

about their nation, is familiar yet often ignored (Antonsich & Skey, 2017, p. 2). 

Thus, banal nationalism focuses on how nationalism is discursively narrated and 

reproduced by ordinary people in their daily life. It uncovers the unconscious, 

implicit and unnoticed nationalism.  

Skey complements a significant explanation for Billig’s notion of banal 

nationalism by supplying detailed description on how precisely nationalist 

ideologies are reproduced by ordinary people in their everyday expressions (Yin, 

2016). Skey (2011) understands nations as an outcome of social discourses that 

make the nation meaningful in relation to itself and its constituents. Five dimensions 

of national discourse in relation to the people’s daily practices are: (1) territorial, 

(2) temporal, (3) cultural, (4) political institution, and (5) distinction of self and 

other (Skey, 2011, p. 11). The territorial dimension offers a distinctive geographic 

boundary for community. It is the most important national discourse. Temporal 

dimension refers to the way past and the present play as the basis for people’s shared 

identity. Cultural dimension refers to social norms and values that are defined and 

justified by the symbolic systems. Legitimate political institution is needed in 

sustaining national discourse, and the dimension of distinction of self from other 
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refers to the particular national identity that requires the existence of other national 

identities. 

The reproduction of banal nationalism on social media is supported by the 

accessibility and user-generated content characteristic of social media. Szulc (2017) 

argues that banal nationalism on social media has not been produced by politicians 

but by “people who usually do not have much control over the content of traditional 

media” (p. 66). Through social media’s user-generated content character, users 

remind themselves and each other of their national identity (Szulc, 2017). Banal 

nationalism presents in not only social media content but also in user preferences 

(Szulc, 2017). Social media users tend to view pages and connect with others that 

have a relationship to their communities. This is reflected in the creation of the 

social media group and the community-based news site as in the case of Orang 

Papua Facebook group and Suara Papua news site. Creating identity-based 

nationalist discourse through the everyday expression on social media may be 

considered as activism when it manifests in acts such as protest, dissent and 

rebellion aimed at tilting the power balance in favor of those who lack power 

(Hands, 2011). Within this context, this study also examines the concept of social 

media activism in the next subsection. 

 

3.2.4. Social Media Activism: Identity and Political Resistance 

 Limited outlets available for Papuans to express ethnic solidarity, make 

claims for independence from Indonesian rule, and expose human rights violations 

as well as publicise the overexploitation of Papua’s valuable natural resources have 

made them utilise social media as a means to disseminate information and mobilise 

support for their political resistance. In this sense, the notion of social media 
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activism is relevant to being employed in this study. This subsection discusses the 

important factors that influence the role of social media in the movement; this 

includes identity construction. As argued by Gerbaudo (2012), “it is impossible to 

understand the role of online media as means for mobilisation without an 

appreciation of the ways in which their use reflects and enacts the value, identities 

and narratives which typify the movements” (p. 9). In this regard, the use of social 

media in political resistance has endorsed a new form of online activism. Neumayer 

and Svenssson (2016) state that political resistance consists of activities such as 

“civil disobedience, symbolic action, expressing identity, and mobilising protest” 

(p. 136). They include the use of the internet in coordinating and connecting 

individuals as well as signing petitions or showing solidarity.  

Previous perspectives on the role of online media in political resistance 

polarise into suitable (techno-optimism) and unsuitable (techno-pessimism). As a 

techno-optimist, Shirky (2008) argues that communication technology, especially 

the internet, is making lives easier, and communication faster and better. He 

contends that “as more people adopt simple social tools, and as those tools allow 

increasingly rapid communication, the speed of group actions also increases” (p. 

161). Thus, Shirky promotes online media’s capability as a means of collective 

action. In line with Shirky, Castells (2009) argues the development of network 

technology increases autonomy and bottom-up political and social engagement. 

However, not all scholars agree with this optimistic vision. They express scepticism 

about whether or not more collective action is caused and transformed by more 

information. Morozov (2011) criticises techno-optimists on the basis that online 

political activities may not have any consequences on real-life politics. Online 

political activities only help to escalate the activists’ feel-good factor, known as 
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“slacktivism.” The use of online media for social and political movements may even 

have “detrimental effects on the overall levels of political engagement and 

especially the effectiveness in achieving stated political goals” (Christensen, 2011). 

Thus, the use of online media can deter citizens from participating in traditional 

political activism. 

Both Shirky and Morozov risk over-emphasising the positive or negative 

aspects of the internet, assuming that technology is inherently suited or unsuited to 

channelling mobilisation (Jurgenson, 2012). Highfield (2016) argues that this 

polarisation is “an overly reductive treatment of a complex situation in which online 

media are variously and concurrently helpful, banal, and problematic” (p. 105). 

They neglect the point that the process of mobilisation is not technologically 

determined but fundamentally shaped by the construction of shared meanings, 

identities and narratives that contribute to emotionally powerful sense of 

togetherness (Gerbaudo, 2012). Gerbaudo (2012) proposes “a cultural and 

phenomenological interpretation of the role of social media” as a means of 

mobilisation. He describes the role of social media to create the “choreography of 

assembly” as the symbolic construction process of public space that enables the 

circulation of an emotional narrative to maintain users’ sense of togetherness. In the 

case of Papuans, online media have facilitated different political constituencies by 

creating spaces where they can develop a sense of community. Gerbaudo (2012) 

also argues that the use of online media, especially social media, in social 

movements does not merely produce absolute spontaneous behaviour or action. In 

contrast, the administrators of social media group play as “soft leaders or 

choreographers, involved in setting the scene, and constructing an emotional space 

within which collective action can unfold” (p. 9). 
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Social media activism is defined as activism supported by social media 

platforms (Gerbaudo, 2015). Social media activism creates a distinct activism thatis 

different from other online activism. It has specific platforms that emphasise 

identity management and the creation of a network of friendships. Thus, social 

media activism is distinct to the extent that it relies on identity and the creation of 

network as the foundation for the formation of activism. In terms of identity 

management, social media activism is considered as small-scale forms of activism 

called micro-activism that are “forms of politically oriented communication that 

reflect micro-level expressive political performances” (Marichal, 2013, p. 2). 

Micro-activism implies that political activity online tends to provide a place to 

articulate a political identity rather than stimulate social and political change. 

Therefore, political activity on social media plays as discursive practices that are 

“forms of politically oriented communication that reflect expressive political 

performance to perform their ‘hoped for political selves’ or idealised political 

identity” (Marichal, 2013, p. 2). The fact that Papuans locate their identity as the 

foundation for their political resistance and utilise social media as an alternate 

means to express their ideal identity has made the notion of micro-activism relevant 

to being employed in this study. There are four dimensions of micro-activism: 

expressivity, identity, signifiers, length. Expressivity and identity include a variety 

of political identity discourses created by users on social media such as the use of 

physical characters as the marker of identity.  Signifiers refer to language elements 

such as punctuation, capitalization and length of words and sentences used by users 

to express emotions, feelings of political view that could not be articulated through 

mainstream media. Social media like Facebook offer a meeting point for individuals 

to form groups and to shape membership and discourse. They can signal to others 
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their identification with the group’s expectation, and provide users a means to 

deliver opinions and interests related to politics or other issues (Marichal, 2013).   

In terms of the creation of a network, social media platforms have made 

emotional narratives diffuse easily. Gerbaudo (2012) argues that social media 

become the emotional channel that “condensed individual sentiments of 

indignation, anger, pride and a sense of shared victimhood and transformed them 

into political passions driving the process of mobilisation” (p. 14). Thus, social 

media may produce a symbolic place to emphasise unity instead of diversity as a 

foundation of mobilisation. Participants tend to ignore differences among them. 

This tendency is somewhat problematic especially from an anti-authoritarian point 

of view. Nevertheless, many cases worldwide such as the Indignados movement in 

Spain (Anduiza et al., 2013) and the occupation of Tahrir square in Cairo that 

sparked the Egyptian revolution (El Tantawy & Wiest, 2011) indicate the 

significant role of social media to unite and to mobilise participants based on 

emotional narratives in political activism against authoritarianism. Thus, social 

media involvement in social movements is typified by identities and narratives, 

which are reflected in the “personal orientation in sustaining friendship and sharing” 

(Gerbaudo, 2012, p. 9). 

 The focus on friendship and sharing that typifies social media activism has 

made the relationship between the political and the use of social media as the 

personalisation of politics or “everyday politics” (Highfield, 2016, p. 7). It implies 

that political issues are framed by users’ interests and experiences, and are formed 

without a clear leadership. Thus, how politics are discussed on social media is 

highly informal as individuals contribute to the discussion based on their 

perspectives. Reliance on social media has engaged its users in political activities 
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through one-to-one discussion (Zhang et al., 2010) and in “liquid organisational 

practices” (Gerbaudo, 2012, p. 17) as there is an absence of obvious and clear or 

formal leaders. The absence of a formal leader that typifies social media activism 

to some extent has made social media activism suited to the Papuan political 

movement. The Papuan civil-based movement features multiple groups and refuses 

to accept a single and dominant leadership group (Chesterfield, 2011). Politics on 

social media are also discussed through symbolic actions. Instead of engaging any 

illegal actions, social media activists are engaging politics by recognising political 

enemies, antagonising them as ones who should be fought against and forming unity 

against them through posts, comments, likes and shares offered by social media 

platforms.  

As a concept, social media activism demonstrates that social media play a 

significant role in creating a space for Papuans to distribute political information 

and articulate opinions; social media thus are a major resource for their political 

movement. With its platforms, social media facilitate Papuans to access and be 

involved with debates with their fellow Papuans. As such, social media have the 

potential to be the public sphere. The next section discusses the notion of Habermas’ 

public sphere and its relation to social media. It also explores the intersection 

between the public sphere, social media activism and identity. Scholars argue that 

social media play the new form of the public sphere. However, there are situations 

in which social media usage to express opinion does not automatically make it a 

form of the public sphere. Scholars are likewise concerned about surveillance, 

censorship and privacy that may be caused by social media infrastructure. For 

instance, social media infrastructure has also allowed its users to hide and exclude 

unwelcomed voices. This concern is relevant in this study as there has been a change 
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of Orang Papua group status from open to closed as members are threatened by 

certain comments. This change to some extents has affected the group as an open 

public dialogue space. The closed group means that only members of the group who 

have access to the group and social media users outside the group cannot view the 

group’s posts and comments. Thus, the next section discusses these specific 

circumstances that influence social media as the public sphere. 

 

3.3. The Public Sphere and Social Media 

This section explores the relationship between the public sphere, social media 

activism and identity. Social media as a means to create political discourse and 

activism by Papuans can be linked to Habermas’ (1991) notions of public sphere. 

The public sphere refers to a realm in which all citizens have access to political 

participation and are permitted to have dialogue and formulate public opinion. 

Papuans consider social media as a space in which they can express their political 

view due to lack of governmental censorship of social media. Social media’s 

accessibility has also played a role in the utilisation of social media for Papuans’ 

political movement.  In addition, this study explores the way in which social media 

platforms, especially Facebook, facilitate the formation of users’ opinion and ideas 

on Papuan ethnic identity and political movements as well as the way Papuan users 

participate in political discussion. Thus, this study also utilises Fraser’s (1990) 

notion of weak and strong publics and Dahlgren’s (2005a) concept of public sphere 

as communicative action. 

Habermas (1989) introduced the term public sphere and described it as the 

conceptual space in which there was an absence of control from the government, 

the economy, and other institutions. Within this space, citizens involved in political 
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debates that led to the creation of public opinion and political movements took 

place. The public sphere is thus understood as spaces that allow the distribution of 

information and ideas as well as the creation of political will in society. This term 

implies the relationship between politics and citizens especially in the formation of 

public opinion (Dahlgren, 2005a) and the mediation zone between the state and the 

private individual (Crossley & Roberts, 2004). The concept suggests the 

characteristics of the public sphere should be inclusive, unified, raise common 

concerns, and generate an autonomous civil society. It is inclusive because it allows 

free and equal access for participants. It has to be unified at a nation state level and 

raise common concerns to function well. In this sense, a unified public sphere is 

preferable than multiple ones. The public sphere separates civil society from the 

state. Habermas’ public sphere is still considered as the significant concept to 

explain the way citizens become involved in the formation of public opinion and 

participate in political activities free from the state’s control. The characterisation 

of the public sphere is not manifested in Papua as the Indonesian government 

continues to apply restrictions for Papuans to express their political views. King 

(2004) argues that the authority continues to maximise a control over all aspects in 

Papua including the provincial and regency parliament, the civilian bureaucracy and 

civil society in Papua. The Indonesian armed forces also maintain a substantial 

presence in Papua. Thus, it is almost impossible to find any outlets or situations that 

reflect Habermasian ideals of a public sphere in Papua.  

Fraser (1990) proposes the notion of weak and strong publics in the concept 

of the public sphere. She proposes the notion of “weak publics” to refer to the 

situation in which publics contain the formation of opinion and not of decision 

making and “strong publics” that create both discourses on opinion formation and 
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decision making. The framework of weak publics and strong publics is developed 

from the idea that there is a separation between the state and the society and that the 

public sphere aims to provide critics toward the state. Strong publics implies that 

separation between the state and civil society disappears because publics produce 

both opinion and decision. Weak publics implies that there is a sharp separation 

between the state as decision maker and the society that plays a role to provide 

critical discursive opinion. The notion of weak and strong publics indicates that “the 

force of public opinion is strengthened when a body representing it is empowered 

to translate such opinion into authoritative decisions” (Fraser, 1990, p. 75).  Thus, 

this approach suggests that weak and strong publics are very significant features for 

the public sphere even though having different emphasis. As this study focuses on 

the articulation of ethnic identity and political resistance by examining Papuans 

social media users’ opinion through posts and comments on Papuan-related 

Facebook pages, Fraser’s notion of weak and strong publics is relevant for this study 

because it serves as the basic concept to explain the significance of opinion 

formation for the public sphere. The sharp separation of the state and society 

promotes the existence of a weak publics where publics are exclusively consisting 

of opinion formation and are not encompassing decision making. The involvement 

of the publics in decision making would threaten their autonomy as making 

decisions is the role of the state. On the other hand, a strong public exists when the 

sharp separation between the state and society is blurred with the existence of 

sovereign parliaments who represent society and at the same time take the role in 

decision making as well as expressing opinion. Within the context of this study, the 

two Papuan-related Facebook pages may reflect a weak publics when they present 
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critical discursive opinion for the state or a strong publics when their critical 

discursive opinion translates into authoritative decisions.  

Modern society has witnessed the emergence of public spheres that 

accommodate various identities (Crossley & Roberts, 2004). Modern societies have 

also observed the advance of new media that allow citizens to be involved in various 

forms of communications, which has meant the term public sphere constitutes many 

different spaces (Dahlgren, 2005b). New media or the internet, with its convergence 

technology, allow its users the ability to exchange information through one-to-one, 

one-to-many and many-to-many communication. Social media let users engage in 

interactive communication in which every participant has a chance to send and 

receive messages. This interactive communication has become the basis of the 

formation of online public opinion. Thus, the development of the public sphere on 

social media is enabled by interactive communication (Shirky, 2011).  

Dahlgren (2005a) explains the role of communication as the basis for the 

formation of the public sphere. He views the public sphere as “a rational dialogic 

process” (p. 34). As communicative action, the public sphere is understood as “the 

discursive negotiation of norms and values, based on subjectivity and linguistic-

cultural competence aims for mutual understanding, trust and shared knowledge” 

(p. 40). Thus, the public sphere is formed through communication processes in 

which participants share information to develop mutual understanding. Within this 

context, Dahlgren (2005b) posits that public spheres have three dimensions: “the 

structural, the representational and the interactional” (pp. 148-149). The first 

dimension focuses on the formal institutional aspects, which include freedom of 

speech and equal access in a public sphere. The second dimension considers 

political communication as the output of the media that includes principles of 
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impartiality, truth, and modes of address (symbols and images). The third 

dimension is related to the way citizens interpret media content and use them as the 

source of discussion among themselves. These dimensions also become 

fundamental in conceptualising the public sphere and online media, especially 

social media because social media have these three structural features. The 

representational dimension is the most relevant in the analysis of the two Papuan-

related Facebook pages as this study examines the political communication in the 

forms of symbols and images in posts and comments. Social media platforms are 

said to empower the public sphere because social media’s interactivity and 

multimodality platforms facilitate equal accessibility, and are designed to share 

symbols and enable users to interpret the media output and engage in discussion 

instantaneously. Social media usage transforms the individual from passive reader 

and listener to active participant in a discussion (Benkler, 2006). Social media also 

provide everyday practices of citizenship because they offer a platform for civic 

engagement that includes posting thoughts or feelings about political issues, sharing 

and reposting articles, liking and giving comment to other posts (Bakardjieva, 

2009), and offer users feelings that they are connected to and contributed to larger 

(online) community (Couldry et al., 2007). Thus, the way social platforms are 

designed empower the formation of the public sphere.  

Social media like Facebook offer platforms potentially fundamental for the 

creation of the public sphere. With its features such as status updates, chats, likes, 

comments, shares, creating groups and developing networks, Facebook can be 

considered a place where users can form an opinion and participate in debates 

through texts, photos, and videos. In this sense, Facebook can be considered 

facilitating the formation of opinion without making any political decisions; in other 
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words it facilitates what Fraser would describe as weak publics (Fraser, 1990).  One 

Facebook feature allows its users to create groups. This feature facilitates the 

formation of a collective of users with the same interests where they can exchange 

information, and discuss and develop a collective opinion. Each member of the 

group has equal access to post, comment and share information. Facebook permits 

its users to generate as many groups they are willing to create, with no limitations 

on the number of members. On the other hand, Facebook also permits its users to 

decide the status of the group once it is established as in the case of the group 

examined in this study. The once open group may become closed. The change in 

the group status is facilitated by Facebook design. In this sense, the infrastructure 

of social media may not only empower but may also constrain the formation of the 

public sphere as users do not have control of social media’s infrastructure. Within 

this context, control over infrastructure has become a factor that make online public 

spheres different from Habermas’ public sphere. 

Unlike traditional media, new media, especially social media, shape and 

frame the process and discourse of political communication, institutions, 

organisations, and actors because users of social media can send and receive 

information. Thus, they produce and contribute shaping media content by posting 

information as well as commenting. However, social media users do not control the 

infrastructure through which political communication takes place. This situation 

leads to “the rise of amateurism” (Mahlouly, 2013, p. 18). Social media allow users 

to articulate their views and opinions without gatekeepers. Lack of control and 

gatekeeping have made information produced by social media users tend to be 

unreliable. Mahlouly (2013) claims that “online form of public sphere fails at 

confronting and discussing political issues in an organised and critical way” (p. 11). 
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On social media, the quality of the online public sphere depends on the contribution 

and participation of online users in the debate. Thus “the online media is a public 

sphere only if the agents make it so” (Bohman, 2004, p. 132). In other words, the 

public sphere and social media discussion should focus more on the organisation 

and the users of the technology instead of solely focusing on the technology of 

online media. The quality of an online public sphere thus depends on the quality of 

users’ participation in the debate.  

Fuchs (2014) criticises the research of social media and the public sphere. 

He argues that the discussions focus more on political communication and overlook 

the political-economic aspect of the public sphere. Economic interests are the 

prerequisite factor for social platform design.  Like traditional media, social media 

is a business entity and is not free from political interests. Social media are created 

under the “technocapitalist logic” (Hands, 2011, p. 8) because they are generated 

for marketing purposes through hidden programmes such as cookies and encryption 

techniques to monitor users activities. Thus, users’ activities data becomes 

consumer-driven behaviour data. Social media also deal with issues such as 

ownership, commercialisation and security. Economic, privacy and surveillance 

issues have made social media incompatible with the concept of the public sphere 

because the idea of the public sphere is entwined with the basic idea of democracy 

that is freedom of speech and equal access (Valtysson, 2012). The surveillance, 

privacy, and consent issue has politicised the personal use of social media 

(Highfield, 2016). Social media, like Facebook, have become platforms for 

advertisements because they legitimise user information to be used as data 

commodity. With its privacy policies, Facebook turns public users’ data into private 



76 
 

property to accumulate capital (Fuchs, 2014). In this sense, social media is not free 

from private ownership and thus does not allow for genuine political discourse. 

Social media is subjected to censor by the government. In many cases, like 

traditional media that were prohibited from covering news against the authority, 

social media are banned due to fears of opposition movements. Governments are 

afraid of political activists who utilise social media to mobilise and organise a 

political movement. Within the context of the utilisation of social media for political 

dissent, Morozov (2009b) posits that “the emergence of new digital spaces for 

dissent has also led to new ways of tracking it” (p. 8) especially when the authorities 

get access to activists’ inboxes and monitor their conversation with political 

participants. He further argues that “social networking has inadvertently made it 

easier to gather intelligence about activist networks, even a tiny security flaw in the 

settings of one Facebook profile can compromise the security of many others” 

(Morozov, 2009b, p. 9). Repressive governments easily shut down the use of social 

media by political dissent due to the social media design (Shirky, 2011). 

Information sharing on social media is significant for a political movement to 

distribute to wider people the details of events. However, this information can also 

be viewed and accessed by the unintended audience. As in the case of Papua, the 

Indonesian government maintains strict control over mainstream media and restricts 

reportings of the Papuan political struggle. Facebook has emerged as a space of 

resistance for Indonesians. Facebook has been understood to be “secret weapon” of 

the oppressed and as such has been appropriated accordingly within socio-political 

milieu (Holmes & Sulistyanto, 2016). There has been an attempt to apply strict 

control to social media in Indonesia as previously mentioned. However, social 
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media like Facebook in Indonesia are still considered as relatively safe as they limit 

the chance for the Indonesian government to apply censorship.  

The idea that social media foster multiple and parallel public spheres has not 

only raised concerns about opinions without gatekeepers as previously explained 

but also produced concerns about identity. The multiplicity of public spheres 

enables diverse groups, especially within multicultural societies, to participate and 

voice their views and values (Fraser, 1990). Thus, social media allow groups to 

express their identity as well as to identify themselves with various identities. 

Chakraborty (2013), in a study on the use of online media by a minority group in 

India, found that online media facilitated individuals to articulate their marginalised 

identity. In his study on expressing sexual identity in the public sphere, Lichterman 

(1999) found that in articulating their opinion, citizens learn critical viewpoints as 

well as a rethink of their identities and that “there are culturally structured ways of 

talking identity in the public sphere” (p. 103). Thus, identity becomes another 

important issue in the online public sphere discussion, especially with the centrality 

of participation in the public sphere. Fraser (1990) argues that “participation means 

being able to speak in one’s own voice, thereby simultaneously constructing and 

expressing one’s cultural identity through idiom and style” (p. 69). Fraser (1990) 

posits the notion of “subaltern counter publics” (p. 67) that refers to the discursive 

arenas where subordinate groups can articulate their counter-arguments including 

identities. These counterpublics emerge as the result of the exclusion made by the 

dominant publics within stratified societies. The subaltern counter public becomes 

a means to widen the discursive contestation. The two Papuan-related Facebook 

pages emerge from the need to have a relatively safe outlet to express Papuans 

ethnic identity and their political views that have been suppressed by the state. The 
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Indonesian government has restricted Papuans’ access to mainstream media. Within 

this context, the two Facebook pages are the subaltern counterpublics.  

 

3.6. Conclusion  

This chapter has examined conceptual frameworks used in this study. These 

conceptual frameworks are significant in analysing multimodal posts and 

interactive features in the two Papuan-related Facebook pages. The three distinct 

approaches to study ethnic identity are relevant in analysing the way members of 

the Orang Papua Facebook group express their ethnic identity. Issues of truly 

Papuan and the mixed-race Papuan emerge in the group as members construct their 

ethnic identity. In this context, theories of hybridity, authenticity and strategic 

essentialism in the ethnic identity construction process are significant for analysing 

the case. The way members of the group construct their identity is influenced by the 

Facebook platforms that emphasise multimodality and connectivity. To analyse this 

phenomenon, this study employs theories that examine the intersection between 

social media and ethnic identity construction. The concept of ethno-nationalism as 

a form of ethnic-based political struggle is relevant as Papuans locate their political 

resistance based on their distinct ethnic identity. Given that this study examines the 

way Papuans express their nationalism in the form of discursive talk on social 

media, this study employs the concept of everyday life nationalism or banal 

nationalism to analyse relevant posts and comments in the Facebook page. The use 

of social media for political resistance or online activism and the utilisation of social 

media as the public sphere are crucial in analysing how Papuans articulate and 

develop the narrative of political resistance in social media and how the two 

Papuan-related Facebook pages can be considered as the public sphere for Papuan 
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social media users. Thus, the conceptual frameworks discussed in this chapter are 

significant as an analytical approach in this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



80 
 

CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

 

This study explores and critically analyses the way Papuans construct their 

ethnic identities on a Facebook group called Orang Papua (People of 

Papua/Papuans) and a Facebook news site called Suara Papua (Voice of Papua). 

Facebook is an ideal platform because many Papuans use it (as of February 2016 

Orang Papua had more than 63,000 members more than the next most popular site 

and Suara Papua had the largest followers for Papua’s community-based 

organisation news site category). Facebook is not only popular among Papuans but 

its ubiquity and the ease with which groups can be established has made it a 

convenient form for political expression for many groups (Marichal, 2013). Its 

interactivity, multimodality and user-centric nature not only facilitates the 

construction and representation of various ethnic and political identities (Kahn & 

Kellner, 2004) but these characteristics make it a site where expressions of identity 

and solidarity can be observed. 

This chapter has six sections. The first and second sections describe the 

multimodal discourse analysis used in this study and the research design. It includes 

the data collection and analysis process. The third section discusses the benefits and 

challenges of applying this method to analyse social media texts. The forth section 

discusses ethical considerations applied in this study. The fifth section describes the 

two Facebook sites under study. The last section examines the closing of the Orang 

Papua group. 
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4.1. Multimodal Discourse Analysis 

This study focuses on how members of the Orang Papua group and users 

of the Suara Papua Facebook site articulate their ethnic identity through posts and 

comments on the page. It specifically concerns how they use posts and comments 

on Facebook to construct an ethnic identity that has become a foundation for their 

political resistance to Indonesia and where they express Papuan nationalist desires. 

Frey et al. (1999) argue that examining language choices can provide insight into 

people’s characters. As this study is primarily focused on the visual and verbal 

forms of language in a specific context on a social media site, this study employed 

a multimodal discourse analysis as the research method. The focus is on posts and 

comments produced by members of the Orang Papua group and users of the Suara 

Papua Facebook site; verbal language and visual images are also considered.  

Multimodal discourse is an analysis of how meaning is made through the 

use of several or all of the different modes. Modes are defined as a “set of signs 

with meanings and regularities attached to them” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 

101). This method pays attention to specific aspects of the medium and situation. 

Social media is “multimodal” insofar as they incorporate various modes including 

visual, audio, and moving images (Eisenlauer, 2013). Thus, multimodal approaches 

aim to examine the style of texts on social media as the effect of choices in text-

making (Kress, 2010). Harlow (2011), Adami (2013), and Neumayer and Svensson 

(2014) add interactivity, such as likes and shares, to study social media texts. Thus, 

this study analysed posts and comments and included verbal language and 

visual/audio-visual image in posts and comments as well as likes in the Orang 

Papua Facebook group and Suara Papua Facebook page.  
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As a type of discourse analysis, multimodal discourse analysis assumes that 

language is used in specific situational contexts and within social and cultural 

frameworks. It is based on Halliday’s (1978) social semiotics in which language is 

the ultimate resource of the social construction of reality (Berger & Luckmann, 

1967). This means reality is understood and constructed through the use of language 

when people interact. The notion of language as the main resource of the social 

construction of reality focuses on three key concepts (Shaw & Bailey, 2009). The 

first concept is the significant role of context in understanding language and 

interaction. Setting, and social, historical, political, and cultural contexts are 

involved in and shape the interpretation of language and interaction. The second 

concept is the reality that is socially constructed. It is through social interactions 

that one understands, experiences and maintains social realities (Shaw & Bailey, 

2009). The third is that discourse analysis seeks the meaning of language outside 

its denotative meanings (Shaw & Bailey, 2009). Meaning depends on the context 

of interaction, thus in this sense, discourse analysis uses a social constructionist 

approach. Rather than view reality as an objective or an independent “truth” 

(Fairclough, 1995), it is regarded as socially constructed and context specific. 

According to Parker (1999) discourse analysis’ strength lies in its ability to take into 

account socio-political factors in a research agenda.  

As it is based on social semiotics, multimodal discourse analysis 

acknowledges the centrality of text. Text is defined as any actual instance of 

language including verbal language (words and sentences) and non-verbal language 

(visual images and sound) (Fairclough, 2003). In this context, textual analysis is 

applicable for examining media contents, from printed media up to films and online 

media or the internet (Bainbridge, 2008). Since the introduction of the internet in 
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1993, the World Wide Web has become the most important distribution system of 

multimodal content (Herring, 2010). Initially the World Wide Web consisted 

mainly of text. Later it has incorporated different modes of communication include 

graphics, animation, audio and video as well as interactive synchronous features, 

such as chat, voice-over, and asynchronous communications, such as email, 

discussion forums. These computer-mediated communications produce “hybrid 

genres” (Herring, 2010, p. 233) in the form of online news sites, blogs and social 

network sites. Various forms of multimodal computer-mediated communication 

have been seen as products of social interaction that are inherently conversational 

(Benson, 2015). This conversational form of multimodal communication can be 

clearly seen in the social network sites. This study considers the multimodal texts 

produced by users of the two Papuan-related Facebook pages through posts, 

comments, likes and shares. The next section discusses the use of multimodal 

discourse as research method to analyse these multimodal texts in this study.  

 

4.2. Research Design 

This section offers a detailed explanation of the method employed in this 

study. While the first section provides a specific discourse analysis employed in this 

study, this section includes the collection of texts and the process of data analysis. 

 

4.2.1. Data Collection Techniques 

The data in this study consisted of multimodal texts in the form of verbal 

and visual language produced by members of the Orang Papua Facebook group 

that were collected over a six-month period from June to November 2015. The 

group, the site and posts were accessed and monitored daily. Over this period, the 
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Orang Papua group made 602 posts. These posts were collected when the Orang 

Papua group was an open group. This research only included posts produced when 

the group was open. When the site closed I was no longer able to conduct research 

on it. Additional research was conducted in another Facebook page called Suara 

Papua (Voice of Papua) to enrich and give context to the overall project. Over a 

three-month additional observation period (from October 2016 to December 2016), 

there were 63 posts generated by users of Suara Papua Facebook site. The group’s 

open status is importance as it influences the methodology of this study, particularly 

in relation to ethical considerations.  

To understand the meaning of the posts, this study also analysed the 

interrelationships between the texts and the socio-cultural, historical and political 

contexts of the production and transmission of multimodal texts. The contexts that 

shaped the texts in this study were gathered and accessed through relevant academic 

literature and mass media publications. The context of this research included the 

role of social media in Papua’s political struggle and social, cultural, political and 

historical relations between Papua’s political struggle and Indonesia. The contexts 

are important in understanding the meaning of the texts outside their denotative 

meaning.  

 

4.2.2. Data Analysis Procedure 

This study develops data analysis procedures based on Jancsary’s analytical 

procedure of multimodal text (2016). The data analysis procedure aims to provide 

a systematic way to analyse the collected data. This study aimed to analyse 665 

collected posts in the Orang Papua Facebook group and Suara Papua Facebook 

site and the contexts that shaped the posts. The data in this study were analysed 
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based on three steps. The first step was to code the collected posts according to 

research theme. The second step was to examine elements of multimodal text in 

each post to classify the post into category of theme. The third step was to analyse 

the meaning of the text in relation to its context or contextual meaning. 

The first step was coding the collected posts according to theme. This study 

employed a directed approach (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) to collect data from the 

two Papuan-related Facebook pages. A directed approach in content analysis 

emphasises the use of a theory as guidance for coding categories from the data. As 

this study employed a directed approach, not all posts in the two Papuan-related 

Facebook pages were included. This study prioritised looking for and analysing 

posts related to themes of the study and excluded irrelevant posts, such as posts 

containing advertisements and greetings. Thus, the posts were pre-selected based 

on themes that developed from concepts used in this study. The coding categories 

were developed according to themes: ethnic identity, political resistance and 

nationalism. The 665 selected posts were then categorised into these three themes. 

They were then categorised further into sub-categories. The sub-categories were 

developed to ensure that the categories considered as mutually exclusive (non-

overlapping, each post should fit into only one category) and exhaustive (selected 

posts can be placed in the categories). The sub-categories were based on the 

theoretical frameworks employed in this study. In this study, I employed the notions 

of ethnic identity from Phinney and Ong (2007), political resistance from Neumayer 

and Svensson, (2014) and nationalism from Wodak (1999). Phinney defines ethnic 

identity as the way individuals interpret and understand their ethnicity. The 

components of ethnic identity are self-identification/labels, expression of a feeling 

of belonging, attitudes toward other groups, and religion (1992). Political resistance 
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includes activities such as civil disobedience, symbolic action, expressing identity, 

and mobilising protest (Neumayer & Svensson, 2014).  Wodak (1999) defines 

nationalism as including historical memory, anticipation and future orientation, 

national body manifested in national territories, landscape and physical artefacts, 

nameable beginnings expressed through founding fathers. Thus, there were 4 sub-

categories for each general theme. These sub-categories were then used to identify 

which post belongs to what sub-categories. Table 1 shows theme categories and 

sub-categories along with examples of the text elements in the posts from the Orang 

Papua group and Suara Papua Facebook site. It includes the number of collected 

posts in each theme. 

Table 1  

Category and Sub-Category of Theme 

Category of theme Sub-category Examples of texts’ 

elements in posts 

Number 

of posts 

Total posts 

for each 

theme 

Ethnic identity Self-

identification/label 

Physical characteristics 85  

 

258 
A feeling of 

belonging 

The use of “us and them” 32 

Attitudes toward 

other groups 

Stereotypes of other 

groups 

105 

Religion The use of religion to 

justify distinctiveness 

36 

Political resistance Civil disobedience Reject government 

policies 

72  

 

278 
Symbolic action Create politically-themed 

narrative(human rights 

abuse) 

71 

Expressing identity Ethnic identity-based 

solidarity and alignment 

60 

Mobilising protest Invitation to join & 

organise protests 

75 
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Nationalism Historical memory Narrative of historical 

dispute 

10 18*  

 

129 
Future orientation Freedom/independent 

state 

14 27* 

National territories, 

landscape & 

physical artefacts 

Maps, flags, anthem, 

national symbols 

36 5* 

Founding fathers Local heroes 6 13* 

Total posts 602 + 63   = 665   

 

Note: *numbers of posts for each nationalism’s discourse sub-category taken from 

the Suara Papua Facebook site. 

 

A number of posts shown in Table 1 indicate the configuration of themes from the 

collected posts within the period of observation. Examples of collected posts in each 

sub-category will be presented in the data analysis chapters: Chapter Five on the 

articulation of Papuan identity, Chapter Six on Papuan political resistance and 

Chapter Seven on Papuan nationalism. Data analysed and presented in the chapter 

on Papuan identity and Papuan political resistance were taken from the Orang 

Papua group before the group closed, whereas data analysed and presented in the 

chapter on Papuan nationalism were taken from the Suara Papua Facebook site. 

While the change of data source from an open group to a closed site might lead to 

lack of coherence in the analysis, it also offers an opportunity for the researcher to 

analyse the difference (or similarity) of expressions between closed and open spaces 

on social media. 

The second step was to examine elements of multimodal text in each post to 

classify the post into the category of theme. To classify which post belongs to what 

theme, elements of multimodal texts in a post have to be identified and examined. 

These elements are interrelated. The collected posts were coded to assign attributes 

to specific units of analysis. The units of analysis in this study include elements of 
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multimodal texts. They are verbal language/writing, elements of the visual image 

and elements of interactivity in the Orang Papua Facebook group members and 

Suara Papua Facebook site. The elements of verbal language are sentence structure 

and organisation, word choice and jargon. The elements of a visual/audio-visual 

image are image type, structure and organisation. Visual image type includes 

picture and audio-visual image includes audio and video. Image structure and 

organisation can be seen from the composition or arrangement of visual/audio-

visual elements such as colour, line, shape and viewpoint. The elements of an 

interactive characteristic are likes and shares. In examining the multimodal texts, a 

researcher can look for different kind of objects, actions, settings to capture the 

visual text and can look for metaphor, jargon, word choice and technical aspects 

such as the use of capital letters in a verbal text (Jancsary et al., 2016). Figure 2 

exemplifies one of the collected posts containing elements of multimodal text.  

 

 

 

  Actions (head on 

the ground, lifting 

foot), objects 

(civilian & 

officers), setting 

(rally). 

Technical 

language: 

uppercase 

Element of 

Multimodal texts: 

visual, verbal, likes 

 

 

 

 

 

WHY do problems in Papua never end? It is 

BECAUSE the state uses repressive approach through 

armed forces. Other approaches are not being used 

since the appointed teams are not working properly. 
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Figure 2. Elements of multimodal text. 

Figure 2 is an example of post with multimodal elements. It contains visual image, 

verbal language and likes. This picture captures a moment of a rally where an officer 

(as shown by the uniform) who is surrounded by several other officers stomps on a 

civilian/activist’s head. The caption explains the picture. It utilises a question and 

answer sentence and capitalises the words “why” and “because.” The caption 

contains a message that “the government has always used a military approach to 

respond to problems in Papua.” There were 22 users who liked the post; users 

neither provided comments on the post nor shared it. The number of likes, the 

absence of comments and shares signifies degree of importance of the topic of the 

post for Papuan Facebook users. Based on its verbal and visual elements, this post 

signifies a repressive act.   

 The third step was to analyse the contextual meaning or the meaning of the 

text in relation to its context. Context plays a significant role in understanding texts 

as it affects the texts’ meaning and interpretation. Relating text to its context is 

aimed to understand the meaning of the text outside its denotative meaning. In this 

study the contextual meaning is derived from relating the text (the collected posts 

from the two Papuan-related Facebook sites) to the context (the social, cultural, 

political and historical relations between Papua’s political struggle and Indonesia 

accessed from relevant academic literature and other publications from mass 

media). Thus, by addressing the contexts in which the posts were produced, the 

social meaning of the post can be understood.  

The contextual meaning of the post exemplified in Figure 2 is understood 

by relating the elements of multimodal text to social, cultural, political and 

historical relations between Papua’s political struggle and Indonesia. The act of an 
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officer who put his foot on the head of a person down on the ground surrounded by 

other officers along with the word “military approach” depicted in Figure 2 signifies 

not only a repressive act but it suggests denial of expression of cultural and political 

interests in Papua. It also signifies a human rights violation as indicated in the use 

of the word “military approach”, the existence of the officers and the number of 

actors versus the victim. In addition, by addressing the role of social media in 

Papua’s political struggle, the post in Figure 2 can also be understood as an attempt 

to disseminate information relating to Papua, which mainstream media might not 

cover. Due to the Indonesian government’s strict control, mainstream media might 

only report the event but not the officers’ repressive act. Thus, the two Facebook 

sites were utilised as means to support Papua’s political resistance. This contextual 

meaning with which the text is associated was obtained from an understanding that 

Papuans are denied freedom of expression and sovereignty; a military approach is 

one of factors that contribute to Papuan ethnic solidarity and social media is utilised 

by Papuans to express solidarity and to support their political resistance.  

Through multimodal discourse analysis, elements of social media text can 

be explored. Khosravinik and Zia (2014) posit that social network sites have pushed 

multimodal analysis much more to the centre of discourse analysis. There are 

tendencies of researchers carrying out discourse analysis to focus on powerful, top-

down texts and discourses in mass media generally and print media particularly. 

With the advent of social media, several of the shared assumptions in text research 

such as the notion of the linearity of media power (one-to-many) and the singular 

mode media character have been challenged. The benefits and challenges of 

applying multimodal discourse analysis to social media text is discussed in the next 

section. 
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4.3. The Benefits and Challenges of Applying Multimodal Discourse Analysis 

to Social Media Texts 

There are benefits and challenges in applying discourse analysis to social 

network sites such as Facebook (Khosravinik & Zia, 2014). The main benefit of 

applying multimodal discourse to analyse social media text is that it potentially 

includes all modes of communication on social media. Jewitt (2004) argues that 

previous research on new media only pays attention to interactivity instead of 

multimodal characteristics of the media. In social media, text is understood through 

interaction of people with the medium and the communication modes that are used 

to deliver text (Jewitt, 2004). In this regard, text in social media is the result of both 

users’ interaction and its technological platforms. By applying multimodal 

discourse, all modes of communication are explored. Furthermore, multimodal 

discourse analysis not only pays attention to all modes of communication but it also 

looks at the relationships between modes and detailed nuances of meaning-making 

such as different impressions and meanings between the use of visual image and/or 

verbal language to express identity (Henriksen, 2014). Jancsary et. al (2016) argue 

that meanings are seldom singular but divided into particular zones of meaning. 

Multimodal discourse provides additional ways of understanding such zones and 

the ways in which they emerge. Multimodal discourse explores the way different 

modes complement and reinforce each other. 

However, there are challenges in applying multimodal discourse to social 

media. While multimodal discourse potentially pays attention to all modes of 

communication, at the same time it strains the researcher’s ability to deal with the 

variety of modes at the same time and requires particular and diverse sets of 
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analytical skills. Different modes available on social media create meaning in 

specific ways (Jancsary et al., 2106). The interactive feature of online media has 

affected the way text is understood. Text in online media is dynamic since readers 

can move from one piece of text to another, thus it has neither a pre-set linear order 

nor a fixed beginning or end.  

There is a lack of prescription regarding how research on social media texts 

should be done. Previous studies on multimodal discourse analysis on social media 

employed various methodological procedures such as Eisenlauer (2013), who used 

Critical Hypertext Analysis (CHTA), Adami (2013), who employed a social 

semiotic framework, Androutsopoulos (2008), who used discourse-centred online 

ethnography (DCOE), Herring (2004), who used Computer-Mediated Discourse 

Analysis, and Khosravinik and Zia (2014), who employed social media discourse 

analysis. However, Taylor (2001) argues that researchers can choose any 

methodological procedures so long as the selection is purposefully based on their 

specific research topic and focus as well as answer the research question. Thus, 

researchers must explain their detailed and thorough procedure with justification of 

their choices. Within this context, this study offers an alternative analytical 

procedure in studying social media texts. 

 

4.4. Ethical Consideration 

One of the first considerations in studying a Facebook group is ethics, 

particularly whether the interaction takes place in public or private space and its 

relation to informed consent and anonymity (Khosravinik & Unger, 2016). 

According to Kozinets (2015), internet research ethics “stretch from legal issues 

such as liability for negligence and damage to reputation to conventional research 



93 
 

ethics notions of informed consent and respect, to social issues such as autonomy 

and the right to privacy” (p. 133). These issues need to be carefully considered by 

researchers when studying social media such as Facebook since the ethical issue 

may become an obstacle for the continuity of the research. 

There are two types of internet research: text-based (no informed consent 

needed) and person-based research (consent needed) (McKee & Porter, 2009). 

Text-based research considers internet-based communications as primarily public 

and assumes internet research as associated more with “public observation and 

public archive work” (McKee & Porter, 2009, p. 82). Furthermore, according to the 

Association of Internet Researchers’ report on ethical decision-making and internet 

research, participants are best understood as authors of the text instead of as subjects 

in text-based research (Markham & Buchanan, 2012). This approach is problematic 

as somehow participants are unaware of their participation and for social media 

users they have agreed to the terms of conditions of the platforms that allow third 

parties to access and re-use the data (Townsend & Aberdeen, n.d). It becomes more 

problematic to acquire informed consent from participants in large data sets. In this 

study, the researcher “plays a role in the generation of data” since the researcher 

joins the cyber-community (Orang Papua group) and is thus part of the research 

subjects’ communicative acts. Therefore, this study involves human subjects.  

During the course of this research project, Orang Papua, which had begun 

as an open site and was therefore treated as a public archive, became a closed site. 

A closed group means that the posts and comments that were used in this research 

cannot be considered as public. Therefore, informed consent from the group’s 

administrator and members whose posts and comments were used in this research 
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was required. Furthermore, since the data from the Facebook group can be traced, 

the researchers were obliged to gain informed consent.  

The fact that Orang Papua became a closed group has also made some 

ethical principles hard to apply. As a closed group, members of the group may have 

experienced discomfort knowing that their communications are under scrutiny. A 

closed group also indicates that the data in the group is potentially sensitive. The 

status change from open to closed site was initiated by members of the group who 

were threatened by unwanted comments for their posts, which indicated that 

members of the group perceived that there was potential harm when their data 

was/could be exposed to unintended users. Thus, members of the Orang Papua 

group thought that publicly archived data, especially their political views, might 

expose them to risk of prosecution or in this case verbal abuse. In this sense, 

members of the group previously did not think about their posts as public archive 

or private data until they received threatening comments. Risk of harm is one among 

keys areas of concern in social media research.  

 The researcher was not allowed to continue to undertake the study on the 

Orang Papua Facebook group due to the nature of a closed social media site, 

especially the difficulty of getting members of the Orang Papua group to explicitly 

grant permission and to ensure that members of the group did not feel discouraged 

from using the site because it was under study. The research used in this thesis was 

generated while the group was open. When Orang Papua closed, the researcher 

continued research in an open social media site, Suara Papua. Suara Papua is a 

news site that is focused on news on Papua. It aims to distribute factual information 

regarding Papua. It has a Facebook page that aims to post/share links from their 

news articles daily and receives comments from Facebook users who follow the 
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page. Since it is an open site, posts and comments in this site are considered as 

public archive. In addition, the researcher conducted an interview with the Orang 

Papua administrator to find out why the group closed. 

The next ethical consideration is related to anonymity (Khosravinik & 

Unger, 2016, p. 219). Kozinets (2015) notes that researchers “have to avoid 

inappropriately revealing the identities of informants, any other confidential 

information about them, or information that could lead to their identification” (p 

129). This study cannot fully guarantee the anonymity of members of the Orang 

Papua group and Suara Papua Facebook site users since this study collected data 

from members of the group’s and users’ posts that were traceable and could be used 

to reveal their identities. However, throughout the research, the Orang Papua and 

Suara Papua were identified, and individual members of the group and users were 

identified as members of the group and users, but not by their names. Names and 

picture profiles of individuals whose posts analysed and presented in this study were 

redacted, and images were blurred.  

 

4.5. Papuans on Facebook: The Orang Papua and Suara Papua Facebook Page 

 The first part of this section contains the description of the Orang Papua 

group along with posts and comments from members of the group indicating the 

intention to change the group status. It includes the interview with the administrator 

of Orang Papua group. The interview aimed to uncover the reason for Orang 

Papua’s status change from open to closed group. The second part of this section is 

comprised of the description of the Suara Papua Facebook page. It includes any 

similarities and differences between Orang Papua and Suara Papua. 
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Figure 3. The Orang Papua Facebook Front Page. 

 

Figure 3 is the front page of the Orang Papua Facebook group. It uses an image of 

the island as the profile picture of the group. The front page provides information 

on the number of group members, group description, and recent group photos that 

have been shared to the group. The Orang Papua group was created on 7 March 

2010. As written in the group description, it provides a place for Papuans, including 

Papuans who live outside Papua, to interact to one another and to discuss “Papuans’ 

basic rights” along with developments in regencies and provinces in Papua. The 

group’s agenda is also explicitly political. It offers a space where acts of violence, 

such as civilians being shot by Indonesian armed forces, separatists, the impact of 
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transmigration policies, the ongoing poverty and lack of development experienced 

by Papuans despite the region’s natural resources, can be discussed and debated. 

Thus, this group demands non-violence change (Perubahan) for Papuan’s welfare 

as can be seen in Figure 4. This demand has been written in capital letters (circled) 

in the group description to emphasise the group’s purpose.  

 

Figure 4. The Orang Papua group’s  

   description. 

 

 

 

Dear friends, 

OP [Orang Papua] is a place where 

Papuans, include those who live 

overseas, can interact. 

Through this media, Papuans can 

speak and discuss basic human rights 

and development in the province of 

Papua and West Papua. 

We must admit that there is a 

continuous conflict in Papua. Every 

year civilians die, being shot and 

stigmatised as separatists. 

There is an omission. How about our 

fate? Migrants are coming to our 

land, our land has been divided. 

It is an irony, PAPUA HAS 

ABUNDANT NATURAL 

RESOURCES, yet Papuans are still 

poor. Why so? While there are 

Freeport and LNG Tangguh here. 

It is time to evaluate the failure of 

development in Papua. There are 

Special Autonomy budgets to 

support development programs yet 

there are no law enforcement 

support. 

ARE THERE ANY POSSIBLE 

SOLUTIONS FOR PAPUANS 

WELFARE? 

The central theme of this group is 

“Papuans have to CHANGE the 

situation. 
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The group’s description includes the phrase Pejuang Pemikir & Pemikir Pejuang, 

which translates into “a warrior of thoughts and a thoughtful warrior.” This motto 

implies the significant role of the nonviolence movement for Papua’s political 

struggle. It also indicates the use of social media to support the struggle. This phrase 

also implies that the fight against injustice in Papua requires Papuans who have both 

intellectual capacity and ability to take transformative non-violent action. In this 

sense, this group aims to show its function as public sphere where Papuans can 

create non-violence discourse of ideas freely. The use of the term warrior (pejuang) 

indicates the creator of the group’s view that Papuans need to fight against 

discrimination and repression. A warrior of thoughts and a thoughtful warrior can 

be achieved through the use of social media group where Papuans can exchange 

discourse aimed at delivering awareness about the current and future situation of 

Papua. This motto can also be seen as an indication of the need for a different mode 

of resistance, a non-violence for Papuans. Previously Papuan political movements 

were famous for their violent form of resistance. 

The administrator of the Orang Papua group considers himself an online 

activist. After quitting his job as a local newspaper journalist (Radar Sorong) he 

articulated his concern for Papua online. He prefers online media especially social 

media because “the contents spread out easily to the selected public” (personal 

communication, 30 August 2016).  

Suara Papua is a news site that was established in December 2011 by 

Perkumpulan Suara Papua (The Voice of Papua Community). One of the news 

site’s advisory board members is Benny Giay, a priest as well as human rights 

activist who is well known for his concern for Papua’s political situation. Suara 

Papua welcomes users to send their articles that cover issues related to Papua. Its 
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board of editors frequently conduct journalism workshops for Papuans aiming to 

upgrade skills to deliver voices through online media. Suara Papua developed an 

associated Facebook page (see Figure 6) because of an increase in online readers 

accessing their Facebook accounts to read news in Indonesia. The establishment of 

an associated Facebook page is an advantage as the Suara Papua news site was 

subject to censorship under the current law. But the authority did not censor the 

associated Facebook page of the Suara Papua news site. In December 2016, a 

month after the Indonesian government passed an electronic information and 

transaction law, known as the ITE Law, the authority blocked the site due to its 

misleading information and promoting hoax news (Barahamin, 2017). It was a 

temporary block as the site could be accessed in March 2017 after it removed the 

misleading news. 

 

Figure 5. The Suara Papua Facebook page. 
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Figure 6. The Suara Papua news site. 

 

The need to distribute factual information regarding Papua via social media 

is particularly acute because the Indonesian mainstream media primarily reports 

government propaganda. Through the Suara Papua Facebook page, the news site 

can now share and develop conversations with its audience. Thus, the Suara Papua 

Facebook page enables interactive communication, which was previously 

impossible on the Suara Papua news site. According to SimilarWeb, as of May 

2018 Suara Papua had the highest daily page views and social media (Facebook 

and Twitter) traffic for a community-based Papua news site (“Statistik situs berita 

tentang Papua periode Mei 2018”). Daily page views refers to each time users visit 

a web page. As of March 2018, there were 56,090 visits to the page (“Statistik situs 

berita tentang Papua periode Mei 2018”). Traffic source by social media means the 

number of times a user clicks a link from Facebook or Twitter and is taken to the 
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Suara Papua news site. Suara Papua’s high social media traffic indicates the 

significant role played by social media in increasing the number of visitors to the 

news site and the importance of sharing and developing conversation with its 

audience. Users access the Suara Papua Facebook page predominantly from the 

capital city of the province (Jayapura) and the capital city of Indonesia (Jakarta). 

Their age ranges from 18 to 24 years old. Although having high social media traffic, 

on average there are only 10 per cent of users involved in interactive communication 

on the Suara Papua Facebook page (by giving comments, likes or shares) per month 

(personal communication, 4 July 2018). 

Suara Papua is an open Facebook page so users can see, post and give 

comments to the page. The administrator of this page does not provide any 

information regarding the social media etiquette that should be obeyed by the 

Facebook users. Facebook users who visit this page are classified as “fans” (those 

who likes the page) and “followers” (those who receive newsfeed from the news 

site). On its page description, Suara Papua aims to address economic, social, 

cultural and political issues, health and education in Papua. To combat Indonesian 

propaganda and misinformation that has distorted the public’s perception of social 

conditions in Papua, Suara Papua describes itself as “media di Papua” or Papua-

based media. It aims to provide “mengabarkan suara rakyat Papua secara objektif 

dan berimbang” (the voice of Papuans through balance and actual news). The words 

“bagian dari rakyat” (part of the society) and “mengabarkan suara rakyat” (provide 

the voice of Papuans) indicate the site’s emphasis to act as media to counter 

Indonesian mainstream media’s propaganda as well as to provide facts about Papua 

from the perspective of Papuans. 
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Unlike Orang Papua, where besides the admin of the group, members can 

also post and give comments, the admin of Suara Papua is the one who frequently 

posts in its Facebook page. Posts in Suara Papua are mostly about regional 

information taken from its news site, whereas posts in Orang Papua can be anything 

from a say hello post to an opinion about current political, social and cultural 

situations in Papua. This difference is due to the nature of the pages; Orang Papua 

is a social media group/community whereas the Suara Papua Facebook page is an 

extension of its news site SuaraPapua.com. It further affects the way users of these 

Facebook pages respond to the posted messages. Members of Orang Papua are 

more active in giving comments compared to users of Suara Papua.  

 

4.6. The Closing of Orang Papua: The legacy of traditional media 

This section describes how the Orang Papua Facebook group changed from 

an open forum to closed group. It analyses the closing within the context of Papua’s 

political discourse and Indonesia’s media ecology. I argue that the changing of the 

group’s status reflects members of the group’s growing sensitivity to their critics. 

Their caution can be attributed to their previous experience in utilising media 

outside social media to express their ethnic solidarity. As explained in Chapters 2 

and 3, the Indonesian government continues to apply military pressure to quell 

“separatist impulses” in Papua. The armed forces and the police continue to threaten 

anyone who is suspected of being Papua’s pro-independence supporters, including 

journalists. The closing status of the Orang Papua group is an indication of the 

insecurity members feel in the face of verbal threats from social media users who 

oppose Papua’s political movement. Threats received by members of the group are 

similar to the intimidation received by traditional media journalists. As observed by 
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Tapsell (2015), journalists in Papua continue to receive pressure and threats from 

Indonesian security forces in response to their reporting. For instance, journalists 

frequently receive threats over the phone. Police officers also constantly monitor 

journalists’ offices. They rent a house near to offices. As many of the print media 

organisations maintain their head office in Jayapura, the security forces’ 

intelligence is also prevalent in that city (Tapsell, 2015). In this sense, the closing 

of the Orang Papua group shows that it experiences similar pressures to more 

formal media in Indonesia’s mainstream media ecology. 

Initially this Facebook group was an open/public group. When the group 

was open it had more than 63 thousand members. Membership can be acquired 

through administrator approval. However, it closed at the end of 2015. The captured 

picture of the Orang Papua front page was taken after the group was closed. It is 

made possible because the researcher has been a member of the group since 2014. 

After the group was closed, it had more than 90 thousand members as can be seen 

in Figure 3. This number indicates users who have already become members of the 

group but does not indicate number of users who view the posts. This study did not 

get any data from the administrator related to numbers of members who view posts 

and visit pages in Orang Papua.   

At the behest of the group’s members the administrator restricted access to 

stop uncivil behaviour. Critical commentary about the participating members’ 

political views had become increasingly threatening. Members who opposed 

Papuans’ political struggle frequently expressed their disagreement, which 

provoked strong emotions. One member of the group explicitly claimed that this 

group was supposed to be for Papuans and “ethnic groups outside Papuans who 

provoke Papuans, they ought to be blocked and kicked out from the group.” The 
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admin approved this request. According to the group administrator the group’s 

members requested that access to the site become restricted because critics of the 

site’s political views had become increasingly active on the page (personal 

communication, 30 August 2016). Outside social media outlets, Papuans have less 

or even no opportunity to fight back against the abuse and torture they receive from 

authorities. In this sense, the request to restrict access to the group only to users who 

support Papua’s movement indicates activism is empowered by social media 

platforms. In this sense, the threats received by members are similar to threats 

received by traditional media journalists. However, on social media, Papuan users 

can fight back and protect themselves by restricting access.   

The request to the group admin to change the group from open to closed can 

be traced in the members’ posts (see Figure 5). The approval to change from open 

to a closed group indicates members’ feelings of being increasingly under threat. 

The status change also reflects evidence of the friction that Papuans have no interest 

in dialogue or being cooperative. Furthermore, it is also an indication that although 

social media are less controlled by authority, the threat is indeed coming from other 

social media users. This situation to some extent reflects the way ordinary 

Indonesians view Papuans’ political demands. The unitary state of the Republic of 

Indonesia or nationalism is the strongest ideology adopted by common Indonesians. 

As a result, the complex dimension of Papua’s political struggle is neglected by 

common Indonesians. Historical facts and human rights abuse is ignored.  

Castells (2015) argues that the heart of a social movement is the autonomy 

of communication because it allows individuals to connect to others and society at 

large. Thus, members of Orang Papua groups have tried to accommodate the 

diversity of interests, but have decided to stay focused on common goals as 
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explained in the group’s description by changing the group into a closed one, 

thereby limiting communication to people who agree with them. 

 

 

Figure 7. Posts suggesting the exclusion of critical members. 

The closing has also affected the group’s capacity to spread information by 

ordinary Papuans about conditions in Papua. Members of the group decided to 

sacrifice the opportunity to reach a wider audience and instead focus on the strong 

connection among members by restricting access. In this regard, the Orang Papua 

group is utilised mainly for developing a sense of togetherness – an element that 

plays a role in political mobilisation.  

 

4.7. Conclusion 

 This chapter has explained the methodology used in this study, particularly 

what multimodal discourse analysis is, as employed in this study, its benefits and 

challenges as well as detailed explanation on how this study was conducted. It also 

includes the ethical consideration applied in this study and the description of the 

two Papuan-related Facebook sites used in this study. The methodological 

My fellow Papuans, please ignore 

negative messages that trigger our 

emotions. Admin, please take out 

members who post such messages 

Admin, please REAFFIRM that 

this group is for PAPUANS. So 

if there are ethnic groups outside 

Papuans who provoke Papuans, 

they ought to be blocked and 

kicked out form the group. 
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procedure is significant for justifying the analysis of the posts and comments from 

the Orang Papua and Suara Papua Facebook pages in the next three chapters. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE ARTICULATION OF PAPUAN IDENTITY 

 

This chapter explores the way members of the Facebook group Orang 

Papua articulate their Papuan identity. It looks at the way Papuans present and 

express themselves through posted and shared messages. Their online identity is 

significant because it forms the basis of their political resistance against the 

Indonesian government, which restricts their freedom to express identity other than 

“Indonesian” in the mass media. Tapsell (2015) coins the term subnational 

authoritarianism to describe the situation in which elsewhere the freedom of 

expression is enjoyed by Indonesians but not by Papuans. This term refers to a 

province in a nation-state is not experiencing free and fair access to media in 

particular and freedom of expression in general. The Indonesian government has 

censored Papuan identity expression outside social media as previously explained 

in Chapter 2 and 3. On Facebook, Papuans have the chance to consolidate how they 

wish to present themselves as having a unified identity or pan-Papuan identity and 

also how they express their desire for political and cultural autonomy from 

Indonesia.  

The challenge to construct Papuan identity has taken place against the 

context of Indonesianisation for almost fifty years. As noted by Gietzelt (1989), 

Papuans “learned to be Indonesians through the education system, economic 

development, transmigration program and the media” (p. 201). These systematic 

programmes aim to incorporate Papuans into the Indonesian nation-state. Social 

media have become the only means for Papuans to freely articulate their identity 

since mainstream media, education and economic sectors are dominated by the 



108 
 

Indonesian government. On social media, Papuans can post links, add comments 

and likes as well as spread and share messages to develop the narrative of their 

identity.  

In this chapter I argue that through social media, Papuans develop a 

distinctive ethnic consciousness in contrast to Indonesians. They emphasise their 

Melanesian ancestry, contest negative stereotypes and accentuate their Christianity 

using text and visual images. Their online expressions could be considered 

“idealised political identities” that contribute to discursive political performances 

(Marichal, 2013). Members of the Orang Papua group involved in politically 

oriented communication and the group are a place to articulate a political identity. 

In this regard, members of the Orang Papua group formed political activity online, 

which may also be understood as micro-activism (Marichal, 2013). Micro-activism 

implies that online political activity tends to provide a place to articulate a political 

identity rather than stimulate social and political change. Papuans locate their 

identity as the foundation for their political resistance and utilise social media as an 

alternate means to express their ideal identity. 

Papuanness could be viewed as an instrumental category because it unifies 

a diverse community that includes various linguistic and tribal Indigenous groups, 

communities of mixed Indigenous and Indonesian ancestry, and different religious 

goups under a single ethnic signifier. Members of Orang Papua group have put 

aside these differences for the sake of a political goal to reject Indonesian 

domination in Papua. To do this, Papuans strategically use their distinct ethnic 

identity to differentiate themselves from Indonesians. Historically, Papuan’s 

feelings of a distinct ethnic identity was partially formed by Dutch policies 

(Chauvel, 2005). The Dutch initiated this feeling within the context of Papua’s 
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colonial bureaucracy that was dominated by the Javanese who viewed themselves 

as culturally superior. The visible face of European colonialism for Papuans was 

Javanese rather than the Dutch (Trajano, 2010). 

Members of Orang Papua also emphasised their Melanesian ancestry to 

justify their ethnic distinctiveness. This emphasis is shown through reference to 

their physical characteristics or physiognomy. Members of the Orang Papua group 

continually reinforce the idea of ethnic identity as an ascribed trait or primordialism. 

The formation of Papuanness that emphasise physiognomy is not merely evidence 

of primordialim, but also strategic essentialism. Members of the group employed 

strategic essentialism in the articulation of their identity because primordialism is 

the dominant discourse in the notion of Papuan identity. 

The use of physical characteristics showing ethnic distinctiveness to 

articulate identity in social media is supported by the platform’s multimodality. 

Members of the Orang Papua group use visual images along with verbal messages 

which “show rather than tell” their identity (Zhou p. 1816). As Papuans affiliate 

themselves racially to Melanesian, they stressed physiological characteristics such 

as skin colour, body, hair and facial characteristics. These visible properties can 

only be recognised through visual images. Thus, while Zhao et al. in their study 

classify the display of photos and pictures as an implicit claim and verbal and 

narrated self-descriptions as an explicit claim, the use of visual images by members 

of the Orang Papua group can be considered as an explicit claim even though they 

are visually expressed. The freedom to decide how Papuans wish to present 

themselves in the group, according to Miller (2011), is because “Facebook is a 

virtual place where you discover who you are by seeing a manifestation of yourself. 

Facebook has given an encompassment within which we have a sense of not only 



110 
 

who we are but of who we ought to be” (pp. 179-180). Facebook platforms that 

allow users to manage their identity presentation and to establish connection with 

others have made them more aware of the way they express their identity as others 

can perceive and endorse the identity. 

Through Facebook, members of the Orang Papua group attempt to 

challenge domination by constructing identity in accordance with their values and 

interests and by connecting with each other and forming opinion. By connecting 

with each other, Papuans can consolidate their distinct ethnic identity. Papuans are 

emphasising the unified identity or a pan-Papuan identity rather than identifying 

with each other based upon geographical location or sub-ethnic groups. Pan-Papuan 

identity indicates “the commitment for a Papuan nation” (Chauvel, 2008, p. x). 

Castells (2015) argues that “people can only challenge domination by connecting 

with each other, by sharing outrage, by feeling togetherness, and by constructing 

alternative projects for themselves and for society at large” (p. 257). Within the 

context of Facebook, the process of challenging domination is characterised by 

interactive and multimodal communication in which messages are formed, 

organised and distributed. The establishment of the Orang Papua group indicates 

its members’ intention to develop connections among them. The group provides a 

place where Papuans post, comment and share issues concerning Papua. The 

discussion developed through interaction among members create a sense of 

togetherness as shown in the way they articulate their preferred identity through 

visual images. The prominent use of visual images and explicit messages by 

members of the Orang Papua group to consolidate their identity indicates their 

effort to exercise power and to reject Indonesian domination.  
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Part of the effort to reject Indonesian domination is the creation of the notion 

of the authentic Papuan. This term implies that Papuans are demanding active 

involvement in the region’s development. They are claiming economic 

enfranchisement as Papuans were not involved in the development in Papua and 

outside their region. Thus, the notion of Papuan authenticity is also shaped by 

relations between Papua and Indonesia. The unequal relations between Papua and 

Indonesia has also created a negative stereotype for Papuans. Through the Orang 

Papua group, members have contested the negative stereotype by prominently 

showing successful Papuans. Members of the group also emphasise a religious 

dimension to their ethnic identity. Similar to the emphasis on Melanesian ancestry, 

the revival of Christianity in Papuan ethnic identity also aimed to contrast with 

Indonesians who predominantly follow Islam. In this regard, this chapter will be 

divided into four sections. The first section contains analysis and discussion of 

Papuans’ affiliation to the Melanesian race. The second section discusses the notion 

of Papuans’ ethnic authenticity. The third section discusses the stereotype of 

Papuans, and the last section discusses the revival of religion in Papuan ethnic 

identity. As explained in the previous chapter, the posts used in this chapter were 

collected when the Orang Papua group was an open group. 

 

5.1. Papuans’ Melanesian Rac(e)ialisation 

Race is a problematic term because it utilises symbolic markers of the body 

to make a socially constructed difference into a supposedly natural one. Race is 

neither a universal nor essential category of biology (Barker, 2004). The social 

construction of race becomes the basic argument for the idea of race formation or 

racialisation. According to Barker (2004) racialisation is “the process by which a 
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group is ‘turned into’ a race through racial classifications constituted by power” (p. 

170). 

Those classifications depend upon common immediately visible physical 

characteristics such as skin colour, body, hair and facial configuration (Todorov, 

2000). These physiological characteristics justify the presumed superiority or 

inferiority of a particular race. The concept of race emerges in a particular social 

and historical context. Leung (2005) argues that the use of race as a category for 

describing difference was prevalent in the imperialist context when ideas of 

biological determinism and primordialism were in vogue. 

While “race” has been widely criticised for being scientifically invalid, it 

persists in the discourse of social difference. Thus, this section acknowledges that 

any notion of race premised on biological or physiological characteristics is 

fundamentally flawed, but uses the term to refer to common strategies people use 

in their daily lives to make social distinctions (Leung, 2005). The use of the term is 

particularly related to the fact that Papuans seek to differentiate themselves from 

Indonesian interlopers through racial discourses that emphasize their Melanesian 

ancestry. Papuan intellectuals such as Wonda (2007) and Yoman (2007) use the 

term “Melanesian race” to explain people of Papua. They refer to physical 

characters, mainly skin colour to explain the term. 
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Figure 8. The black skin and curly hair of Papuans.  

 

Figure 9. I am Papuan. 

 

Never mind.. I don’t care, I am 

Papuan. 

 

Black skin curly hair that is 

Papuan. 

I have curly hair black skin I am 

Papuan I love Papua I am proud 

of its natural wealth. 

Comment 1: I am Papuan, too. 

Comment 2: Good. All you need 

to do is to learn how to involve 

actively in the development in 

Papua. 
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Figure 10. Papuan women. 

Members of the Orang Papua group frequently label themselves as having “black 

skin and curly hair”. As shown in posts in Figure 8 to Figure 10 they make their 

distinct skin and hair visually prominent. The figures in these posts were captured 

in close-up shots aimed at showing details. In this regard, these posts aimed at 

showing the distinct physical appearance details of the figures: the skin and hair 

characteristics. With short verbal messages such as “I am Papuan” or “Black skin 

curly hair that is Papuan”, visual images are the focus of these posts compared to 

verbal messages. Through these visual images, they try convince other members of 

the group that their physiognomy is closer to Melanesians. The easiest and most 

common immediately visible characteristics one can notice that they have 

I am…Papuan. 

Comment 1: Awesome Miss Papuan 

Melanesian. 

Comment 2: Sweet. 

Comment 3: Cool. 

Comment 4 “Papuan woman is 

sweet..cool” 

Papuan girl is beautiful and sexy. 

Comment 1: Sweet smile. 

Comment 2: She is so cute. 

Comment 3: You are so beautiful. 
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Melanesian ancestry is through physical appearance. It functions as a declaration of 

affiliation to Melanesia as well as a differentiation from the majority of Indonesians 

who belongs to the Malay race. Most Indonesians have a fairer skin tone and straight 

hair. Thus, an ancestral explanation has been used by Papuans to justify their ethnic 

distinctiveness. In this sense, Papuans have employed a primordialist approach in 

explaining their ethnic identity. An emphasis on an ancestral explanation for Papuan 

distinct ethnic identity is also explicitly mention in the Papuan Congress 2000. In 

its guidebook, it is written that “Papua adalah sebuah identitas kodrati yang khas” 

(Papua is a natural and unique identity) (Alua, 2000, p. 12). 

The primordialist category to justify Papuans’ ethnic distinctiveness is 

displayed through the use of images depicting physical characteristics along with 

explicit verbal messages. It is supported by the multimodal platforms of Facebook. 

Through its multimodal platforms, Facebook allows users to post visual images 

along with verbal messages. The verbal message in the post functions to affirm the 

visual images, which is to make a more explicit claim. Facebook also allows users 

to interact with others. The interaction on Facebook can be seen from comments, 

likes and shares. The posts shown in Figure 8 to 10 received likes from members of 

the group. Not every post received comments from members of the group. Although 

the number of likes were insignificant compared to the number of members of the 

group and not every post received comments, it still indicates other users’ opinions 

contribute to the construction of identity online (Vasquez, 2014). In the construction 

of ethnic identity online, the post showing distinct physical appearance played as 

the identity announcement and the comments and likes played as the identity 

endorsement (Zhao et al., 2008). In Orang Papua group, the construction of Papuan 

ethnic identity builds upon an individual who declares an identity and members who 
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endorse the asserted identity. Papuan identity declares through posts depicting 

physical appearances and endorses through comments and likes. Thus multimodal 

affordances and interaction on Facebook platforms have become important aspect 

of Papuan identity presentation. 

The visual image depicting distinct physical characteristics of Papuans 

along with the explicit verbal message are not only used as evidence of their 

identity, but also as an assertion of their capability to articulate their distinct identity 

confidently. Posts on physical characteristics is the second highest after stereotypes 

of other groups in the ethnic identity category theme throughout the period of 

observation in the Orang Papua group. Out of 258 posts under the ethnic identity 

theme, there are 85 physical characteristics posts or 32 per cent.  Number of posts 

indicates that physical characteristics is an important issue for members of the 

Orang Papua group and they are keen to express their identity as well as are 

confident in declaring their distinct physical appearances. As argued by Giay (2000) 

Papuans feel that they “do not value as human beings” (pp.8). This self-confidence 

is important due to historical relations with Indonesians whose patronising attitudes 

toward Papuans undermined their identity and dignity (Trajano, 2010). 

Papuans’ identification with the Melanesian race is more broadly political. 

Members of the group use the term black (translated from Indonesian language: 

hitam) to refer to their dark skin. Papuans commonly use black instead of dark 

(gelap – Indonesian language) to describe their skin tone as can be seen in the posts 

on Papuan physical appearances. Gietzelt (1989) argues that this identification with 

blacks has political motivations in that “it is used to arouse sympathy for, and indeed 

empathy with, the Papuan cause among black minorities elsewhere, who may be 

sensitive to charges of lingering colonialism” (p. 210). Figure 11 and 12 show the 
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support from Melanesian countries such as New Caledonia, Nauru, Solomon 

Islands and Vanuatu. 

 

  

 

Figure 11. Support from New Caledonia and Nauru. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ignore what they say, let the dogs bark, 

the caravan passed [Indonesian 

proverb]. 
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Figure 12. Support from Solomon Island and Vanuatu. 

Black skin and curly hair is not only a label for Papuan ethnic identity but 

also a symbol of resistance. Papuans’ marginalisation, oppression and economic 

exploitation, along with being recognised by their black skin and curly hair, have 

made Papuans the “Blacks” of Indonesia. Silk (1990) and Ross (1996) argue that 

black refers to those who have been subject to slavery, segregation, discrimination 

and economic exploitation (as cited in Leung, 2005).  Within western countries’ 

historical background, black is a symbol of repression and opposition. It is a sign of 

solidarity with those who have been discriminated against for their non-whiteness. 

Resonating the struggles of the African as part of global infrastructure of anti- 

colonial connectivity, Shilliam (2015) introduces the term “Black Pacific” to refer 

to a site of struggle against colonial rule for indigenous self-determination in the 

Pacific (p. 10). To support the narrative of Papuans as the Blacks of Indonesia 

The people of Solomon join a rally 

to support ULMWP’s application to 

become MSG member. 

Today, Friday June 19th 2015 the 

Solomon’s solidarity for West 

Papua is having a peace rally to 

support ULMWP’s application to be 

a member of MSG. This rally is 

related to the MSG Summit in 

Solomon with one of the agendas is 

the West Papua application. 

Comment 1: Help me Dear Jesus. 

Comment 2: Free West Papua... 

Comment 3: Freedom PAPUA. 

Comment 4: Greeting Free West 

Papua. 

 

Vanuatu confirms its support 

for West Papua in the 

International Forum. 

Comment 1: what is the 

advantage to have support from 

Vanuatu? Papuan economic 

development is recognised even 

by Papua New Guinea. 
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members of the group present posts showing reciprocal support from Melanesian 

countries. Teaiwa and Mallon (2006, p. 225) use the term kinship as a metaphor of 

not only shared geography, but also shared histories of colonialialism, 

commonalities of culture between Pacific people, and a bond of affection that 

naturally links and interconnects Pacific people. The Papuan’s connection to Pacific 

people is described by Yoman (2007). In his book, he wrote that “Papuans are 

physically considered as a Melanesian family of the Pacific” (p. 113). Thus, these 

posts affirm and assure that Papuans describe themselves as black. In this context, 

there is an instrumental category in Papuan identity as the narrative of blackness 

developed through posts in this group aimed at reinforcing Papuans’ oppression and 

marginalisation or the colonised and colonising relations between Papua and 

Indonesia. 

The posts highlight events depicting the solidarity as they use the words 

“support West Papua” or “Free Papua.” Figures 11 and 12 also contain the use of 

visual images including the protesters who join the rally, the flags (Papuan Morning 

Star flag and Nauruans flag), as well as the prominent figure (foreign minister of 

Vanuatu) aim to show the solidarity from New Caledonia, Nauru, Solomon Island 

and Vanuatu for Papua. The visual images are accompanied with a verbal caption. 

This caption provides a stronger meaning to the visual message. For instance, 

support from Nauru in Figure 11 uses the state’s national airline along with two 

people with the Papuan and Nauru flag standing side-by-side. It symbolises kinship-

based solidarity and that Papuans and Nauruans are equal as well as Nauru’s official 

support for Papua. This visual image is accompanied by the caption quoting the 

Indonesian proverb “let the dogs bark, the caravan passed” to suggest that Papuans 

need to move ahead no matter the criticism they may receive. Figure 12 exemplifies 
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the way members of the Orang Papua group respond to solidarity through 

comments related to the topic of Papua’s application for Melanesian Spearhead 

Group membership. Although one of members of the group doubts the Melanesian 

countries’ support as they too are struggling in terms of the economy as indicated 

in the comment on the post of support from Vanuatu in Figure 12, other members 

show support in their comments and likes. Comments and likes, even in a relatively 

small number, indicate interest and engagement. In this sense, members of the group 

have engaged in the narrative of the significance of identity as the symbol for 

Papuan resistance.   

Besides emphasising Melanesian countries’ support, members of the Orang 

Papua group also stress support from African countries. Giay (2000) claims that 

Papuans identified themselves with other communities who have experienced 

discrimination such as black people in South Africa. It indicates the political 

dimension of Papuan’s identification with Melanesian as well as Africans. This 

indicates an attempt to develop solidarity beyond spatial proximity by creating “the 

Black solidarity”. Members of the group posted a message of the Black 

Revolutionary Movement event in Nigeria against human rights violation in Papua, 

and a posted message depicting one of the prominent diasporic Papuan activists, 

Benny Wenda with Bishop Desmond Tutu, a well-known activist from South Africa 

who is also fighting against apartheid as shown in Figure 13. Tutu expects that the 

United Nations opens its eyes to oppression and to the Indonesia’s annexation in 

Papua. In fact, through this post, members of the group intend to show support from 

international communities. As can be seen in Figure 13, the solidarity post is from 

Pan-African Consciousness Renaissance and Black Revolutionaries Movement in 

Nigeria. The solidarity march in Nigeria was held in front of the Indonesian 
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embassy. It also shows that an attempt to gain international attention for Papua has 

shifted to not only a focus on Papuan self-determination but also on human rights 

violation. The term brutal/genocidal Indonesian is used in the announcement for a 

solidarity march in Nigeria to show the human rights issue in Papua. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. The Black Solidarity. 

 

To retain political resonance that Papuan physical appearance is also a symbol of 

resistance, members of the Orang Papua group put black skin and curly hair in 

contrast to non-black skin and non-curly hair. Non-black skin and non-curly hair 

are seen as colonising whereas black skin and curly hair are seen as colonised. This 

binary opposition also attempts to stress the colonising and colonised culture, in 

 
 

Bishop Desmond Tutu’s support for West 

Papuan self-determination. 

This is Bishop Desmond Tutu’s hope for 

West Papuan. Nobel Prize winner in 1984, 

Bishop Desmond Tutu expects the United 

Nation to reveal Indonesia’s oppression and 

annexation.  
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which groups are forced into arbitrary and simple categories. This can be seen in 

Figure 14. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. Non-Papuan and Papuan physical traits. 

 

Figure 14 contains a post with an illustration that visually compares the Papuan and 

non-Papuan identities as indicated in the picture’s caption. It is clear that the non-

Papuan identity relates to those who have light skin and straight hair. Along with 

this visual illustration is a link to an article discussing the significance of 

maintaining Papuan identity. It is written in the article that “Papuans are blessed by 

God. Show your true identity as Papuans, never feel ‘Ashamed’ when we request 

to wear our traditional costume. We are committing sin to The Creator if we do not 

show our authenticity.” The author puts in quotes and capitalises the first letter in 

the word ashamed. The author implies that Papuans should be aware of their identity 

and never feel ashamed whenever wearing traditional costume (loin cloth and penis 

Illustration of Non-

Papuan Identity and 

True Papuan Identity. 

How to find Papuans’ true identity. 
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gourd). Furthermore, the author is concerned about the young generation of 

Papuans, who tend to straighten their hair, which, according to the author, is an 

indication of loss of identity. He argues that “one who straightens her/his hair ought 

to change their family name into Widodo/Prabowo”. These are typical 

Malay/Javanese names and are actually the names of the current Indonesian 

president/ex-head of Special Military Forces of the new order regime who was also 

the ex-presidential candidate. This article indicates the need to preserve Papuans’ 

identity, particularly for young Papuans, by retaining their physical appearance. The 

hair-straightening trend, according to the author, has made Papuans similar to 

Indonesians, especially Javanese, whereas Papuans should be different from 

Indonesians. Thus, the author’s claim is visually illustrated in the image. In this 

regard, the author’s intention to emphasise the significance of maintaining Papuan 

identity is supporting a multimodal message facilitated by Facebook platforms. Post 

in Figure 14 is also an indication of the way Papuan members of this group 

consolidating their identity. The previous expression of Papuan identity on other 

media-such as explicitly shown in Papuan intellectuals’ writing like Sendius 

Wonda, Neles Tebay, Benny Giay, and Socratez Yoman- emphasise similar claims. 

For instance, in his book “Menuju Papua Baru” Giay (2000) claims that “orang 

Papua itu orang Papua…tidak akan pernah diIndonesiakan…orang Indonesia itu 

lain dari orang Papua” (Papuans are Papuans..they can never be 

Indonesianised..Indonesians are different from Papuans) (pp. 4). 

The illustrated visual image in Figure 14 depicts women with lighter skin 

and straight hair as examples of non-Papuan identity and a man with darker skin 

and curly hair as an example of one with true Papuan identity. The depiction of 

women to represent non-Papuan identity relates to the context in which lighter skin 
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and straight hair have become the standard of beauty perpetuated through the media 

in Indonesia. Prabasmoro (2003) and Saraswati (2010) in their study of skin 

lightening in Indonesian women’s magazines suggest that light skinned women 

embody ideal beauty in Indonesia and it is construed as cosmopolitan. In an African 

American context, Lester (2000) argues that hair is a continuous subject to racial 

and gender biases within and outside black cultural perception. Hair redefines 

collective identity and ideals of beauty in an African American context. Thus, hair 

is placed in complex realities of social, historical and political relations. The 

“politics of hair” (Lester, 2000, p. 204) in the African American context is 

somewhat similar to the Papuan context. The ideal Papuan is placed within the 

struggle to contrast themselves to Indonesians, yet straight hair and lighter skin still 

embody ideal beauty. The post in Figure 14 indicates that the ideal Papuans should 

be dissimilar to Indonesians’ light skin and straight hair. Lightening skin and 

straightening hair in the Papuan context signals a loss of primordial (and therefore 

politically assertive) identity.  

The true Papuan identity topic in Figure 14 receives no comments and a 

small number of likes. According to Facebook, the “like” button, which was added 

to in February 2009, “provide[s] positive feedback or to relate with things users care 

about on Facebook” (Seiter, 2017, para.11). “Liking”, similar to “sharing” and 

“following”, signifies activities in social media such as Facebook (Van Dijck 

(2013). It is a gesture generating data on users’ desires and preference and 

“following” indicates users’ interests and identifies trends. In this study, posted 

messages contain black skin and curly hair received likes as well as comments from 

other members of the group. While the number of likes is surprisingly insignificant 

(most of the posted messages received far less than 100 likes) compared to the total 
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members of the group (over 63 thousand members by February 2016) and the 

comments somehow show an affirmation of physical attractiveness as in the 

comments “sweet smile”, “cool” or “you are so beautiful” in Figure 10, within the 

context of Papuans struggling to express their preferred identity it is still an 

indication and a form of wordless support and the easiest detection of an approval 

of the information conveyed. Facebook “likes” can be interpreted as “an easy form 

of self-representation attached to meaningful engagement” (Brandtzaeg & 

Haugstveit, 2014, p. 6). Within a Papuan context, there is the need to express the 

notion of the preferred Papuan identity. This claimed identity acquires endorsement 

from the community. The liking activities have become an identity endorsement 

from members of the group. As black skin and curly hair is not only a physical 

marker of Papuan identity but also a symbol of resistance, the likes can also be 

considered as civic engagement online. Previous research by Enjolras et al. (2012) 

has shown that liking practices on Facebook are “part of a new and emerging type 

of online civic engagement and social mobilisation” (p. 2).  Thus, disregarding the 

number, the activity of liking indicates members of the group’s interest and 

engagement online in such identity issues that are the foundation of Papuan political 

resistance.  

More explicit engagements on Facebook are indicated by “comments” since 

users can express and articulate their opinion verbally as well as visually. Unlike 

the “like” function, a comment is an obvious response to the posted messages, 

which is more conversational. Moreover, the comment function enables users to 

express both agreement and disagreement and thus to create wider opportunity for 

debate and discussion. In this study, posts containing black skin and curly hair 

received supportive comments such as “awesome Miss Papuan Melanesian”, or “I 
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am Papuan, too.” These comments contribute to the way identity is constructed on 

social media because they are considered as endorsement to the asserted identity. 

As argued by Zhao et al. (2008) in regard to the construction of ethnic identity 

online, posts function as an identity announcement and the comments and likes act 

as the identity endorsement.  In this respect, the comment function lets members of 

the group develop the narrative of Papuan identity. Vasquez (2014) states that 

identity on social media is constructed and presented when users give opinions 

through posts and comments. 

While Papuan identity is defined as having black skin and curly hair, there 

has been a rejection of the notion of black skinned and curly haired Papuans in the 

Orang Papua group. This rejection has never been revealed by Papuans in other 

mainstream media because mainstream media platforms do not allow them to 

express it.  People can foster and utilise online media to form and stimulate both 

dominant and resistant ideas (Nakamura & Chow-White, 2012). This uniformly 

defined Papuan identity is contested by the mixed-race members of the Orang 

Papua group. This contestation reaffirms the instrumentality in the notion of 

Papuanness, which is developed through a primordialism claim in this group. The 

mixed-race individuals may have neither dark skin nor curly hair and yet claim the 

same Papuanness as individuals who do. Their presence and their claims both 

socially and online is a reminder that Papuan identity is complex. While Papuan 

physiognomic traits are often championed in resistance to Indonesian standards of 

beauty and acceptability, there are Papuans who reject these traits as decisive 

markers of Papuanness. They make their criticism apparent through visual and 

verbal posts as well comments on the group.  
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The rejection of homogenous and uniform identities is emphasised by 

hybrid theory (Verkuyten, 2005). Theories of hybridity emphasise “phenomena in 

which elements, meanings and forms are combined, blended and mixed. They reject 

the notion of homogenous, uniformly-defined identities” (Verkuyten, 2005, p. 152) 

and transcend dualism and binary thinking in the dominant discourse and 

categorical constructions. Racial hybridity is defined as “the integration of two 

races which are assumed to be distinct and separate entities” (Yazdiha, 2010, p. 32). 

A descent-based emphasis on Papuan identity aims to contrast with Indonesian, 

which has proven that Papuans intend to racially distinguish and separate 

themselves from Indonesians. The mixed-race communities exist as a result of 

migrants coming to Papua. Papua in the 21st century is a region consisting of mixed-

race societies, mainly due to massive transmigration since the 1970s from more 

populous islands in Indonesia, especially from Java to Papua (Viartasiwi, 2013). 

Papuans view transmigration another form of Indonesianisation, and they are 

concerned about the existence of the mixed-race Papuans. This concern is expressed 

by Wonda (2007) who argues that mixed marriages between Papuans and non-

Papuans put Papuan’s pride at stake. “The black Papuans are never born from the 

mixed marriage” (p. 119). Thus Papuan intellectuals like Wonda forbid mixed 

marriage between Papuan and non-Papuan migrants as it “alters the Melanesian 

race” (p. 181). The group outside the mainstream black skin and curly hair 

identification of Papuan is perceived to be “never enough to be Papuan” (Viartasiwi, 

2013, p. 863).  

Some members of the group have expressed their differences visually and 

verbally as shown in Figure 15 to Figure 18. Members of the group who are mixed-

race Papuans tend to argue or justify that they are part Papuan, and that they want 
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to be Papuan, and that they should be recognised as Papuan. Thus, they put 

emphasis on being acknowledged as Papuan. They are urging an expansion of what 

it means to be Papuans beyond the dominant discourse of the black skin and curly 

hair category. The existence of mixed-race communities affect the way Papuans see 

themselves. In this regards, “wholly Papuans” and “never enough to be Papuans” 

become hybrid. 

 

Figure 15. I am a truly Papuan. 

 

Thank you. I am a truly Papuan. 

Maybe you won’t believe me since 

I have different skin. Let me 

explain my dad is Papuan. My 

mom is from Germany. Thank you 

for accepting me in this group. 
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Figure 16. I am a half-blood Papuan. 

 

 

Figure 17. A mixed-race Papuan. 

 

Light skin…curly hair..you say 

(I am) a half-blood (Papuan) 

/parasite..!!!! 

I am Papuan and you have no 

right to judge whatsoever. 

Papuan is based on what is 

inside and cannot be defined 

by their skin. Papuan is 

(defined) by heart and not by 

skin. 

Morning….if you are unhappy with 

my picture it means you are out-of-

work wkwkwk [laugh]. 

(I was) born in Papua a mixed-race 

Javanese-Papuan love you Papua 

muuaach [kiss]. 

(in- box) Comment 1: So true..need 

to marry Papuan man???? 

(in-box) Comment 2: Don’t you 

dare to say you were born in Papua. 

You just come to Papua to make a 

living. 

 

 

 



130 
 

 

Figure 18. Papua is my homeland. 

The posted pictures and messages above are evidence of non-black-skinned and 

curly-haired/hybrid Papuans who also expressed themselves in the group. The 

posters explain that they are Papuans although they do not have such typical 

physical characteristics. A young man explains that he considers himself Papuan 

although he has light skin as the result of a mixed-race marriage (Figure 17). A 

Papuan woman posted her picture with her darker-skinned friend (Figure 18) aimed 

at showing that she, too, is Papuan. She wrote that “the Papuan is based on what is 

inside and cannot be defined by their skin. Papuan is (defined) by heart and not by 

skin”. These posted messages also received likes and comments from members of 

the group. Post in Figure 17 receives 206 likes, far exceeding the number of likes 

received by similar posts on physical appearance (between 5 to 50 likes). The likes 

in the mixed-race Papuan post show public affirmation of sexual attractiveness as 

the post depicts a young woman. This celebratory position may cause problems as 

it shows a paradox for the narrative of descent-based Papuan identity that is 

intentionally developed in the group. It is somewhat a form of personal reasoning 

for liking and routine liking (Brandtzaeg & Haugstveit, 2014, p. 21). The personal 

reason for liking is possible because as social media site, the Orang Papua group 

I am proud I was born 

and grown up in 

Papua…although I am 

not orang asli Papua, 

Papua is my 

homeland…I have love 

and being loved in here. 

(in-box) Comment: For 

those who are only born 

in Papua, prove your love 

for Papua. 
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enables ordinary Papuans to be linked to a large number of others yet the focus 

remains on individual action. The routine liking is a standard user activity, a type 

of automatic performed action, which is a norm when using Facebook. While the 

likes show habitual action, it also exemplifies the way hybridisation practices occur 

online. The number of likes received by non-black skin and curly hair Papuans in 

the group shows interaction between “wholly Papuans” and “never enough to be 

Papuans.” Both groups found themselves irrevocably changed in ways that they 

both recognised and denied, embraced and disavowed (Bhabha, 1994). 

Unlike comments on the black skin and curly hair messages, which elicit 

support, there are less supportive and even discouraging comments on the mixed-

race/hybrid Papuans messages. The discouragement for the mixed-race Papuan 

shows in the comments posted by members who write “don’t you dare to say you 

were born in Papua. You just come to Papua to make a living” or “for those who 

are only born in Papua, prove your love for Papua”. The use of the words “come to 

Papua to make a living” refers to Indonesians who come to Papua either through 

planned transmigration program or voluntary migration. The use of the words “only 

born in Papua, prove your love” refers to the individuals who have no Melanesian 

ancestry and they must demonstrate their intention to be Papuans. These imply that 

there is unequal position between the black skin curly hair and the non-black-

skinned and curly-haired in the society particularly in terms of their dedication and 

devotion to Papua. They also imply that members of the group discriminate against 

those who are “not enough to be Papuans”. The statements reflect that members of 

the group exercise primordialism as an unchallengeable claim.  

Members of the group’s attitude toward the “not enough to be Papuan” is a 

reflection of group categorisation in Papuan society. According to Tebay (2009), 
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Papuan society is divided into two groups: Orang asli Papua (the truly or 

Melanesian race Papuans) and warga Papua (the non-Melanesian race Papuans 

who live in Papua). Further division of Papuan society is offered by Wonda (2007) 

who categorises Papuans based on whether they marry Papuans or non-Papuans. 

The first group consists of Papuan females who marry Papuan males, the second 

group consists of Papuan females who marry non-Papuan males, the third one 

consists of Papuan males who marry non-Papuan females. Wonda claims that the 

last two groups are eradicating the Melanesian race. In this context, in the mass 

meeting organised by MRP (Papuan People’s Council) in 2010 and the Papuan 

Peace Conference in 2011, the MRP decided to discourage Papuans to have a mixed 

marriage. Wonda (2007) condemns Papuans who marry non-Papuans and calls 

them a traitor and part of Indonesian apparatuses who eliminate Papuans.  

When mixed-race/hybrid Papuans post messages to contest the notion of 

Melanesian-based Papuanness they are largely rebuffed. The mixed-race Papuan 

posts are relatively insignificant compared to black skin and curly hair posts (12 

posts out of 85 posts under self-identification sub-theme). Besides a small number 

of posts, the comments received in these posts shows that there is a rejection to the 

attempt to extend the notion of Papuanness. In this sense, members of the Orang 

Papua group exclude the hybrid Papuans’ voices and ignore differences. The 

hybridity discourse is in the minority against the essentialist/primordialist 

discourse. The domination of essentialist and primordialist discourse about Papuan 

identity proves that members of the Orang Papua group employ strategic 

essentialism in the articulation of their identity. The majority of the Orang Papua 

Facebook group acts as if their identity is stable and unchangeable by ignoring 

mixed-race Papuans and reaffirming black skin and curly hair as legitimate signs of 
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Papuan identity for the sake of their political purposes. The existence of mixed-

race/hybrid Papuans has made Papuans seek to define themselves as truly or 

authentic Papuans.  

 

5.2. Authenticity in Papuan identity 

Papuans use the term OAP/Orang Asli Papua (“true Papuan or authentic 

Papuan”) to refer to their authenticity. The notion of the authentic Papuan in the 

Orang Papua group is constructed within the discourse of physical appearance, 

nativity, and indigeneity. This notion is shaped by Papuan-Indonesian’s historical 

relations. As argued by Moses (2000), one should consider history and background 

of a person when defining an authentic identity. Besides history and background, 

concerns with authenticity also emerge from the socio-political conditions 

(Bucholtz, 2003). In the case of Papuans, the notion of Papuan authenticity frames 

Papuan identity based on their desire and idea of Melanesian ancestral in contrast 

to the notion of amberi (“foreigner” in Papuan language), a term that refers to 

Indonesians. Amberi refers to “not only the physical differences between Papuans 

and Indonesians, but also to the historical interactions between them” (Chauvel, 

2006, p. 6). Indonesians residing in Papua consider the region as an integral part of 

Indonesia. Indonesians actively participate in the development in Papua. In contrast, 

Papuans were not involved in the development in Papua and outside their region. 

Papuans consider Indonesians working in Papua unwelcome colonial interlopers. 

Thus, members of the Orang Papua group use the notion of Orang Asli Papua as 

an articulation to their claims to authenticity to empower themselves and to bring 

Papua back into the hands of Papuans.  
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The definition of authentic Papuan or truly Papuan (Orang Asli Papua) is 

vigorously debated in Papua (Viartasiwi, 2013). Papuan authenticity is based upon 

a definition provided by the Papuan People’s Assemby (MRP/Majelis Rakyat 

Papua) (Viartasiwi, 2013). MRP was formed in 2001 as part of the implementation 

of the Indonesian government’s Special Autonomy Law for Papua. This law aims 

to honour and recognise indigenous Papuan’s basic rights including the right to life, 

to education, to prosperity, political and cultural rights and customary right. Yoman 

(2007) highlights that this law focuses on indigenous Papuans’ rights recognition 

and protection. Within the context of a power sharing system enabled by this law, 

MRP’s legal standing in the local government system in Indonesia is an auxiliary 

state organ (Aituru et al., 2016). It has similar position with the local/provincial 

government. Its role is equal to the provincial legislative body. The Papuan People’s 

Assembly is an institution created to protect indigenous Papuans’ rights based on 

their culture, to empower Papuan women and to enforce religious harmony 

(Wanggai, 2017). This institution plays a role in keeping the interest of and 

protecting Papua people’s rights by doing supervision of government policy. MRP 

also has an authority to give consideration and approval for the new district division 

(pemekaran) and to give consideration for the head of the province’s candidates 

(Yoman, 2007). According to this body, the definition of “Papuan” is one who has 

Melanesian descent and mixed-race communities are excluded. This definition 

emphasises that Papuan authenticity is associated with ancestry (Kristinsson, 2007). 

In this regard, it indicates the way Papuans manage themselves based on their 

desires, ideas and beliefs of their Melanesian descendant. The Melanesian ancestral 

association in defining the authentic Papuan also indicates MRP’s particular 

political agenda to get back Papuans’ rights in Papua and to enable Papuans to take 
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on broader roles in the community’s development in Papua. This definition can be 

interpreted as a rejection of the existence of the non-Papuan born Papuans because 

they are associated with having less dedication and devotion to Papua. The MRP’s 

definition provides a general and simplistic notion of who and what is considered 

as Orang Asli Papua since it only includes Papuans of Melanesian descent.  

This narrowing definition of Orang Asli Papua was proven to be one of the 

causes of the failure of Papuan society’s support for Papuan public political action. 

Viartasiwi (2013) argues that the third Kongres Rakyat Papua (Papuan People’s 

Congress) in October 2011 was not as successful as former congresses due to this 

narrow definition of who counts as Papuan. It caused disunity amongst society in 

Papua. The third congress was lacking society’s support and legitimacy compared 

to the first and the second ones, which received extensive support from both 

Melanesian Papuans and non-Melanesian Papuans. The third Papuan People 

Congress ended with the killing and the arrest of its supporters by Indonesian armed 

forces. Vaessen (2011) states that there was a declaration of Papuan independence 

and the election of West Papuan president and prime minister. Indonesian armed 

forces attacked the venue because they considered the meeting a coup d’etat. The 

existence of the MRP’s authority to define Orang Asli Papua indicates that 

essentialised identity is not only being internally formulated, but being imposed 

upon communities as well. Within this context, the authentic Papuan identity, which 

emphasises the centrality of “the purity of origins” (Bielsa, 2012), is forcefully 

defined. In this respect, it can also be said that Papuan authenticity is socially 

constructed (Wickramasinghe, 2011). 

While there are no further explanations about why the MRP has used such a 

narrow definition, their conservative approach has opened up debates and 
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contestation of the meaning of Orang Asli Papua among Papuans and of the 

boundaries between the indigenous and the non-indigenous Papuans. Even though 

it is argued that the effort to create a definition of authentic Papuans helps and 

empowers Papuans to take on broader roles in the community’s development, the 

benefit of imposing the MRP’s definition of indigenous Papuans is still debatable. 

Some observers argue that the issue of Orang Asli Papua is an indication of the 

recognition of Papuans’ rights. Others contend that it diverts attention from 

Papuans’ demands for independence because the MRP was established as part of 

the government’s Special Autonomy Law in 2001, which seems to offer Papuans 

greater representation in local politics. At the time the MRP was established, there 

were ongoing military operations in Puncak Jaya region, Central Papua (Singh, 

2008). The Indonesian government later on decided to cut down MRP’s authority 

to only one of cultural representation due to fear of the unexpected impact of this 

decentralisation of political power (Kingsbury & Fernandes, 2008). Orang Asli 

Papua tends to be strategically used by the Indonesian government to appease local 

discontent over human rights abuses. In effect, it offers elite Papuans token power 

while dispossessing the majority of Papuans. Within this context, I contend that 

through Facebook, Papuans are contesting claims about the authentic Papuan and 

questioning who has the authority to define the Papuan’s authenticity as well as to 

speak for a group’s identity. The contestation and question is developed 

discursively through posts and threads of comments in the Orang Papua group. 

This contestation somehow reflects the government’s strategy failure to pacify 

human rights abuse discontent. As the result, members of the Orang Papua group 

are creating their own narrative of the authentic Papuan. 
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Members of the Orang Papua group came up with a narrative of who is 

considered as the authentic Papuans. The concept of Orang Asli Papua is created 

and reproduced by members of the group as part of the group’s identity even though 

there seem to be a different interpretation of the definition of Orang Asli Papua 

among members of the group. Different interpretations are due to the fact that 

Papuans it is frequently used to serve the interest of local politicians in regional 

elections instead of utilised as the foundation to bring back Papuans’ dignity and to 

empower Papuans. Through posts and comments in the Orang Papua Facebook 

group, members are involved in the process of the Papuan identity paradox, where 

authenticity is called into question as members of the group employ strategic 

essentialism.  

Authenticity is called into question by members of the group as there is the 

domination of essentialist and primordialist discourse in the notion of Papuan 

identity. Thus, the more Papuans employ strategic essentialism to articulate their 

identity, the more they will question the authentic Papuan identity. This is the case 

particularly when members of Orang Papua post images that emphasise their 

Melanesian physiognomy and these posts attract a significant amount of 

affirmation. These images potentially shape subsequent posts on the site. Group 

interaction can therefore significantly shape a collective sense of what constitutes 

an ideal Papuan. It effectively imposes a singular vision of Papuan identity onto all 

members of the group. On the other hand, Facebook is relatively poor at 

accommodating dissent with the click of a button. There is no “dislike”. In 2015 

Facebook expanded the like button by added six new emoji. However, these new 

emoji are considered as showing positive reactions as argued Gonzales (2015), “the 

majority of them are plainly inclined toward positive” (para. 6).   Members who are 
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excluded from the Papuan ideal that is expressed as Orang Asli Papua can only 

voice their objections to their marginalisation or exclusion in the comments section. 

The absence of a dislike button may force Facebook users to articulate their dissent 

more fully and therefore develop connections with others and become involved in 

more lively debates. In this sense, Facebook offers opportunity for members of the 

Orang Papua group to construct Papuan identity and at the same time to challenge 

the notion of Orang Asli Papua. Figures 19 to 21 show the way members of the 

group contest the term authenticity of Papuan identity. These figures show how the 

concept is contested by members of the group. The contestation is polarised into 

two competing arguments. There are members who argue that the term is aimed to 

take back indigenous Papuans’ rights in Papua. On the other hand, there are 

members who contend that it is created for the sake of political interest, especially 

during the head of the regency’s/province’s election.  

There have been debates between members of the group who emphasise the 

importance of maintaining Orang Asli Papua based on physical characteristics, 

nativity and indigeneity, and members of the group who argue that the concept is 

only created for the sake of political interest, especially for Papua’s local/regional 

election. The creation of the notion for the sake of a local election is indicated by 

the statement from the head of the local election commission (KPUD) Papua. The 

head of KPUD argues that the main requirement of Orang Asli Papua only applied 

to the head of the province of Papua and not for the head of the regencies. This 

statement is not in line with the spirit of the Special Autonomy Law that was 

supposed to offer Papuans greater representation in local politics (Wonda, 2007). 

The head of the MRP claims that this contradiction is an indication of the Indonesian 

government’s inconsistency in implementing the Special Autonomy Law in Papua.  
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Figure 19 emphasises the importance of maintaining the race’s authenticity; 

as the poster says, “please maintain the race’s authenticity, do not change the skin 

colour and hair 13if you are a woman of the land [of Papua], no need to straighten 

your hair…be grateful for the grace of God.” What is interesting about this message 

is that it received 273 likes, the highest among posted messages, which emphasised 

physical characteristics of Papuan identity. The number of likes may indicate the 

approval of Papuan’s authenticity based on physical characteristics. From this point, 

it can be said that there is significant support and affirmation for an authentic 

Papuan identity predicated upon indigenous Papuans who do not modify their 

distinct physical characteristics. 

 

Figure 19. Please maintain the race’s authenticity. 

 

The notion of indigeneity for Papuans is shaped by Indonesia’s historical 

domination over them. As suggested by Timperley (2014), “in defining indigeneity, 

we need to reconsider more recognition of the unique experience, history and 

Please maintain the race’s 

authenticity, do not change 

the skin colour and hair if 

you are a woman of the land 

(of Papua) no need to 

straighten your hair…be 

grateful for the grace of 

God. 
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culture of indigenous peoples” (p. 19). This statement means that indigeneity 

becomes critical part of defining authenticity in Papuan identity because it 

emphasises power relations in which colonisers dominate and exploit indigenous 

communities. According to Gausset et al. (2011) the term indigeneity refers to “the 

first inhabitants of a given territory, or at least to have occupied it prior to successive 

waves of settlers” (p. 136). Indigeneity can also be defined in terms of power 

relations between colonisers and colonised, or between the state and indigenous 

communities. It implies that the term is developed to create a clear boundary and 

unequal relations between those who originally inhabit a territory and those who 

come later and occupy the territory.   

The notion of the authentic Papuan, according to members of the group, is 

also determined by nativity, especially from their maternal lineage. In contrast, 

maternal lineage is not considered as one of the determinants in defining Orang Asli 

Papua according to the Raperdassus (Rancangan Peraturan Daerah Khusus/the 

draft of the special local regulation). This local regulation exemplifies a mainstream 

paternalistic view as it considers paternal lineage as one of the determinants along 

with Papuans whose parents are both of Melanesian descent as the main determinant 

for Orang Asli Papua. Yet Wonda (2007) argues that the Orang Asli Papua refers 

to those who have both maternal and paternal Papuan lineage. The emphasis on 

paternal lineage in the draft is supported by Yossias Saroy, the deputy head of 

Papua’s regional regulatory body who states that Papuans who have only 

Melanesian race from their maternal lineage cannot be considered as Orang Asli 

Papua (Cahaya Papua, 2015). In this sense, this group is a place to articulate 

alternative and grassroots opinions that differ from the mainstream argument. This 

is exemplified in the post in Figure 20. The figure shows Yosepha Alomang who 
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was awarded the Yap Thiam Hien Prize in 1999 (the Indonesian version of Nobel 

Prize) for her role in conflict resolution and human rights in Papua. The posts show 

her being manhandled by police as she attends a rally staged for delegates from the 

Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG) during their 2014 visit to Papua.  

 

Figure 20. The mistreatment of mama Yosepha Alomang. 

 

Figure 21. Alomang’s statement. 

 

Mama Yosepha Alomang 

is forced to leave by 

Indonesian police while 

joining the rally in front of 

the Legislative Assembly’s 

office. This old lady is 

being mistreated, [imagine] 

what they [the Indonesian 

police] will do to others 

[Papuans].   

Yosepha’s clothes are torn 

while being forced to leave 

by the police. This act is not 

acceptable and inhumane. 

Yosepha said “The police 

officer wants to kill me. I 

was just protecting Papuans 

who are born from a woman 

like me”. 

 



142 
 

Yosepha claimed that she joined the rally to protect “Papuans who are born from a 

woman like me”. These sentences imply that Papuans who need to be protected are 

ones who are born from Papuan women. In other words, the sentence signifies that 

the authentic Papuans are those who have Papuan mothers and the term should be 

expanded to include them This has been emphasised in the post, as the poster 

directly takes Alomang’s statement from the shared article and rewrites the quote 

in the posts. The highlight on Alomang’s statement signifies the poster’s 

endorsement of Papuan authenticity that is determined by maternal lineage.  

While the messages in Figure 19 to 21 highlighted the indigeneity and 

nativity as the markers of authenticity, the posted messages and comments in Figure 

22 underline Papuan’s authenticity as a view that is related to its political struggle. 

This post affirms that the issue of authenticity is not only about the way Papuans 

seek to define themselves on their ancestry but it is also about politics. This political 

dimension in Papuan authenticity is seen when members of the Orang Papua group 

frame it within the narrative of identity-based resistance. As such, the previous 

primordialist category of Papuan authenticity is further complicated by an 

instrumentalist category as it is created for the sake of rejecting Indonesian 

domination in Papua.  
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Figure 22. Papuan’s authenticity and political struggle. 

The message claims that the poster is proud to be Papuan, yet one of the comments 

contends that it is not enough for one to declare their pride. The comment states that 

“to be truly Papuan, one should prove his/her love for Papua by defending and 

maintaining the Papuans’ basic rights, which they have been deprived of by others”. 

The comment clearly asserts that being truly or authentically Papuan is neither a 

matter of physical characteristic nor verbal assertion, but rather it is the act of 

protecting Papuans’ rights. There is a possibility that this view comes from a non 

black-skin-curly-hair Papuan or Indonesian who sympathises with the oppression 

of Papuans of Melanesian ancestry. Instead of only showing sympathy, within the 

context of Papuans who have been marginalised and oppressed the use of the words 

“defending and maintaining Papuans’ basic right” signifies having a political 

dimension is an important characteristic of authenticity.  

 A clearer political dimension is seen when members of Orang Papua place 

it as part of Papua’s local/regional election narrative. The notion of Anak Adat (“the 

son of the custom/tribe”) and Orang Asli Papua became popular during the period 

of Pilkada (Pilihan kepala daerah or local/regional election for head of the province 

or regency).The notion of Anak Adat refers to those who can be defined as Orang 

Asli Papua not because of their descent but because Papua’s traditional leaders or 

head of tribes have decided that they are part of their communities. Anyone can be 

Proud to be Papuan…let the sky falls apart. I am still 

Papuan. 

(in-box) Comment 1: To be a truly Papuan, one should 

prove his/her love for Papua by defending and maintaining 

the Papuans’ basic rights, which they have been deprived of 

by others. 
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an Anak Adat so long as they have been appointed by these leaders. Thus, this idea 

could be described as ascribed authenticity. 

The notion that has been used for political interests can also be seen from 

the numbers of regional parliamentary seats that are available only for Anak Adat 

based on the Indonesian Constitutional Court decision in February 2010. Based on 

this decision, there are special seats for Anak Adat in Papua’s regional 

parliamentary. Within Papua’s Special Autonomy Law, there are 14 allocated seats 

for Anak Adat out of 56 seats in Papua’s regional parliamentary. While the rest of 

the seats in Papua’s regional parliamentary are based on the local legislative 

elections, the 14 seats for Anak Adat are determined by the governor of the province 

of Papua. The governor of the province’s decision is based on the customary 

regions’ (wilayah adat) recommendation. There are 14 customary regions in Papua. 

Each customary region selects one Anak Adat as a representative in the regional 

parliament.  

 

 

Thank you to our elders in MRP. Now we need to 

follow up and implement (the mechanism for the 

head of province in Papua’s election). 

The non-Orang Asli Papuan candidates have a 

secret weapon. They bribe the head of the tribes to 

set them up as Anak Adat. After they become Anak 

Adat, there is nothing impossible (that the non-

Papuan may become the head of province in 

Papua). 

The mechanism produced by MRP is needed to 

avoid this possibility since in the General Election 

Commission it may give the eligibility for non-

Papuan candidates to join the election. 

First, candidates of the head of the province in 

Papua must be Orang Asli Papua, who has 

Melanesian descent from both parents. Second, 

reject the non-Papuan candidates (who have no 

Melanesian descent from both parents) as the head 

of the province in Papua. 

MRP rejects Non Papuan candidates for Governor 

and mayor in Papua. 
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Figure 23. The notion of Orang Asli Papua and Anak Adat. 

 

(in-box) Comment 1: What 

about the mixed-race 

individuals? Those whose 

father or mother are not 

Orang Asli Papua and who  

have grown up in Papua? 

They eat sago and are 

ingrained in Papua. 

(in-box) Comment 2: Stop 

(talking about) Anak Adat. 

I am a migrant but I love 

Papua. Stop this deceptive 

[notion]. 

(in-box) Comment 1: Let’s make things 

clear, what is the definition of a 

migrant? As mixed-race Papuans, we 

don’t want to be second class in Papua. 

Do not act like Indonesians who 

discriminate against us (Papuans). We 

are sick of it. My father came to Papua 

in 1967. He mentioned how the local 

tribes in Manokwari accepted him to be 

part of them. He eventually married a 

Papuan woman. All of my brothers and 

sisters had Papuan traditional customs 

for our weddings. We are all then Anak 

Adat. The mixed-race people have 

equal rights. Do not discriminate us. It 

will disunite Papuans. Thank you God 

Bless Us. 

(in-box) Comment 2: MRP works for 

whom? MRP cannot resist (Indonesian 

government) who fund it. 
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Figure 24. The notion of Orang Asli Papua and regional election. 

The popularity of the concepts of Anak Adat and Orang Asli Papua can be seen in 

the heated debates and arguments shown in the comments in Figure 23 and 24. The 

terms and concepts are used interchangeably by members of the group. This post is 

followed by comments that debate the legitimacy of Anak Adat and Orang Asli 

Papua. The post received likes in each comment and has a very long thread of 

comments. The thread and debates expressed by members of the group indicate 

Orang Asli Papua and Anak Adat are discursively contested by members of the 

Orang Papua group, especially within the context of a local election. The message 

in Figure 23 and 24 is an example of the issue of Anak Adat that has been raised by 

a member of the group during Papua’s election of the head of the province and 

heads of regencies. The post emphasises that there has been an attempt to make 

ethnic non-Papuan candidates Papuans by bribing some head of tribes to set them 

(in-box) Comment 1: I totally agree with the 

[MRP] mechanism. Let us appreciate Orang 

Asli Papua. For those Mollucans and East 

Nusa Tenggaranese, even though you have 

Melanesian descent and were born in Papua, 

you are not Orang Asli Papua. 

(in-box) Comment 2: It [the regulation] is to 

limit the head of the province only for 

Orang Asli Papua.  [The important thing is] 

they do not become the [Indonesian 

government] straw man. It is written [that 

Orang Asli Papua means those who have] 

Melanesian descent then all of those who 

have Melanesian race are eligible [to be the 

candidates of the head of the province].  

(in-box) Comment 3: “We must understand 

what the word asli (authentic) means”. 
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up as Anak Adat of the tribes. This attempt was because the MRP rejected the non-

Papuan candidates from being involved in local elections.  

The debate about the legitimacy of Orang Asli Papua and Anak Adat is 

placed within the existence of migrants and mixed-race Papuans in Papua and the 

existence of other ethnic groups in Indonesia who are considered as having a similar 

appearance to Papuans. Members of the Orang Papua group who are migrants 

consider the notion as misleading and destructive. It is misleading because this 

approach is mostly used for political interests; thus, it does not accommodate 

migrant communities in Papua. It is destructive as it creates segregation between 

migrant and non-migrant/indigenous Papuans in Papua. One of the members of the 

group wrote in the comment, “Stop (talking about) Anak Adat. I am a migrant but I 

love Papua. Stop this deceptive (notion).” Another mixed-race member explicitly 

rejects this notion as it potentially discriminates against Papuans: “As mixed-race 

Papuans, we don’t want to be the second class in Papua. Do not act like Indonesians 

who discriminate us (Papuans).” The MRP’s attempt to provide Papua’s head of the 

province’s seat for Orang Asli Papua seems to be interpreted as disuniting Papuans. 

There is, however, a member who supports this attempt. The support can be seen 

from the comment: “I totally agree with the [MRP] mechanism. Let us appreciate 

Orang Asli Papua.” The poster adds, “for those Mollucans and East Nusa 

Tenggaranese, even though you have Melanesian descent and were born in Papua, 

you are not Orang Asli Papua.” Thus, the support for the importance of the notion 

is a political tactic as there are other ethnic groups in Indonesia that are considered 

as having slightly similar physical appearance as Papuans (the Mollucans and the 

East Nusa Tenggaranese). This comment contradicts the previous emphasis on 

physical appearance to define Orang Asli Papua. In this sense, members of the 
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group employ strategic essentialism and instrumentalism at the same time to define 

Orang Asli Papua as the term is used for political purposes and is referred to more 

than physiognomy. 

Post and comments in Figures 23 and 24 indicate that the conceptualization 

of Anak Adat and Orang Asli Papua are essentialist identity politics, which became 

more salient during provincial and regional elections. Initially the notion of Anak 

Adat and Orang Asli Papua, which was brought into public discourse through 

entities such as MRP, aimed to give privilege and empowerment by providing 

broader access for Papuans to be actively involved in the development of Papua. 

However, the notion only becomes a crucial issue within the context of local 

political practices when it was time to elect the head of the province or heads of the 

regencies.  It is written in one of the comments, “the first point (of the draft of the 

special local regulation regarding the mechanism produced by the MRP for deciding 

the head of province in Papua’s election) mentioned that the candidates of the head 

of the province or heads of the regencies in Papua are only for Papuans with 

Melanesian descent.” The decision to elect the head of Papua province based only 

on descent ignores other significant factors such as political integrity or whether 

ancestry guarantee one’s commitment to empower Papuans. One of the members 

argued, “What is the significance of having candidates with Melanesian descent if 

they will only become the (Indonesian government) straw men?” It is in this context 

that the Indonesian presidential staff member, Velix Wanggai, commented that 

MRP should redefine the notion of Orang Asli Papua to include Papuans without 

Melanesian descent (Purwoko, 2010). Some argue that Wanggai’s statement to 

include non-Melanesian descent in the notion of Orang Asli Papua is an attempt to 

keep Indonesian domination in Papua as well as to maintain dominant culture 
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supremacy (Moses, 2000). To date, the main criteria for the head of province and 

regency in Papua remains authentic Papuans or Orang Asli Papua. 

The definition of the authentic Papuan that is being discursively discussed 

by members of the Orang Papua group indicates how complicated authenticity in 

Papuan identity is. Papuans’ motivations and experiences have made the idea of 

authentic Papuans shift from the issue of Papuan empowerment to the issue of the 

use of this concept to serve the interest of local politicians in regional elections. The 

issue of Papuan empowerment continues to be discussed by members of the Orang 

Papua group. They discursively develop the narrative of Papuan empowerment 

through rejecting negative stereotypes attached to them. This narrative is 

established along with the creation of the narrative of successful Papuans. 

 

 

5.3. The Stereotypes of Papuan: The Primitive and the Civilised/Successful  

The historical contestation between Papuan and Indonesian identity has 

made Papuans place their identity distinct from and in opposition to Indonesian 

identity. Establishing a binary opposition between Papuans and Indonesians has led 

to ongoing prejudice and discrimination. Bodenhausen and Richeson (2010) argue 

that stereotype, prejudice and discrimination are interlocking phenomena. 

Bodenhausen and Richeson (2010) state that, “one view holds that stereotypes give 

rise to prejudice (people develop antipathy toward a group based on characteristics 

the group is assumed to possess) and in turn prejudice gives rise to discrimination 

(people treat group members disadvantageously because of the antipathy or disdain 

they feel toward the group)” (p. 346). Furthermore, Verkuyten (2005) posits that 

attempts to define identity by an ethnic minority group is a response to status and 
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power differences and the predicament resulting from negative stereotypes and 

discrimination. According to Bhabha (1994) stereotypes are central to colonialism. 

Within a colonial context that emphasises the difference between the self (the 

coloniser) and the other (the colonised), stereotyping functions to exaggerate this 

otherness. Stereotypes also play as a mode of identification in a sense that it gives 

a group with values, social position and specific qualities. In the case of Indonesia 

and Papua, there are power relations between them with Indonesians considering 

Papuans as uncivilised. Whilst Indonesians used to treat Papuans as inferior and 

uncivilised, I argue that members of the Orang Papua group have taken to social 

media to contradict that negative stereotype and reject the notion that they are 

inferior. They have reclaimed their “primitiveness” and deploy it as a source of 

ethnic pride and to deflect Indonesian discrimination.  

The term stereotype refers to a common belief about the characteristics of a 

group. According to Bodenhausen and Richeson (2010) a stereotype “involves not 

just beliefs about what a group is like but also causal chains that relate group 

characteristics to one another”(p. 345). For instance, Papuans might be stereotyped 

as “incompetent”, because they struggle to meet educational “standards”, and their 

“laziness” becomes the reason for the failure. Such causal inferences generally 

begin with the assumption that the primary cause is genetic or biological 

(Bodenhaused & Richeson, 2010). 

The negative stereotype (Papuans are “stupid and lazy”) is shaped by the 

unequal relations between Indonesians and Papuans. The Indonesian government 

ruled the region “in a way that was reminiscent of colonialism” (Bertrand, 2004, p. 

150). There is a process of economic and political domination by the central 

(Indonesian government) over the periphery (Papua). Papuans have experienced 
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marginalisation, oppression and economic exploitation (Trajano, 2010, p. 18). 

Economic domination is only one among a number of factors that account for 

Papuans’ sense of inferiority. Fanon (1952) coins the notion of “internalised 

colonialism” to describe the reaction of colonised people toward their colonisers’ 

ideological and social domination. Fanon’s term is significant when used to explain 

Papuans’ sense of inferiority as it explores racial stereotyping and the way colonised 

society internalised the idea of a colonising culture’s superiority. Fanon observes 

black identity in a colonial context in the French colony, Martinique. In this sense, 

what has been done by the French in Martinique is to some extent similar to what 

Indonesians do in Papua. The Indonesian government has consistently sought to 

make Papuans think, behave and appear more similar to Indonesians. They have 

attempted to achieve this “by banning traditional Papuan apparel, hampering 

traditional governance, and restricting cultural practices and symbols” (Trajano, 

2010, p. 18). The government refers to these restrictions as “civilising” Papuans: a 

type of social control that the government believes is essential to transform Papuans 

into “modern Indonesian citizens”. The government has also coerced Papuans into 

vacating their lands for transmigrants without any compensation. The 

transmigration program has made Papuans feel they lost their homeland. This 

program also limits the employment opportunities for Papuans in many sectors. 

Indonesian transmigrants dominate Papua’s economy. Trajano (2010) argues that 

transmigration programs in Papua have caused the dispossession and 

marginalisation of Papuans. The region’s natural resources are being exploited for 

the benefit mostly of the Indonesian central government and not the local 

population. The exploitation of natural resources has destroyed Papuans’ 

subsistence economy. Within this context, members of the Orang Papua group 
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express feelings of being marginalised, oppressed and discriminated in the posted 

message shown in Figure 25.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25. “See”: Papuan-Indonesian unequal relations. 

An indictment about the cruelty and inhumanity of Indonesians in Papua is 

exemplified in the post in Figure 25. The post contains a visual image of a Papuan 

man in his traditional apparel and the poem titled “See”. The use of the poet to 

articulate an opinion is unusual in this group as most of posts are in the form of 

direct expressions or shared links from other online sources. Although using an 

indirect message, the poster’s intention to reveal the issue of indicting Indonesians 

can be seen from the word choices that have connotative meanings. The poem 

implies the author of the post’s view of the unequal relations between Papuans and 

Indonesians. The concern with inequality is related to status and power differences 

“SEE”  

Humans see other’s physical aspect. 

Humans cannot see what’s inside 

my heart. Humans only know that I 

have black skin curly hair and wear 

penis gourd. Humans never know 

that it is human nature since they 

have the passion for dominating. 

Some people think they are smarter 

than other people from a different 

race. Who do you think you are light 

skin straight hair? Are you from 

other planet or even think that you 

are more than God the Creator? 

Humans…everything will always 

have an end. For those of you who 

are not Melanesian…enough to 

stigmatise us. Get off from here you 

coloniser…..humans usually see 

others through eyes and not through 

the heart, although you are wearing 

clothes, in God’s eyes you are 

wearing nothing. Your skin is light, 

yet your heart is even darker than 

our skin.” 
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that lead to a dichotomous model. There is a clear dichotomy between the primitive 

and the civilised. In the case of Papuans, the attempt to civilise them has brought 

about the notion of the primitive Papuans. An emphasis on Indonesian cruelty and 

inhumanity to civilise the primitive Papuans is explicitly and implicitly conveyed 

through word choice and sentences. Examples of explicit messaging can be seen in 

the use of the words “dominating” “stigmatise” and “coloniser.” The poetry talks 

about stigmatisation experienced by Papuans due to their distinct physical 

appearance as can be seen from the sentences “for those of you who are not 

Melanesian”, and “I have black skin curly hair and wear penis gourd.” The image 

depicting the Papuan with traditional apparel, penis gourd, headdress and a 

traditional weapon and in an outdoor setting, also perpetuates the idea that the 

stigmatisation is due to Papuans’ distinct skin and hair. A more implicit message is 

seen in the use of sentences such as “humans usually see others through eyes and 

not through heart, although you are wearing clothes, in God’s eyes you are wearing 

nothing. Your skin is light, yet your heart is even darker than our skin.” The 

statement claims that Indonesians have a negative character and thus the true 

primitive is not the Papuan.  

Interestingly, the poet does not contain any explicit primitive word. Instead 

this posted message is using a visual image depicting Papuan prominent physical 

characters to signify “the primitive”. As a form of racial stereotype, primitive is best 

described in visual image since it is related to visible characteristics. The reason to 

avoid the use of a direct verbal word is because the word primitive has been used 

to negate the word civilise; thus, it has a negative connotation and implies less 

sophisticated, unintelligent person. The poster prefers to articulate it through the 

use of indirect or associative message. Primitiveness is associated with nature. The 
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poster selects a visual image that uses an outdoor setting with a Papuan man 

standing on the green grass to emphasise the association of primitiveness with 

nature. This association is made possible with Facebook’s multimodal platforms. In 

this regard, Facebook has allowed members of Orang Papua to articulate the notion 

of primitiveness through visual image.  

In the context of Papua and Indonesia relations, the avoidance to use the 

word primitive is also aimed at rejecting the Indonesianisation program that sought 

to make Papuans think, behave and appear more similar to Indonesians. Thus, the 

visual image also aims to reject the ban to wear traditional apparel. Indonesian 

government regards Papuan traditional apparel as the symbol of Papuan 

primitiveness. The use of visual image also aims to perpetuate the view of 

Indonesian government as coloniser. In this sense, it indicates that instead of 

resisting the primitive stereotype, members of the Orang Papua group adopt this 

stereotype to support strategic essentialism in defining their identity. 

The view of Papuans who are associated with primitiveness happened 

frequently, particularly through social media as noted by Uaga (2015), for instance, 

as shown in Figure 26. One Facebook account posted an image of a Papuan man 

wearing his koteka (penis gourd) standing in front of the ballot box during 

Indonesia’s legislative election with the caption: “I have given my voice, if by any 

chance Papua remained underdeveloped, I will stab your eyes with my penis 

gourd”. Pairing a Papuan man wearing his penis gourd with a ballot box during a 

election indicates an attempt to polarise primitiveness signified by a Papuan man 

and his penis gourd versus civilised/modern world signified by a ballot box in an 

election. Thus, the image draws attention to the apparent contradiction between 

primitive man and democratic process. The perpetual view of the primitive Papuan 
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continues even when Papuans are involved in sporting events such as a football 

match. A Twitter account posted a message after a football match between Persipura 

(Papua’s football club) and Persib (West Java’s football club) by commenting 

“bloody Papuans, they play football thoughtlessly, have no education and black 

(skin) and dumb. Damn you Papuans!” This message represents the view toward 

Papuans who have always been associated with their physical traits and 

primitiveness.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26. Humiliation of Papuan. 

Physical traits and primitiveness that have always been attached to Papuans and 

become their negative stereotype have become the main concern of Papua Itu Kita 

(translated Papuans are Us). It is a work initiative forum established in December 

2014, which aims to correct society’s misperception of Papua and to increase 

support for fair, dignified and transparent conflict resolution. For instance, in its site 

(http://papuaitukita.net/), visitors to the front page will see the banner in Figure 27. 

“I have given my voice, if by 

any chance Papua remained 

underdeveloped, I will stab 

your eyes with my penis 

gourd” 

“bloody Papuans, they play 

football thoughtlessly, have no 

education and black [skin] and 

dumb. Damn you Papuans!” 

 

 

 

http://papuaitukita.net/
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The banner shows a picture of a Papuan with a smiling face along with its 

taglineFaktaPapua#1 (Papuan fact #1): “Papuans are very friendly and love to 

smile”. 

 

Figure 27.Papuans are very friendly and love to smile.  

 

Due to the negative stereotypes that are still attached to Papuans up till now, 

members of the Orang Papua group make equality the salient issue. Thus, they 

perceive that inequality between Papua and Indonesia exists. For Papuans, racial 

difference is perceived as status and power difference. Papuans have always viewed 

themselves as powerless. Fanon (1952) argues that inferiority comes from 

internalised colonialism the “epidermalisation of inferiority” (p. xv) where 

colonised people have to accept the superiority of the colonisers. The term 

epidermalisation also implies that inferiority is literally “written on the skin”. The 

internalisation begins when the colonised people come into contact with the 

colonisers and lose self-esteem due to their difference. In the case of Papuans, it is 

through the Indonesianisation program that they unconsciously internalised their 

submissive role as they experienced what it means to be an Indonesian version of 

modern and civilised society. Through Orang Papua, members articulate attempts 
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to reject Papuan’s submissive role as well as negative stereotype as exemplified in 

Figures 28 and 29. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28. Papuans as pilot  

Papuans can be a pilot, too. There’s no 

such thing as too difficult to reach, 

right? 

Comment 1: I also study aviation in 

Australia. I will be back to Indonesia. 

Comment 2: Awesome 

Comment 3: Kudos brother 

The spirit of Vivin, the first 

woman pilot from Papua. 
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Figure 29. The successful Papuans. 

 

The posts in Figures 28 and 29 are examples of how members of Orang Papua 

developed the narrative of successful Papuans as an attempt to reject the assertion 

of primitiveness and inferiority. It implies that Papuans have similar capabilities as 

Indonesians. Pictures of young male and female Papuans who successfully became 

Awesome, this man takes care of Indonesia. 

Lenis does not mention any particular fields, 

“I will be ready to implement what the 

President has asked me to do”, said Lenis. His 

appointment as Indonesian Presidential 

special staff member is a new chapter in the 

history [of Papua]. 

Comment 1: Mr. Lenis will be the first 

candidate of the President of the Republic of 

Indonesia. 

Comment 2: I told you, we need to wait for 

Jokowi [Indonesian President] to work [to 

manage the country], do no ask too much. 

Nobody is perfect. 

The media has to 

stop exaggerating it. 

The story of Yohana 

misspoke in the UN 

forum. 
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pilots along with the message “Papuans can be a pilot, too. There’s no such thing 

as too difficult to reach, right?” emphasise that Papuans can and do have the ability 

to be anything they want to be. The pictures were taken inside the airplane and in 

front of the propeller indicating modernity.  There are also posts in Figure 29 

depicting Lenis Koyoga and Yohana Yambise who have been appointed as 

Indonesian presidential special staff member and minister of women’s 

empowerment. Posts in Figures 28 and 29 focus on their achievement and receive 

likes indicating recognition toward their achievement and supportive comments 

such as “awesome” or “kudos.” The transformation from submissive to equal role 

in this group is articulated through visual images and verbal messages. While 

previously Papuans were depicted in native clothes and in native settings such as 

rural areas (Nakamura, 2002, p. 19) signifying their primitiveness, the above-posted 

pictures depicting Papuans without their native apparel indicate that Papuans are 

modern and are able to compete with Indonesians.  

Maintaining ethnic pride through the narrative of successful Papuans is also 

developed through the woman fighter figure who fought against injustice involving 

human rights abuses in Papua. The Orang Papua group has made the figure of 

Yosepha Alomang a salient figure to its members. The posted message in Figure 30 

emphasises the importance for Papuans to be aware of the existence of the Papuan 

fighter figure through a comparison between Alomang and Indonesian woman right 

fighter Kartini (Kartini is one of the Indonesian heroines and was considered as the 

first woman to come up with the idea of women’s emancipation), and the world 

famous figure of Mother Theresa. 
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Figure 30. The Papuan woman fighter. 

The comparison of Alomang to Kartini indicates how the Papuan woman fighter 

figure exists in relation to an Indonesian heroine. The two posts on Alomang 

contradict each other as the first post (on the left) mentions that Alomang “fights 

for women’s [rights] and for the colonised nation.” In this regard, the narrative of 

successful Papuans is not defined within Papuan values but developed in relation to 

the dominant standard success values. 

The narrative of successful Papuans may become a paradox within the 

broader Papuan political project as it is developed through the concept of success 

in terms of modern achievements affirming the success of Indonesianisation 

practices in Papua. Within the context of internalisation of inferiority, these 

“Mama Yosepha Alomang, the 

Papuan heroine. Step forward to fight 

for Papuans.” 

Mama Yosepha Alomang fights for 

women [rights] and for the colonised 

nation. 

“Awesome. These women are 

not only fighting for women 

but also for the society at 

large.” 

Great women. 
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narratives perpetuate the acceptance of the Indonesians’ superiority. The narrative 

of successful Papuans perpetuates their inferiority and it has only become superior 

by conforming to the dominant standard. Conforming to an Indonesian standard in 

the case of Papuans exemplifies Fanon’s (1952) work. He observes that the result 

of inculcation of inferiority is the emulation of the oppressed to their oppressors. 

Within the broader political project of Papuan self-determination, the narrative of 

successful Papuans aims to convey a message to members of the Orang Papua 

group that Papuans are ready to be an independent nation. Thus, it aims to develop 

a strong sense of ethnic pride. An emotional narrative is significant to be maintained 

as it can be central for political collective action and mobilisation (Gerbaudo, 2012). 

The narrative of primitiveness and successful Papuans in the group indicates that 

the construction of Papuan identity has taken place against the context of 

Indonesianisation. Indonesianisation is perceived as Islamicisation for Papuans. In 

this regard, members of the Orang Papua group also express their ethnic identity 

based on a religious dimension. 

  

5.4. Religion and Papuan Ethnic Identity 

This section explores the way members of the Orang Papua group post 

religious messages as an expression of their ethnic identity. There is a religious 

dimension to ethnic identity and the ethnic identity debate can also stimulate 

religious revival (Mitchell 2006).  In the case of Papua, Papuan priest, intellectual 

and activist Benny Giay (2000) states that “the root of the demand for freedom in 

Papua is God, as He creates different kind of man” (p. 4). The statement implies 

that Christian doctrine gives Papuan claims for self-determination legitimacy. As 
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ethnic and religious acculturation proceed in divergent ways (Gans, 1994), I argue 

that Papuans differentiate themselves from Indonesians using Christianity.   

The importance of religion in forming Papuan identity can be traced from 

the significant role of German Catholic missionaries who took part in producing 

knowledge of Papuan identity by delivering awareness of their Melanesian descent 

in 1855 (Pamungkas, 2014). Both Protestant churches and Catholic churches have 

played a role in shaping Papuan identity. Catholic churches taught Papuans how to 

write and read so that Papuans became aware of their identity. They had also 

accommodated Papuan tradition into Catholic practices so that their traditions were 

not distanced from Catholicism. Papuans and Catholic traditions become united. 

The church’s concern of Papuan identity is also indicated by texts that mainly 

described the native Papuan traditions and the way churches had opened ways to 

discover modernity (Pamungkas, 2014). As argued by Giay (2000) churches play a 

role as an emancipatory institution. They play a role in the development, mediating 

the government and community and provide hope for Papuans. In this context, 

Papuans’ awareness of their ethnic distinctiveness was mainly shaped by religious, 

especially Christian, practices. Unlike texts produced by the churches on their 

involvement in the formation of Papuan identity, there are not many texts that 

showed the involvement of Islamic leaders in Papua, even though some scholars 

argue that Islamic leaders came into Papua earlier (in the fifteenth century) than 

Christian missionaries (in the nineteenth century). In addition, Islamic teachings 

and their leaders did not accommodate Papuans traditions. Within this context, 

Islam in Papua is considered as an “outlier” (Nurhuda, 2015). 

Papuans’ distance from Islam is strengthened with the Indonesianisation 

program applied by the Indonesian government. This program includes building 
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mosques in Papuan villages where Christian majority communities live and the 

coming of migrants to be resettled in Papua, especially from the island of Java 

(Trajano, 2010). A majority of these migrants are Muslim. Thus, for Papuans 

Indonesianisation refers to Islamicisation. Under this situation there is a fear that 

Papuans are forced by the Indonesian government to convert to Islam (Rutherford, 

2005) and of Islam becoming the majority religion in Papua. There is a stigma of 

being Muslim that is equated with migrants as well as Indonesian supporters 

(Viartasiwi, 2013). Thus, there is a concern about Islam in Papua. The concern 

about Islam in Papua is also due to the prevailing assumption that Papuans who 

convert to Islam will have lesser desire to support Papuan independence (Lumban 

Gaol, 2013). Papuan pro-independence activists also argue that Papuans who 

convert to Islam will tend to be “Indonesian nationalists” since the conversion is 

part of Indonesian government program and plan. However, according to Viartasiwi 

(2013) who observes Muslim Papuan communities, there are several Muslim 

Papuans who are involved in Papuan political struggle and even hold high positions 

in the movement. For instance, Thaha Alhamid is the secretary general of the 

Papuan People’s Congress, Sayyid Fadhal Alhamid is appointed as the member of 

Papuan Customary law, and Latifah Anum Siregar has been assisting Papuan 

nationalists with legal issues as well as fighting against human rights abuses in 

Papua (Viartasiwi, 2013). There are also Muslim communities in Kaimana and 

Fakfak on the southwest coast and in the Raja Ampat (Chauvel, 2008, p. 63). Thus, 

the assumption that converted Papuans to Islam tend to be Indonesian nationalists 

is false. Disregarding this false assumption, Papuans consider to identify themselves 

with Christian to contradict to Indonesians. Papuans also emphasise the role of 
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Christianity for their ethnic identity. It can also be seen in the post expressed in the 

Orang Papua group.  

Members of the Orang Papua group use Christian symbols to emphasise the 

significant role of religion in Papuan identity. This has been articulated through 

both visual images and verbal messages as exemplified in the posted messages and 

comments in Figures 31, 32 and 33. These posts contain the “child of Melanesia” 

prayer – a wish for Melanesians to live peacefully in Papua (Figure 31), an acronym 

for Papua with words such as God and congregation (Figure 32), which are 

considered as religious-related terms and frequently call Papua “the Bible Land”, 

and the picture of Jesus with Papua’s Morning Star flag on his head and a plea to 

Jesus to protect Papua (Figure 33).  

 

Figure 31. The child of Melanesia prayer. 

 

Assertion of the role of Christianity in Papuan identity can be seen from the post in 

Figure 31. The poster wrote a message containing a prayer entitled “the child of 

Melanesian prayer.” The use of the word Melanesian indicates the preference of 

Melanesia as part of Papuan identity. The post contains a prayer for Melanesians to 

live peacefully in Papua; it also implies the importance of religion in Papua. It 

The Child of Melanesian prayer 

In the name of God who creates 

the sky and earth, who protects 

our ancestor in the land of 

Melanesia, who maintains our 

parents in Papua. God who 

protects and blesses our 

generation let us ask you, is there 

still hope for us Melanesians to 

live in here and to enjoy your 

light? We believe God’s plan is 

the perfect plan and we trust you 

God. Amen. 
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reflects that current conflict in Papua is part of God’s plan and so prayer to God is 

worth doing. This faith is thus the foundation for moral force for Papuans to fight 

back for their right to live peacefully. Pamungkas (2014) posits that Papuans make 

use of religious slogans such as “Papua, the land of Peace” and “Papua is the blessed 

land of God” (p. 7) to express their expectation for a more peaceful situation in 

Papua. The slogans that emphasised Papua as the land of God is also expressed by 

members of the group in the acronyms of Papua as shown in post and comment in 

Figure 32. The post acronym is different from the comment, but both have similar 

elements, such as the use of the word “Allah” (god) for the last letter in the word 

Papua. Members of the group selected the word such as “chosen”, “God”, 

“congregation” to indicate the faith they have and the role of Christianity in Papua. 

Within a Papuan context, the use of religion and religious slogans is not only as a 

moral force but also considered as an instrument for political interests. An attempt 

to use the role of religion as moral force for the Papuan struggle by members of the 

group can also be seen in post in Figure 33.  

 

 

Figure 32. Christianity symbols. 

 

 

P=Penuaian (reaping) 

A=Air (water) 

P=Penuh (full) 

U=Urapan (caress) 

A=Allah (God) 

Be positive when talking about Papua. 

Avoid provoking others. 

Comment: P=Persekutuan (unity) 

     A=Anggota (members) 

                 P=Pilihan (chosen) 

     U=Umat (congregation) 

     A=Allah (God) 
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Figure 33. Jesus with Papuan flag. 

 

 

 

Posts in Figure 33 use visual images to express the assertion of Papuan political 

identity. For members of the group, aligning Papuan struggle with Christian is 

clearly seen in the use of visual images of Jesus with the Morning Star flag in his 

head. The poster has made the flag apparent by putting it on Jesus’ head to assert 

the significance of the merging of Christianity and Papua. The visual image of three 

men on ship with the caption “God’s agenda is harmony and not catastrophe” 

implies the belief that Papua will be a peaceful region as promised by God. Religion 

and religious images make a difference to how communities mobilise and politicise 

(Hanf, 1994). The emphasis on religious, particularly Christian, involvement in 

political movements is in fact based on the view that Papuan nationalism may come 

from a Christian’s millenarian imagery-based movement that eventually becomes 

more political compared to the previous movement, which was “based on the 

promise of a better and richer eternal world” (Bertrand, 2004, p. 146). Furthermore, 

Rutherford (2005) states that “Papuan nationalists have faith that someday Jesus 
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will free the Papuans” (p. 154). Thus, Papuan political demand to be an independent 

nation is infused with a millenarian-based idea. The Papuan political movement is 

also associated with Christian theology’s manifestation of divine will (Kirsch, 

2010) to explain the concept of independence or merdeka (freedom or liberation). 

Papuan Christianity plays as a legitimate identity characteristic of Papuans. The 

assertion of Christianity to contradict Papuans with Indonesians also explains the 

reason behind an absence of other religions in this group. The Christian assertion in 

Papuan identity is also emphasised outside social media. There are books that 

discuss the history of violence and the eradication of Melanesian ethnic group in 

Papua written by Papuan intellectuals such as Wonda (2007) and Yoman (2007). 

These books explain the role of Christian and churches in Papuan’s struggle to 

articulate their ethnic solidarity. Both emphasise the churches’ leaders’ duty to 

speak on behalf of their congregation and ensure their humanity and welfare. Out 

of 36 posts under the sub-category of religion, none of them contain any symbols 

other than Christian. Thus, I also argue that the absence of other religions in this 

group is an attempt to develop a narrative of legitimation of a singular religion for 

Papuan identity and is a tactic to put aside differences for the sake of a political 

goal. As such, members of the group employ instrumentalism as Papuans consist of 

not only Christians as showed in the Indonesian Central Bureau of Statistics data 

that 65 per cent Papuans are Christian and 15 per cent are Muslim, and that there 

are several Muslim Papuans who are involved in the Papuan political struggle but 

these diverse elements were overlooked and ignored.  

Religion is used to help draw ethnic boundaries (Mitchell, 2006). In the case 

of Papuans, they have developed boundaries that exclude non-Christian Papuans. 

Religion is thus important for the survival of Papua in terms of its identity and 
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political struggle. It may enhance political mobilisation (Mitchell, 2006). For 

Papuans, Christianity is significant to their political movement not only because of 

the view that their struggle is rooted in Christianity’s theological notion of freedom 

but also because of the role of the churches in speaking of freedom, human rights 

and discrimination by the state in Papua. The role of the churches will be discussed 

in the next thesis chapter on Papuan Political Resistance Online. Thus Christian 

Papuan identity is prominent in both field of politics and religion in Papua 

(Pamungkas, 2014).   

The current religious tension in Papua has strengthened Papuan Christian 

identity formation. Bauman (1999) contends that “in complex situations of social 

strife, one can often find ethnic, national, or migratory boundaries transformed into 

religious ones” (p. 23). It is due to the absolute dimension of religion that it can be 

translated into more relative roots of conflict. In many cases, it is easy to translate 

problems of an influx of minority nationals into ethnic or religious minority 

problems. In the case of Papua, when the native Papuans first perceived an influx 

of non-Papuan migrants, they proceeded to translate this migrant problem into a 

religious problem. The dichotomous notion of Papuan Christian and non-Papuan 

Muslims recently appeared in social media, including in Orang Papua Facebook 

group due to the so-called “Tolikara Incident”, which took place on July 17, 2015 

when Muslims, reportedly mostly non-Papuan migrants, were disturbed by a violent 

mob while performing an Idul Fitri prayer in a local mosque, by Indigenous 

Papuans with an affiliation to the Evangelical Church of Indonesia (GIDI). The 

incident was triggered by the GIDI’s letter requesting Idul Fitri prayers be 

performed inside the mosque and not use loud speakers. The Idul Fitri prayer 

coincided with the GIDI’s international youth seminar and revival service. The 
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GIDI worshippers were outraged because the Muslims defied their “order”. Some 

GIDI-related residents responded by burning a mosque and other buildings 

surround it. This incident resulted in 1 person killed and 11 others injured. The 

burning of the mosque was covered by mainstream media and went viral on social 

media and generated some Muslim communities’ anger. Several days after the 

incident, members of Orang Papua group posted messages about the incident. One 

of these posts is shown in figure 34. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 34. Tolikara incident 

The post in figure 34 received 38 comments and likes. Compare to other posts on 

religion in the group, the post on Tolikara incident received the highest comments 

and likes indicating the members’ engagement to the message and the event. Both 

 

Tolikara case 

Is the community being shot then they 

burn [the mosque] or they burn [the 

mosque] then being shot [?]...poor 

Papuans. [state] apparatuse is always right 

on media 

Comment 1; media always hide the state’s 

apparatuses’ violence 

Comment z; the coloniser’s media..no 

wonder 

Comment 3; black can be changed into 

white and the otherway around. [they] are 

so abusive to the right one let alone to the 

wrongdoer..freedom 

Comment 4; [we] never know the main 

cause...now we have newer one..please 

control ourselves  

Comment 5; it is not about religious 

practices..remember religion conflict in 

poso and maluku 
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the message and comments in this post emphasise the role played by the Indonesian 

mainstream media in framing the event. The post and comments imply that 

mainstream media supported the narrative developed by the Indonesian 

government. This narrative can be seen in the comments from the members such as 

“media always hide the state apparatus’s violence” and “coloniser’s media…no 

wonder.” The government tends to blame Papuans for inciting violence. This 

tendency is also reflected in the story that went viral on social media. Most hashtags 

formed by social media users are supporting the Muslim community in Papua who 

were framed as the victims in the incident. Social media users responded by forming 

#SaveMuslimPapua on Twitter, which was followed by more than 65,000 people. 

Less than a month later, both Muslim and Christian communities signed an 

agreement to resolve the conflict and requested that the Indonesian government be 

actively involved in maintaining religious tolerance in Tolikara.  

The Tolikara incident has brought upfront the issue of tensions between 

minority and majority religions in both Papua and Indonesia. As argued by Bauman 

(1999) “categorising an event as a religious conflict is effective in raising the stakes 

in whatever confrontation people find themselves” (p. 24). Islam is the majority 

religion in Indonesia, yet it is a minority religion in Papua. As Indonesia’s majority 

religion, Muslims in Indonesia receive concessions from the government. For 

instance, while there is no permit needed to build a mosque for Muslims, other 

religious groups need to get a permit from local authorities. In 2006, the Indonesian 

Ministries of Religious Affairs and Home Affairs developed legislation on the 

requirements to build places of worship (Ropi, 2007). Church officials are required 

to provide a list of names and signatures of 90 worshippers. They also have to get 

formal support and approval from at least 60 local residents and the head of the 
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village (Epley, 2010). This highly restrictive legislation has made churches across 

Indonesia struggle to obtain permits. This legislation has triggered conflicts 

between religious communities, especially between Muslim and Christian 

communities in several cities in Indonesia. Within this context, the Tolikara incident 

is significant for two reasons. First, it is highly symbolic since it happened in Papua 

where there is a struggle over Indonesia’s domination. Second, it indicates the way 

minorities asserted their democratic rights by rejecting the majority’s policy. This 

incidence is the manifestation and the re articulation of the minority’s resistance 

toward the majority’s domination. Thus, it is the struggle of religion-based identity.      

 

5.5. Conclusion  

This chapter suggests that the notion of Papuanness is defined in terms of 

physical appearance and religion. Physiognomic characteristics and religion are 

emphasised in contrast to Indonesians. The Papuan ethnic identity is constructed 

through the Orang Papua group members’ interaction. Physiognomic 

characteristics such as black skin and curly hair are emphasised as markers of 

Papuan identity played as the idealised or “hoped for possible self” (Mehdizadeh, 

2010, p. 368). The Orang Papua group is a place for the creation of members’ 

desirable identity compared to the offline world – particularly in situation where 

Papuans are unable to produce their preferred Melanesian identity due to Indonesian 

censorship. Members of Orang Papua group are bringing to the fore the expression 

of their distinct ethnic identity through posts and comments on Facebook and 

emphasising their pan-Papuan identity. The preferred marker of identity in this 

context also demonstrates that members of the group are aware of other social media 

users who view their online identity construction. Papuan ethnic identity is also built 
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upon the narrative of successful Papuans. This narrative is not only an attempt to 

negate negative stereotypes attached to Papuans but also plays as the projection of 

civilised Papuan society at large that has the potential to be an independent nation.  

The essentialism ascribed to Papuan identity organises itself for the purpose 

of challenging orders of domination and oppression, yet in so doing represses and 

erases the complexities of its own constituency, committing a similar form of 

violent dominance as exemplified in the rejection of the presence of hybrid Papuans 

in the group. Authenticity is being discursively contested in the Orang Papua 

group. Arguments took place between some who clearly asserted the notion of 

authenticity is determined by indigeneity and others who believe that it has been 

created for political interests as exemplified in the notion of Anak Adat for the 

purpose of provincial and regional election. Unlike authenticity, which is 

discursively contested by members of the group, Christianity is accepted as a factor 

that strengthens identity formation in Papua. The assertion of Christianity to 

contradict Papuans with Indonesians is influenced by the stigma of Islam that is 

equated with migrants as well as Indonesian supporters. This discourse is supported 

by the Facebook multimodal and interactive platforms that allow members of the 

group to post verbal messages and visual images and to like, share and give 

comments. The use of visual images to amplify verbal messages, threads of 

comments and likes received by posts are indication of the utilisation of multimodal 

and interactive platforms by members of the Orang Papua group. Seargeant and 

Tagg (2014) point out that multimodal and interactive affordances on social media 

platforms have become an important aspect of identity presentation. 

The articulation of Papuan identity in the Orang Papua group plays as part 

of the Papuan political movement’s narrative to reject Indonesian domination in 
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Papua. Castells (2015) argues that “people can only challenge domination by 

connecting with each other, by sharing outrage, by feeling togetherness, and by 

constructing alternative projects for themselves and for the society at large” (p. 

251).  Members of the Orang Papua group have made and created this group in the 

form of what Castells (2015) names as “a symbolic public space, that is, a space for 

sovereign assemblies to meet and to recover their rights of representation” (p. 11). 

It is formed through communication processes, specifically posts and comments, in 

which participants share information to develop mutual understanding. In this 

sense, this group can be considered facilitating the formation of opinion without 

making any political decisions or weak publics (Fraser, 1990). This group is also 

ultimately a “subaltern counter publics” space (Fraser, 1990) as it allows members 

of the groups the ability to discursively articulate counter-arguments about their 

Melanesian identities. The interactive communication activities in this group can be 

regarded as social media activism. Identities and narratives are part of the 

dimensions of and typify social media activism (Marichal, 2013; Gerbaudo, 2012). 

Social media’s specific platforms provide an easily and instantaneously way to 

express activism. This includes distributing and redistributing information, 

expressing political preferences to social media friends, and creating a social media 

group in which individuals can perform political performance online that includes 

the creation of clear group boundaries. The utilisation of the Orang Papua group to 

express identity invokes the use of identity as one of the elements to engage with 

politics (Highfield, 2016). The next chapter examines the way Papuan ethnic 

identity is a means for political struggle and transforms into political mobilisation 

in the Orang Papua group.  
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CHAPTER 6 

PAPUAN POLITICAL RESISTANCE ONLINE  

 

This chapter explores the extent to which the articulation of Papuanness is 

political and the way in which Papuans express it in the Facebook Orang Papua 

group. This political mobilisation is a continuing emphasis on Melanesian 

affiliation of Papuan identity, on the prevailing negative stereotype attached to 

Papuans and on the religious dimension to Papuan identity discussed in previous 

chapter. In this chapter, I argue that the Orang Papua group has transformed their 

Melanesian affiliation from a marker of identity into political alignment with other 

Melanesian countries. The group has produced visible evidence documenting 

violence and human rights abuses by the Indonesian state’s culture of terror. The 

group has also used religion as a moral and political force for Papuan struggle. 

Through the group, members have developed identity-based political mobilisation 

through symbolic action as a form of resistance online. This symbolic action plays 

as a “repertoire of contention” (Rolfe, 2005, p. 66), a term to describe the role of 

social media platforms in supporting an array of a dissent group’s tactics in a 

political movement. 

The narrative of political mobilisation based on identity as well as emotions 

indeed contributes significantly to the construction of a sense of togetherness among 

members of the group. According to Simon and Klandermans (2001), there are three 

stages of the process of politicisation of identity: 1) awareness of mutual grievances, 

2) adversarial attribution to blame opponents, and 3) involvement of society at large 

(p. 324). Members of Orang Papua have demonstrated these stages in creating a 

politicised Papuan identity. To establish an awareness of mutual grievances, 
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members of the group emphasise marginalisation and economic exploitation as 

factors that contribute to Papuan political resistance by creating a narrative of “back 

to Melanesian family” and “Papua as the kitchen of Indonesia”. Papuans have done 

this by creating the notion of Melanesian solidarity emphasising that they do not 

want to be part of Indonesia. Papuans also document the violence and human rights 

abuse they have experienced to indict the Indonesian state’s culture of terror. It aims 

to develop adversarial attribution to blame Indonesians. Members of the group have 

used visual images in expressing this narrative. Papuans have developed religious-

based support for their political movement by establishing a stronger alliance with 

Christian institutions regionally and internationally. As one of the non-violent and 

civilian-based movements, the involvement of church leaders in Papua represents 

the involvement of Papuan society at large to support their political struggle against 

Indonesians. Previously Papua’s political movement was associated only with 

particular armed and violent group.  

Identity-based political resistance is the dominant theme in the Orang 

Papua group. There were 278 posts out of 665 total posts or 41 per cent throughout 

the observation period. It indicates that the group is not only perceived as a safe 

place to articulate Papuan ethnic identity, but also perceived as a safe place to 

express Papuan political resistance. This chapter discusses how Facebook facilitates 

members of the group to mobilise their distinct ethnic identity to support political 

resistance. 
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6.1. Melanesian Solidarity: Back to Melanesian Family & Papua as Kitchen 

of Indonesia. 

The term Melanesia has been used in anthropological, geographical, and 

geopolitical contexts. Anthropologists refers to Melanesia as one of the three 

regions of Oceania, which, broadly speaking, belong to one ethno cultural family, 

particularly in reference to their skin colour (Lewis, 2010). Geographically, 

Melanesia comprises the territory that extends from the western part of the eastern 

Pacific to the Sea of Arafura. The geopolitical conception refers to political 

activities involving the contemporary states of Melanesia. Thomas (1997), 

however, argues that the term Melanesia arose from a complicated colonial context. 

Melanesian refers to an ethnic category created by the colonial administration that 

imposed homogeneity and aimed at reducing a reaction of indigenous people 

against colonial hegemony. The colonial administrators were primarily concerned 

with “colour” and racial categories. It implies how colonisation has ignored the way 

indigenous people view themselves as diverse in terms of culture and posits the 

colonial view as the most legitimate. Thus, contemporary attempts to redefine or 

reclaim the term Melanesian must take both colonial ideology and indigenous 

people’s view into account. Narokobi (1983) posits that Melanesia is “a total cosmic 

vision of life in which every event within human consciousness has its personal, 

communal, spiritual, economic, political and social dimensions”  (p. 20). Within a 

Papuan context, this term refers to the similarity in cultural background and political 

experiences, particularly regarding decolonisation.   

The support from the Melanesian countries accommodates both Papuans’ 

cultural and political aspiration. Despite being the easternmost part of the state of 

Indonesia, Papuans are “ontologically attached to the Melanesian Pacific and are 
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distinct and separate from Indonesia’s Asia” (Elmslie & Webb-Gannon, 2014, para. 

6). This section explores the way members of Orang Papua articulate Papuans’ 

“political Melanesianhood” (Webb-Gannon & Elmslie, 2014). Papuan demands for 

independence have become a “Melanesian family issue” (Tebay, 2015). In this 

regard, Papuans employ primordialism for their identity affiliation to Melanesia and 

instrumentalism for their intention to join the Melanesian political and trade bloc. 

Papuans’ Melanesian identity may be viewed as part of Indonesia’s “unity in 

diversity” slogan. But it is considered as endangering the state’s nationalism when 

Papuans’ affiliation to Melanesia is employed to support their political aspiration 

for independence. 

Papuans were initially encouraged to consider themselves part of a broader 

entity by the Dutch who colonised Papua from 1898 and remained in the region 

before the integration of Papua into Indonesia in 1963. The Dutch observed that 

Papuans had a weak sense of national awareness due to the topography and the 

ethnic diversity in Papua (Chauvel, 2008). The Dutch colonial administration 

fostered a sense of solidarity among diverse Papuan communities through education 

and political organisations. Papuans were encouraged to envisage a future as an 

independent state, one that was more “part of a Melanesian world of the Pacific 

rather than the Malay world of South-East Asia” (Chauvel, 2006, pp. 42, 181). 

Papuans therefore have a history of strategically overlooking their considerable 

internal ethno-cultural and linguistic differences to mobilise as a coherent 

community against the Indonesians. This coherent community currently draws 

international strength through pan-Melanesian links, initially fostered by the Dutch 

colonial administration. Hernawan (2016) posits that the Pacific countries’ concern 

over self-determination and decolonisation in Papua can be traced back in 1971 with 
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the establishment of South Pacific Forum. Since then the Melanesian countries 

explicitly expressed their support to Papua’s self-determination. Melanesian 

countries also play an important role in unifying Papuan political factions. 

The importance of taking part in a Melanesian sub-regional political bloc or 

Melanesianisation is delivered by members of the Orang Papua group. It is a place 

to spread the awareness of Papuans’ political movement in the Melanesia region. 

An example of a post that attempts to develop this awareness is shown in Figure 34. 

A member of the group advertises a seminar with an accompanying media release 

for the Papuan Student Alliance (Aliansi Mahasiswa Papua/AMP) at one of the 

local universities in Papua. 

 

Figure 35. Seminar announcement for “Do Papuans belong to Melanesians?” 

The post congratulates “the president of the Papuan students union (Gempar Papua) 

for conducting the seminar on “Do Papuans belong to Melanesians? Salam Revolusi 

(the spirit of revolution).” Traditional leaders and religious leaders were invited as 

seminar speaker. This seminar aims to dispel public views that Papuans are not 

One Day Seminar 

Do Papuans belong to 

Melanesians? 

Bring West Papua back to 

the family 

Congratulations to the 

president of the Papuan 

students’ movement 

(Gempar Papua) for 

conducting the seminar on 

“Do Papuans belong to 

Melanesians? 

Salam Revolusi (the spirit of 

revolution). 
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Melanesian (“BEM USTJ Akan Gelar Seminar Sehari”, 2015). The post focuses on 

the seminar’s banner and does not contain a link to the news coverage of the 

seminar. The banner visually depicts a dark skin man spreading his hands that hold 

drumsticks. He is surrounded by red birds above and shadows of a male beating a 

drum and people marching on his left and right. The birds that fly to the sky signify 

freedom. Blue sky and red birds are representing the colours of the Papuan Morning 

Star flag. A man beating tifa (Papuan traditional drum) is a typical situation of the 

tribe before people leave for war (Florencia, 2017). This visual image and the verbal 

message of the seminar indicates that by revealing the truth that Papuans are 

Melanesian, they have to be ready for a war against Indonesians. This interpretation 

is supported by the caption “the spirit of revolution” written in the poster. Thus, the 

banner’s visual image and the verbal message reinforces each other. The words 

“salam revolusi” (the spirit of revolution) indicates the Papuan struggle to be 

recognised as Melanesian. The word “revolution” also indicates the readiness for a 

radical and pervasive change. Within the context of Papuan struggle, it signposts 

political resistance. The seminar sub-theme “bring West Papua back to the family”, 

written underneath the theme, shows that recognising that Papuans are Melanesian 

is indeed bringing them back to their roots or ancestry. Thus, Melanesian is affirmed 

as identity for Papuans and directs Papuans to be “back to the family” where they 

belong. It supports the argument that “Papuans have much more in common with 

the rest of Melanesia than with Asia” (Crocombe, 2006, p. 296) and Indonesia in 

particular. Furthermore, it endorses Papuans’ chosen identity and provides a 

significant element in defining Papua’s place regionally and internationally. 

 The words “back to the family” have been used by members of Orang 

Papua to express the significance of joining the Melanesian political bloc 
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(Melanesian Spearhead Group hereafter referred to as MSG). MSG is an 

intergovernmental group established in 1988. According to the MSG Agreement 

article 2, the purpose of this group is to promote and strengthen its members’ trade 

exchange of Melanesian cultures, traditions and values, sovereign equality, 

economic and technical cooperation between states. It is comprised of five 

Southwest Pacific countries including Vanuatu, Fiji, Solomon Islands, Papua New 

Guinea and New Caledonia’s independent movement (FLNKS). The presence of 

FLNKS’ membership in MSG indicates “a spirit of ethnic and cultural solidarity 

with an express commitment to working to ensure the liberation” (Cain, 2014, para. 

3). In this context, Papuans expect to have cultural and ethnic-based solidarity from 

Melanesian countries and are keen to join MSG to support Papuans’ political 

movement. Melanesian countries, especially members of the MSG, also play an 

important role in unifying Papua’s internal political factions.  This notion is being 

emphasised by members of the group in posted messages as shown in Figure 36 and 

Figure 37. 

 

Figure 36. “AMP supports ULMWP: We Back to Family”. 

AMP (Papuan Students 

Alliance) supports ULMWP: 

We Back to Family 

AMP supports ULMWP to 

be part of Melanesian 

Spearhead Group from 1961 

up till now. For more than 50 

years Papuans are under 

Indonesian colonialism. 
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Figure 37. West Papua for MSG. 

 

Posts in Figure 36 and 37 use the words “back to family” and “keluarga besar 

Melanesia” (the big Melanesian family). These posts signify the importance for 

members of the Orang Papua group to be aware of their Melanesianness. The use 

of these words is developed by members of the group within the context of 

Indonesian domination in Papua and of the attempt to be part of Melanesian 

Spearhead Group (MSG). The words “bring West Papua back to the family” 

invokes kinship between Papua and Melanesia. Teaiwa and Mallon (2005, p. 225) 

use the term kinship as a metaphor of not only shared ancestry, but also shared 

colonial histories and geographies, commonalities of culture between Pacific 

people, and bonds of affection that naturally link and interconnect Pacific people. 

The fact that Papuans are experienced in and consider themselves as being 

colonised by the Indonesian government has made the call to connect to Melanesian 

countries more than just a primordial affiliation. This statement also suggests that 

affiliation to Melanesia captures both cultural and political aspiration of Papuans. 

Keep the fighting spirit for the 

sake of Papuan identity. 

Let us pray and support 

ULMWP to be part of the big 

Melanesian family (MSG). 
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Melanesian affiliation is articulated by members of the group through visual 

images. As can be seen in posts in Figure 36 the kinship is visualised through the 

MSG flag that is encircled by flags of four MSG members and Papua’s Morning 

Star flag along with the caption: “West Papua for MSG”.  The post also includes a 

picture of Papuan woman bringing the Morning Star flag. It signifies the support 

from Papuans. Thus, the notion of “back to family” and the introduction of the 

phrases ULMWP and MSG to members of the group shown in these posts are the 

manifestation of Papuan’s political and cultural aspiration. 

 As part of an attempt to spread awareness, the post in Figure 37 received 

more likes than posts in Figure 35 and 36 although they all contain visual images. 

Likes are an indication of engagement of Orang Papua members. According to a 

US survey in 2018, visual images are the most liked Facebook page posts compared 

to verbal messages (Corcoran, 2018). Although the survey focuses on USA-based 

English language pages, the tendency is likely the same worldwide. The post in 

Figure 37 uses more attractive elements (colourful flags) and the flags are composed 

symmetrically – this visually conveys the idea more clearly compared to Figure 35, 

which contains only the flag of the organisation (AMP). This does not relate to the 

verbal message and the idea of the significance to be back to Melanesian family. 

The words “back to the family” suggest that Papuans do not consider 

Indonesians close relations or kinsmen. Being part of Indonesia has only alienated 

Papuans from their primordial affiliations amongst themselves and with other 

closely affiliated communities. The feeling of alienation is expressed by members 

of Orang Papua as wanting to return to their rightful family. Along with the “back 

to Melanesian family” narrative Papuans also critique their exploitation.  They refer 

to “Papua as the kitchen of Indonesia” as shown in Figure 38. 
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Figure 38. Papua as the kitchen of Indonesia. 

 

The post implies that Papuans are being exploited by the Indonesian government. 

The term kitchen refers to the central place to store food, cook and process food 

resources in a household. In the Indonesian context, a kitchen is a place hidden from 

guests. It is typically placed at the back part of the house. It is considered a private, 

domestic space. Even though it is a place that provides family members and their 

guests with food, it is considered as untidy, potentially dirty and unsightly. The 

house’s spatial division is based on two different types of rooms: the front room 

and the back room. Wiryomartono (2014) claims that “the division of the room is 

apparent in the way they perceived the front as the daily served area while the back 

is the daily supporting domain. The front domain has its centre in the guest room 

whereas the kitchen is the core of the back domain. The daily servicing domain is 

always associated with orang belakang or the servants of the house” (p. 27). This 

notion implies that the importance of kitchen is overlooked in relation to the guest 

room while it plays a central role in supporting the activities that occur in a 

household. 

Thus, representing Papua as the kitchen of Indonesia implies how Papua has 

provided Indonesia with its abundant natural resources, but the Papuans are merely 

 
Papuans should not be 

afraid of political parties or 

Indonesians. 

Indonesians now are taking 

advantage of Papuans. 

Papua is Indonesia’s 

kitchen. 
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servants. Despite its abundant natural resources, the province of Papua continues to 

have some of the highest poverty rates in Indonesia. Instead of applying policies to 

eradicate poverty in Papua, the Indonesian government is attempted to hide it 

because Papua’s high poverty rate is considered disgraceful. The analogy of 

servants that ought to be invisible to describe Papuans’ position within an 

Indonesian’s house also confirms the reason behind the restrictive policies to enter 

Papua for foreign journalists as well as the censorship of Papuans’ freedom of 

expression. Within the context of Indonesia, house servants are not categorised as 

formal workers that have rights and a standard wage regulated by authorities. Thus, 

as non-formal workers, their rights are not protected. Papua has provided its wealth 

that is primarily derived from primary industries such as oil, timber, copper, and 

gold to Indonesians, however these resources have not transformed into greater 

prosperity for Papuans. Profits are not invested back into Papua. Instead, the 

extraction is fully managed by foreign corporations and the Indonesian government 

and so are the revenues. The former governor of Papua province describes this 

situation by comparing Indonesia to a village, but complains that “the people in the 

house called Papua feed those in the other houses but are themselves starving” 

(Schwarz, 1991, as cited in Webster, 2001, p. 524). 

The term “the kitchen of Indonesia” also suggests a paternalistic and 

conservative attitude towards Papua. There is a gendered dimension in the 

relationship between Indonesia and Papua. Within an Indonesia context, the kitchen 

is considered as a feminine area that belongs to the housewives. Indonesian 

housewives are always valued as “the queen of the kitchen” to describe their 

obligation to serve their families. Cooking is considered as one of Indonesian 

women’s traditional role besides a reproductive role as wives and mothers. House 
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servants are mostly females. Women workers in Indonesia receive considerably 

lower wages than male workers due to the view that woman workers are less capable 

than male workers. Women are also not viewed as breadwinners although they 

work. Thus, the unequal relations of patriarchy are paralleled here insofar as the 

state is seen as masculine and powerful, and Papua is placed in a feminised position 

as a resource. Furthermore, this power relation has indeed perpetuated the claim 

that the “Indonesian government ruled the region in a way that was reminiscent of 

colonialism” (Bertrand, 2004, p. 150), by which the central (Indonesian 

government) dominates the periphery (Papua) politically and exploits it 

economically as well as culturally. Thus, there is inequality in regard to resources 

and power distribution. The use of the words “back to the family” and “the kitchen 

of Indonesia” also aims to reach ordinary social media users who may be less 

politically engaged in Papua’s political movement. The use of the metaphor to 

describe Papua’s political movement helps members of Orang Papua to understand 

the current situation, particularly economic exploitation and cultural 

marginalisation, since these words simplify Papua’s political reality. These 

metaphors play as symbolic action created by members of the Orang Papua group 

and become part of the group’s repertoire of contention (Rolfe, 2015). The words 

family and kitchen used in the metaphors is an indication that members of the group 

have established political discourses through daily conversation or everyday 

politics (Highfield, 2016). 

The political claim that corresponds with ethnic identity is indeed significant 

for political mobilisation. The significance of political mobilisation for members of 

the Orang Papua group is indicated by the predominant numbers of political 

mobilisation-related posts. Out of the 278 pre-selected posts on political resistances 
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theme, 206 posts or 74 per cent were categorised as having a political mobilisation 

theme. As Bertrand (2004) states, “the relevant identities for political mobilisation 

entail a coalition of group identity with political claims” (p. 11). Furthermore, he 

argues that “political mobilisation becomes a means of obtaining power as an end, 

to secure group entitlement and reduce group anxieties” (Bertrand, 2004, p. 11). 

Within this context, the importance of being “back to Melanesian family” has 

become a motivating force to mobilise Papuans to support the movement to join the 

Melanesian regional political bloc represented by the Melanesian Spearhead Group 

(MSG). MSG is the new phrase for members of Orang Papua as there are a number 

of messages posted in the group consisting of MSG. In this sense, the articulation 

of Papuan identity as Melanesian, emphasised by members of Orang Papua, is 

congruent with their narrative of regionalism/Melanesianisation: the movement to 

join Melanesia’s regional political bloc. It signifies Teaiwa and Mallon’s (2005) 

notion of Melanesian kinship. Figures 39 and 40 are examples of posts that illustrate 

the significance of Papuans in joining MSG. 

 

Figure 39.  The necessity for ULMWP to join MSG. 

 

Call for Prayer to 

Papuans recovery 

and peace rally. 
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Posts in Figure 39 convey the relationship between ULMWP and MSG through 

visual images. The post in Figure 38 uses a red arrow between two flags of ULMWP 

and MSG to describe the relationship. The use of a one-way arrow implies that the 

purpose of ULMWP is to be part of MSG. This visual image is accompanied by a 

call to prayer for Papua and an encouragement to join a peace rally indicating the 

need for Papuans to support ULMWP’s  to be officially recognised as part of MSG. 

Figures 38 is an example of the repeated messages about MSG posted by members 

of the Orang Papua group. There are 60 posts under the sub-theme ethnic identity-

based solidarity and alignment out of 278 political resistance theme posts. 

Repeatedly posting messages that contain Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG), 

members of the group emphasises the necessity of joining this Melanesian sub-

regional political and trade bloc. In this sense, members of Orang Papua use 

framing practices. According to Entman (1993) to frame is “to select some aspect 

of perceived reality and make them more salient in communicating text” (p. 52). 

Media have a powerful impact by framing images of reality in a particular way and 

constructing social reality. The frame and narrative devices employed by members 

of Orang Papua may systematically affect how members come to understand the 

issue in terms of what are considered important issues for media that will also be 

considered by the audience as important. Thus, framing practices will lead readers 

to agree with the particular reality presented by the media. The impact of social 

media in framing practices can be seen from the way users deliver and respond to 

information. Within social media platforms, users are allowed to instantly articulate 

their views and opinions without gatekeepers. Through its platforms, social media 

have made framing practice processes noticeable compared to traditional media 

within which these terms were previously applied. Framing practice processes on 
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social media can be seen from the users’ response in the forms of comments and 

likes and shares. These forms are considered as “positive feedback or to relate with 

things users care about on Facebook” (Seiter, 2017, para. 11) and “meaningful 

engagement” (Brandtzaeg & Haugstveit, 2014). In the case of the Orang Papua 

group, framing practices are done by repeatedly post messages of the necessity to 

join MSG. It aims to convey Papuans’ attempt to regionalise their conflict. They 

seek to undermine Indonesia’s claim that any conflict in Papua is strictly a domestic 

issue (Elmslie & Webb-Gannon, 2014).   

Papua prefers to seek regional support from Melanesian countries and does 

not seek help from other countries. The regionalism of Papuan political aspiration 

is because the Asia-Pacific key players such as the United States, Australia, and the 

ASEAN members rejected Papua’s claims to independence. Due to the geopolitical 

importance of Indonesia as the largest moderate Muslim nation, these world powers 

have continued to support the territorial integrity of Indonesia. Their support for 

Indonesia has also pushed Papuan to seek political affiliation with Melanesian 

countries. Crocombe (2007) posits that to suppress Papuan independence, the USA 

and Australia have worked together with Indonesia by “supplying military 

hardware, intelligence, training in repressive technique, and diplomatic activity 

around the world” (p. 283).  

The Melanesianisation of Papuan political resistance is complicated by the 

fact that not all of the MSG members fully support Papuan struggle for self-

determination, despite a “sense of kinship and common heritage” between Papuans 

and MSG countries (Elmslie & Webb-Gannon, 2014). According to Webb-Gannon 

and Elmslie (2014), there are two reasons for the difference in support for Papuan 

self-determination. Firstly, it is mainly because of the Indonesian government’s 
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counteroffensive aimed at maintaining Papua as legitimate part of the unitary state 

of Indonesia. The Indonesian government argues that there are five provinces in 

Indonesia that are ethnically Melanesian. Papuans are therefore not unique. 

Secondly, it is because there is no consensus on which Papuan organisation should 

represent Papua in the MSG. There are several influential organisations claiming to 

be the most legitimate and qualified to represent Papuan at the MSG (Webb-Gannon 

& Elmslie, 2014), namely FRWP (the Federal Republic of West Papua), WPNCL 

(the West Papua National Coalition for Liberation), and KNPB (the National 

Committee of West Papua). In addition, the recent Indonesian diplomatic 

approaches to Pacific island countries have made the split in the support for Papuan 

struggle for self-determination. The Indonesian government has increased aid and 

development assistance for Pacific island countries including MSG country 

members. Fiji and Vanuatu are two MSG members that have opposite responses. 

Fiji welcomes Indonesian diplomatic approaches whereas Vanuatu is in favour of 

Papua’s self-determination. Papua New Guinea, the Solomon and Kanaky Island’s 

responses lie somewhere in between the two contrasting perspectives (Elmslie, 

2015).  

The need to be part of MSG has made different factions in Papua’s 

resistance converge into a new umbrella organisation: ULMWP. ULMWP (United 

Liberation Movement in West Papua) was formed in 2014. The new umbrella 

organisation is important in uniting various groups in the Papuan political 

landscape. Elmslie et al. (2011) state that there are at least 31 different Papuan 

independence groups. Some of them include: the West Papuan National Coalition 

for Liberation (WPNCL), the Federal Republic of West Papua (FRWP) and the 

influential activist movement the West Papua National Committee (KNPB/Komite 
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Nasional Papua Barat). McLeod (2015) states that there are also student and youth 

group such as the Movement of Papuan Student, Youth and People 

(GEMPA/Gerakan Mahasiswa Pemuda dan Rakyat Papua), National Front of 

Papuan Student (FNMP/Front Nasional Mahasiswa Papua), and some key NGOs 

including the Institute for the Study and Advocacy of Human Rights 

(ELSHAM/Lembaga Studi dan Advokasi Hak Asasi Manusia).  The establishment 

of ULMWP has indicated an attempt to form a legitimate political coalition. As 

Papuans aim to be an independent nation, legitimate political coalition is indeed 

significant in sustaining national discourse (Skey, 2011).  

In June 2015, the MSG rejected ULMWP full membership. Instead, 

ULMWP had been granted observer status by MSG. The rejection was based on an 

argument that the organisation only represents Papuans resident outside Indonesia 

(Lawson, 2016). Some argue that the rejection is due to the Indonesian 

government’s pressure of MSG state members. It was a setback for Papuans, who 

struggle to strengthen their ethnic distinctiveness from Indonesians and to create 

Melanesian solidarity. However, after over fifty years of political struggle, observer 

status is Papua’s first step to full political recognition and is seen as a strategic move 

toward addressing the human rights violations committed by the Indonesian army. 

One of the MSG summit agendas in 2016 was to elevate the membership of 

ULMWP from the current observer status to full membership. As of February 2018, 

ULWMP is considered to have fulfilled the prerequisites for MSG membership, yet 

the Indonesian government has warned MGS’s membership not to interfere with 

Indonesian’s sovereign affairs (Radio NZ, 2018). Members of the Orang Papua 

group have taken this opportunity to mobilise political support further for 

ULMWP’s attempt to get a full membership at MSG as indicated in figure 40. 
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Figure 40. Call to support ULMWP’s full membership at MSG. 

 

The post in Figure 40 aims to call Papuans to take part in Papua’s political 

movement, especially in the critical event to get MSG full membership. The use of 

the words “SALAM REVOLUSI” in capital letters suggests an emphasis that being 

part of the Melanesian political bloc is substantial as it will have a significant change 

for Papuans. The use of the words “Papuan is longing for” signifies an attempt to 

arouse emotions as it implies hope and expectation. These verbal messages form 

part of the narrative to develop a sense of togetherness based on shared meanings 

and identities. An emotional narrative to establish group members’ sense of 

togetherness is important in the process of mobilisation (Gerbaudo, 2012). Papuans 

have adopted regionalisation or the attempt to involve regional communities in the 

dispute in Papua (Heidbuchel, 2007). This attempt is maximised by the use of social 

media as exemplified by posts in Orang Papua  that aim to deliver support for MSG 

membership. Social media not only sustain regional support for Papuan’s anti-

Indonesian activism but also develop and maintain connections with international 

support networks. The connection is established through posts and comments 

provided by social media platforms. 

What about us here? Are 

we going to only listen to 

the issue? Are we going 

to watch or intend to take 

part in expressing the 

hope that Papuan is 

longing for (as part of 

Melanesian). KEEP THE 

REVOLUTION SPIRIT 

Call to join national rally 

to support ULMWP to 

become a full member of 

MSG. 
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Some have argued that posting messages, giving comments, and liking on 

Facebook cannot be considered legitimate acts of civil disobedience because of the 

absence of risk or responsibility. This critique has been referred to as “slacktivism” 

(Morozov, 2011). In Papua’s case however, such seemingly innocuous actions may 

expose activists to a substantial degree of risk. Participating in a Facebook group is 

not slacktivism. The absence of standardised laws and regulations that restrict 

content about domestic political issues or criticise the authorities in Indonesia does 

not mean that members of Orang Papua run less risk. Changing the group’s status 

from open to close indicates the members’ concern and sense of insecurity. Lack of 

comments throughout the posts on Melanesian solidarity shown in this group may 

be viewed as an indication of Papuans’ caution to respond to sensitive issues such 

as political mobilisation. Members of the group prefer to support posts on Papuan 

political resistance through likes as a form of expressing symbolic opinion such as 

posts in Figures 36, 37 and 40. 

Opinion expression on social media is facilitated by posts and comments. 

These platforms enable social media to establish mobilisation online. As a means 

of mobilisation, social media provide a good place to create a sense of togetherness 

based on emotional narratives (Gerbaudo, 2012). In this sense, mobilisation online 

is created through symbolic action. Members of the Orang Papua group have 

utilised Facebook to support Papuans’ political movement strategies. This symbolic 

action type of mobilisation online functions as the group’s “repertoire of 

contention” (Rolfe, 2005). The next section discusses the way members of the group 

construct an emotional narrative to form a sense of togetherness for the sake of 

political mobilisation. In particular, the next section explores the violent practices 
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perpetrated by Indonesian armed forces in handling Papuan political activists from 

abduction to assassination as proof of the high-level risk faced by Papuans. 

 

6.2. Visualising Violence 

Papuan identity is nurtured and sustained by the politics of violence and 

cultural exclusion (Chauvel, 2006). The Indonesian government’s politics of 

violence is indicated by the decision to make Papua a military operations area from 

1963 to 1998. These military operations were aimed at eradicating Papuan 

separatists through brutal military actions. The operation resulted in civilian 

casualties.  Security operations continue to this day and torture is used to enforce 

compliance. Hernawan (2016) argues that for the last fifty years “torture has 

become normalised in Papua and part of the art of government by the Indonesian 

state” (p. 89). He further observes that during four different political regimes in 

Indonesia, the highest percentage of torture cases in Papua happens in the Reformasi 

era (1998-2001). 

There has been marginalisation in the economy, the education sector and in 

bureaucracy in Papua. Cultural exclusion is indicated by the Indonesian 

government’s strict control over the cultural identity of ethnic minorities. Papuan 

cultural values are regarded as less sophisticated and inferior than those of the ethnic 

majority (Javanese). Papuans even are being treated as stupid and incapable by 

Indonesians. They are alienated from their resources due to the transmigration 

program that undermined Papuan customary law and communal land ownership. 

The politics of violence and cultural exclusion has led Papuans to demand 

independence. 
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Papuans’ quest for self-determination is in conflict with Indonesian 

nationalism. Whereas the Indonesian government could take a “persuasive” 

approach such as dialogue, which in most cases would become official rhetoric, it 

has taken a repressive approach to Papuan calls for self-determination. From the 

Indonesian government’s perspective, separatist movements are intolerable because 

they threaten “the totality of the unitary state of Indonesia” (Chauvel, 2006, p. 187). 

Singh (2008) argues that “more often than not, attempts by secessionists are met 

with ruthless repression by the state, especially the armed forces” (p. xi) in most of 

the decolonised areas of Asia and Africa. In the case of Papua, Singh describes 

secessionists’ movements as a major source of instability for Indonesia. The 

Indonesian government forbids violations of territorial sovereignty and integrity. 

Members of the Orang Papua group post provocative and emotionally charged 

visible evidence of the Indonesian regime’s ruthless repression to build 

international support. Within this context, members of the group reemphasise and 

remind Papuans about the Indonesian government’s institutionalised violence and 

torture through Facebook. Outlets outside social media (such as through You tube 

channel) have also been used by supporters of Papuan movement to spread the 

tortures to international communities.  

This section discusses human rights abuses in Papua that are expressed 

through visual images in the Orang Papua group. Highfield (2016) argues that the 

use of visual images on social media becomes the key form for practices against 

domination. It enables users to challenge hegemonic ideas. Papuans can establish 

narratives of resistance through visual images.  This section also explores how 

members of Orang Papua use visual images to express their political resistance by 

raising international awareness about human rights abuses in Papua. The focus on 
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human rights abuses is aimed to mobilise public opinion worldwide. Neumayer and 

Svensson (2014) argue that global solidarity shown through social media platforms 

is important in consolidating the political movement in Papua. In the case of the 

Orang Papua group, since it became a closed group, the objective of mobilising 

public opinion worldwide may not be achieved. Before the change of the group 

status, Facebook played an important role for members of Orang Papua by gaining 

public visibility and shaping public opinion about their cause. It offers places to 

post and share such shocking images as well as add captions and comments to 

contextualise the images that fit into the Papuan political movement. The status 

change due to intimidation in response to the site’s political views may risk the 

opportunity for the Orang Papua group to provide a space that can be equally 

accessed by social media users. It may limit the possibility of disseminating 

information to wider social media users. It may also delimit the chance for the group 

to be a public sphere where social media users can express their views and opinions 

and develop lively discussions. By limiting access to only social media users who 

request to be members of the group, Orang Papua restricts itself and may miss the 

opportunity to establish further collective action from wider publics. Thus, the 

capacity of Facebook to engender political support is seriously curtailed by closing 

the group. 

The use of visual images of violence experienced by Papuans aims to 

maintain a sense of togetherness through an emotional narrative. A sense of 

togetherness is established through individual sentiments of resentment, pride and 

victimhood (Gerbaudo, 2012). This emotional narrative can be transformed further 

into political passions and developed into political mobilisation as participants 

ignore differences and emphasise commonalities. In this respect, the visual images 
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present in this group also function as political mobilisation and the group becomes 

a place for “choreography of assembly” (Gerbaudo, 2012) where members maintain 

their sense togetherness through the circulated messages. Orang Papua is thus a 

place where members set the scene and construct the narrative through posts, 

comments and likes.  

Members of the Orang Papua group focus on the nature of violence 

perpetrated by Indonesian armed forces. Kirsch (2010) argues that there has been a 

militarisation of the region. This violence has transformed from massive open 

military operations to more covert operations. Even though the Indonesian armed 

forces indicate that the region is no longer considered subject to military operation, 

authorities continue to use military repression when dealing with Papuans. For 

instance, the Indonesian armed forces maintain a presence in public places in Papua. 

They even commit torture in public spaces such as streets, schoolyards, and parking 

areas aim to shock witnesses. “Their objective is to shock eyewitnesses, enacting as 

a kind of theatrical spectacle” (Hernawan, 2016, p. 85). More often than not, 

political expressions such as rallies conducted by Papuan activists end with torture 

at the hands of the armed forces. Using visual images of torture frames Indonesians 

as heartless and disinterested in human rights. Images of torture galvanise Papuan 

opposition by appealing to Orang Papua’s sense of outrage injustice. Social 

media’s network structure facilitates the distribution of these kinds of images. Doerr 

et al. (2015) posits that visual materials are sources of activist identities and 

cultures. Visual materials are also able to link different heated disagreements.   

Visual evidence of Indonesian violence was in fact used by Papuans long 

before the coming of the internet. Rutherford (2005) observes that in one village in 

Papua there is a mural featuring images such as a bleeding skull wearing a special 
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force beret along with a portrait of traditional warriors. It recalls the Indonesian 

state’s deathly violence. Trajano (2010) contends that abuses by Indonesian security 

forces have long served as a powerful motivation for Papuan separatists. 

Furthermore, Chauvel (2006) argues that Papuans loathe Indonesians as “a direct 

consequence of the way in which Indonesians have despised and belittled the 

Papuans” (p. 182). Papuans are simply thought of as possessions rather than as 

fellow citizens (Anderson, 1999).  Thus, it is not surprising to find that members of 

the Orang Papua group use images of bloodshed and torture to express their 

opposition to Indonesia. Heidbuchel (2007) argues that the trauma under Indonesian 

rule seems to keep cohesion among Papuans. His view is supported by an 

observation that “the emotions that are most relevant to social mobilisation and 

political behaviour are fear and enthusiasm. If many individuals feel humiliated, 

exploited, ignored or misrepresented, they are ready to transform their anger into 

action as soon as they overcome their fear” (Castells 2015, p. 13).  

Papuans’ need to make oppression visible echo political struggles 

elsewhere. For example, Khatib (2013), who studied the use of visual images in the 

Middle East, posits that “the image is at the heart of the political struggle, which 

has become an endless process of images battling, reversing, erasing and replacing 

other images” (p. 1). For Khatib, political struggle is a struggle over presence and 

visibility as the desire to get rid of any image can be realised only through a new 

image. Within political struggle, images are reinforcing and not isolating to one 

another and it is only through this relationship that images play an important role in 

political struggle. Furthermore, Khatib (2013) argues that “the key political 

moments in the last decade are mainly remembered as images” (p. 1). She cites the 
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collapse of the Twin Tower and the falling of Saddam Hussein’s statue in Baghdad 

as examples. 

Given the fact that Indonesian authorities tightly control international access 

to Papua, especially for foreign journalists, Papuans take opportunities provided by 

social media’s user-generated features to expose their genocide. Images of tortured 

Papuans along with armed Indonesian military are posted to show the random 

brutalisation of Papuan civilians, which often takes place in public places 

(Hernawan, 2016). It becomes the dominant pattern of torture in Papua. While the 

Indonesian armed forces perform torture as a public event aimed at intimidating 

Papuans, members of the Orang Papua group aim to shame the Indonesians by 

displaying injured bodies to expose human rights injustices and to justify their 

demands for independence. These two goals are important since the abuses are still 

occurring. Heidbuchel (2007) argues that an end to human rights abuses is a more 

immediate and even more vital claim than independence.  

 

 

 

Figure 41. Mosaic pictures of tortured bodies. 

 

Indonesia does not need Papuans. But Indonesia needs Papua’s natural 

resources. What has been done in Papua is a genocidal project. 
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Figure 41 contains images of torture victims. The poster displays pictures of torture 

victims arranged into a mosaic. Compiling pieces of pictures implies that there is a 

massive and systematically organised massacre happened in Papua. The mosaic acts 

as the evidence of the massacre. It is supported by the caption written that Indonesia 

only needs Papua’s natural resources, thus, Papuans are allowed to be killed as the 

Indonesia government does not need them. Pieces of pictures also reinforce the 

claim written in the caption that what has been done by the Indonesian government 

is a genocidal project. The civilian casualties shown in the mosaic in Figure 41 

demonstrates the inconsistency between the Indonesian government’s rhetoric of 

peace and its military activity in Papua. The Indonesian government has not 

resolved any of the past human rights violations even though it promised to evaluate 

the security forces in the province. The UN Special Rapporteur on Torture reports 

that the Indonesian police frequently torture Papuans. Yet the government has not 

criminalised them. Thus there is pervasive impunity in the case of torture in Papua 

(Hernawan, 2016, p.86).  

The bloodied bodies on social media become martyrs for Papua’s struggle 

for freedom. “Images of bloodied bodies have always been a feature of patriotism, 

journalism, history, and horror” (Tay, 2006, p. 69). The patriotism, journalism, 

history and horror discourses merge with each other. The images also function as 

evidence of atrocities since these pictures will not be found in mainstream 

Indonesian media. In this sense, images in the Orang Papua group become an issue 

intensifier, where members of the group highlight the issue of human rights abuse. 

Furthermore, these posts are part of an attempt to show the Indonesian 

government’s involvement in human rights abuses and violence against its own 

citizens. Elmslie and Webb-Gannon (2014) claim that while it is estimated that 
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“between 100,000 and 500,000 Papuans have been killed under the Indonesian 

occupation, crimes against humanity committed by Indonesian security forces 

documented extensively elsewhere have been horrific and frequent, yet ignored” 

(para. 5). Thus, the predominant use of visually powerful posts framed by members 

of Orang Papua aims to make sure that the crimes will not be ignored.  

Since 1957, there has been an institutionalisation of violence due the 

increasing role of the military in politics and administration in Indonesia. Those 

who opposed the Indonesian government in the regions were regarded as “animals” 

and “devils”. The posted images were used to prove and visualise this label, and at 

the same time show the Indonesian government as being cruel and abusive. Thus, 

the visual forms, especially emotionally provocative ones, not only provide 

evidence of military/violence practices that have been done by the Indonesian 

government but are also useful and instant tools for political mobilisation. Gerbaudo 

(2012) argues that emotions demonstrated a significant role in the mobilisation 

process. Within this context, the use of visual images is also in line with the 

principles of the political campaign and mobilisation via social media that is “a light 

package, headline appetite and simple narrative” (Lim, 2013, p. 638). Also, the 

social media users tend to engage in visual culture in which the more the message 

is visually attractive, the easier it is for users to understand it. In 2003, the 

Indonesian National Commission on Human Rights declared that the military was 

engaged in abuses in Papua, but no punishment was handed out (Crocombe, 2007).  

In the Papuan context, bloody incidents are confronted with “a murky jigsaw 

consisting of rumors, facts, allegations, threats, political and economic interests” 

(Heidbuchel, 2007, p. 144). Rumors are considered as real as facts. Since there are 

only pictures without sources explaining who, why, when or how they have been 
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murdered, one may doubt whether these Papuans who have been portrayed were all 

civilians and victims of the Indonesian’s armed forces’ violence due to their 

political activities. Yet members of the group who post these pictures add a caption 

such as shown in Figure 41: “Indonesian project in Papua is a genocide project”, 

and in Figure 42. “TNI [Indonesian Armed Forces] has done this violence again.” 

Part of images that contain bloodied bodies is blurred. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 42. TNI [Indonesian Armed Forces] has done this violence again. 

 

Figure 42 indicates group members’ attempt to contextualise images of torture by 

adding a caption. The poster made the caption very striking as it uses a yellow 

background and large font. The caption clearly identifies the victim’s identity 

(name, age and location of the killing). Mention of the victim’s identity indicates 

Indonesian armed forces (TNI) have done it (violence) again. This time they 

have done it to Yoseni Agapa, 15 years old, in Ugapuga district Dogiyai. 

While Melanesians focused on MSG summit, Malays are killing Melanesian 

Papuans on Ugapuga district East Dogiyai on June 25th 2015. 
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an effort to convince other members of the group that the posted image is real. 

Catchy headline and simple narrative are the principles of mobilisation via social 

media (Lim, 2013). These principles can be seen in the way the post uses the yellow 

colour and large font letters in red beside the picture of the victim, which aim to get 

members of the group’s attention. The focus on who the victim is and who the 

murderer is, the location and the reason behind the murder signifies the simple 

narrative of the post. Furthermore, to prove that it is a real event with a real civilian 

victim, the post includes the reason behind the murder. It is written, “while 

Melanesians focused on MSG summit, Malays (Indonesians) are killing Melanesian 

Papuans” to indicate that the murder aims to divert Papuans’ attention from 

supporting ULMWP to be part of MSG. 

The visual image in the Orang Papua group is used to support an argument 

that the Papuans’ resentment of the Indonesian government is the result of massive 

violence. It aims to keep cohesion among Papuans and to create an evocative sense 

of togetherness. In this group, a sense of togetherness is established through 

exchanging opinion and engaging in discussion. On social media, engagement can 

be seen from the comments and likes received. The post in Figure 43 received the 

longest comments and the highest likes and shares compared to the rest of the posts 

in Orang Papua throughout the observation period. It received 292 likes, 340 

comments, 29 shares.   



203 
 

 

Figure 43. Indonesian armed forces shot civilians in Paniai Papua. 

 

The post in Figure 43 contains visual images of bloodied bodies along with the 

verbal message that these bodies were civilians being shot by Indonesian armed 

forces in the regency of Paniai. There was a peace rally in the district of Enarotali 

where 800 people joined the rally in December 2014. The rally aimed to protest the 

torture of a Papuan teenager by Indonesian armed forces. The armed forces shot 

into the crowd. Thirty-three people were injured and 13 died. The focus of this post 

is not on the peace rally but the event that followed as can be seen from the caption. 

The poster emphasises that Indonesian armed forces deliberately brought the 

bloodied dead bodies to public areas aims to intimidate Papuans. The poster uses 

visual images to convey a message of how barbaric the Indonesian armed forces 

are. Members of the group have similar interpretations as can be seen in comments. 

Most of them are condemning the Indonesian armed forces. Members of the group 

use words such as “barbaric”, “we are not animals”, “inhumane” and “descendant 

Indonesian armed forces shot 

civilians in Paniai Papua. 

There are 13 people who died. 

Three people [in the pictures] 

were intentionally brought to the 

public area by the army. The 

Indonesian intelligent agency 

(BIN), army and police are 

responsible for this violence. 

  

  



204 
 

of Lucifer” to signify the way Indonesians treat Papuans. Through visual images in 

the post and the use of particular words in comments, members of Orang Papua 

become involved in the creation of the narrative of Indonesia’s culture of terror.  

The narrative of Indonesia’s culture of terror has significantly played a role 

in the Papuan political movement and is frequently used for political mobilisation. 

The creation of this narrative is developed predominantly through the use of visual 

images. The presence, and relevance, of images in political mobilisation is 

undeniable. Images “provide activists with a symbolic resource to attain resonance 

in the context of political discourse” (Doerr et al., 2015, p.xxi). In the case of Orang 

Papua, the use of visual image is supported by verbal messages. Posting politically-

themed images can be considered as “symbolic strands of social media-based 

political discourse” (Penney, 2014, p. 52). It is symbolic as there is predominant 

use of visual image to articulate violence and human rights abuse experienced by 

Papuans. It is symbolic as it is characterised by interactions developed through 

posts, comments, likes and shares.  

 

 

Comment 1:  We are not animals. 

Comment 2:  Very barbaric. 

Comment 3: Bloody [Indonesian] 

agents. 

Comment 4: Barbaric agents. 

Comment 5: God forgive me. 

Comment 6: This is inhumane. 

Comment 7: When did it happen? 

Comment 8: Barbaric. 

Comment 9: Papuans are human, 

too. May they rest in peace 

Comment 10: Today. 

Comment 11: you [Indonesian] 

make a living here [in Papua] but 

you treat Papuans like animals 
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Figure 44. Comments on Paniai post. 

 

The three visual images have caught Orang Papua group members’ attention as can 

be seen from the highest number of comments, likes and shares. Figure 44 contains 

some of the comments given by members of the group. The longest comments and 

the highest likes indicate members of the group’s engagement to the politically-

themed issue raised by the poster. They have engaged in political participation 

  

 

 
 

  

  

  

  

  

Comment 12: WE ARE NOT 

ANIMALS. 

Comment 13: What did they do? 

Why did they kill them? 

Comment 14: God will pay what 

they have done. They 

[Indonesians] are descendants of 

Lucifer. FREEDOM PAPUA. 

Comment 15: When did it happen? 

Comment 16: Where is the law in 

this country. This is not the way to 

punish them. It is so barbaric.  

Comment 17: Son of a bitch. 

Comment 18: Should be [done by] 

OPM [Free Papua Movement]. 

TNI [Indonesian Armed Forces] 

never misdirect. OPM are 

terrorists. 

Comment 19: This inhumanity will 

never end so long as we do not 

stop it. TNI deliberately forfeit 2 

soldiers that were shot dead in 

front of the church so that it is 

legitimate to kill more Papuans 

without having any litigations. 

This is Indonesia’s drama. There is 

law, but what has been applied to 

Papuan is mob rule. This nation 

[Indonesia] is so barbaric. 
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through social media. Bakardjieva (2009) posits the term “subactivism” to refer to 

everyday practices on digital platforms that can bring its users in contact with 

political action.  It is also a form of political activity on social media as there are 

discursive practices produced by members of Orang Papua through posts and 

comments that reflect micro-level expressive political performance (Marichal, 

2013). This micro-level political performance or micro-activism implies that 

political activity online tends to provide a place to articulate a political identity 

rather than stimulate social and political change. In this regard, the Orang Papua 

group becomes a place where its members can signal to others their identification 

with the group’s expectations, and provides users a means to deliver opinions and 

interests related to politics. An expectation to establish a sense of togetherness is 

signalled in posts in Figures 41 to 43. The use of visual images depicting victims 

aims to create an emotional-based sense of togetherness among members of the 

group, which is continued with posts containing images of tortured bodies along 

with the perpetrator as exemplified in Figures 45 and 46. 

Figures 45 and 46 are examples of the images posted by members of Orang 

Papua that emphasise the violence used by Indonesian armed forces to develop a 

visual narrative of resistance comprises of images of violence. While previous posts 

present images of tortured Papuans, Figures 45 and 46 display the Indonesian armed 

forces to make the narrative stronger. The use of a beaten man image in Figure 44 

signals an attempt to construct this narrative. The striking image of the officer 

stomping a Papuan in Figure 46 and a group of Papuans sitting on the ground 

surrounded by Indonesian armed forces along with a handcuffed and injured Papuan 

in Figure 47 are visible evidence of the involvement of Indonesian government in 

the brutality. 
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Figure 45. The state uses a repressive approach through armed forces.  

Figure 45 contains an image of the officer stomping a Papuan. It happened during 

the rally in Jakarta in 2015 arranged by Papuan Students Alliance (AMP). The rally 

was aimed at celebrating Papua’s independence on December 1st. Papuan Behind 

Bars, a grassroots-based project in collaboration with Civil Society Coalition to 

Uphold Law and Human Rights in Papua aims to provide information regarding and 

to protect Papuan political prisoners’ rights, reported that there were 133 students 

injured when police officers fired off tear gas to dismiss the rally. The police 

officers also arrested 306 students (Papuans Behind Bars, 2015). The poster has 

selected the striking image of the officer to show the brutality in handling the peace 

rally. It is supported by a caption emphasising the state’s repressive approach. The 

use of capital letters “WHY” and “BECAUSE” in the caption in Figure 46 

emphasises the argument that the Papuans’ resentment is the result of military 

brutality.   

WHY do problems in 

Papua never end? It is 

BECAUSE the state uses a 

repressive approach 

through armed forces. 

Other approaches are not 

being used since the 

appointed teams are not 

working properly.  
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Figure 46. Is violence the only way to keep Papua under NKRI? 

 

Figure 46 contains visual images of a group of Papuans sitting on the ground 

surrounded by Indonesian armed forces and a picture of a handcuffed and injured 

Papuan. These visual images complement verbal messages that provide context of 

the images. The poster uses words such as “treat us like animals”, “have rights to 

oppressed” and “you have guns” to convey the message that Indonesian armed 

forces have treated Papuans in an inhumane way.  In this regard, visual images and 

verbal messages in this post reinforce each other in conveying the message. 

Through these posts, members of the Orang Papua group try and get fellow 

Papuans who are not politically active to engage by emphasizing widespread 

victimisation and injustice. In this sense, images of tortured bodies function as an 

expression of Papuans as victims and as means to fight against the oppressive 

actors. Thus, the posts offer the justification of the struggle and reasons for Papuans 

to be politically engaged and band together to reach the political goal. Doerr et al. 

When this [violence] will end? 

Is this the only way to keep 

Papua under NKRI [the unitary 

state of the Republic of 

Indonesia]?? We are all human, 

why they treat us like animals? 

Don’t you have any conscience? 

Do you think you have rights to 

oppressed them just because you 

have guns? 

May God give His forgiveness. 

God will always on the side of 

the oppressed. God always bless 

Papua. 
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(2015) argue that images are an important resource for activists to express 

themselves, have an impact on collective identities and emotions as well as have an 

important role in framing and representing action in the mobilisation of resources.  

Social media have become a place to produce and distribute images to 

mobilise and support activists’ causes (Doerr et al., 2015). Activists challenge 

mainstream media representations of their movements by highlighting images that 

are not covered by mainstream media. For instance, national level newspapers such 

Kompas in its online news site reported the AMP rally in Jakarta by focusing on the 

number of officers who guard the rally along with a picture of participants sitting 

on the street (Cahya, 2015). The same newspapers also reported shooting in Paniai 

by presenting a chronology of the event. The Orang Papua group aims to break the 

silence and reluctance of most Papuans to engage in politics, but paradoxically 

members of Orang Papua themselves make relatively few comments or likes. This 

fact is important since comments and likes are “the gestures of social media 

activism” (Miller, 2015) and indicate a group’s engagement. Likes on Facebook 

demonstrate that members of the group are responding to the posts. Comments show 

interactivity and engagement through conversations between members of the group. 

It is a mistake to merely assume that numbers of comments and likes imply the 

group’s reluctance to engage actively in this political movement, but “such forms 

of participation are important for the visibility and acknowledgement of activist 

demands” (Neumayer & Svensson, 2016, p. 135). Neumayer and Svensson (2016) 

argue that all kinds of expression of opinion such as Facebook status updates and 

comments on Facebook are forms of political participation on social media. Due to 

their simplicity, these forms of participation are considered not as activism but 

slacktivism (Morozov, 2011) or clicktivism (White, 2010). Nonetheless, these types 
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of activities are still part of political action in a broader sense. Thus, regardless of a 

limited post that received comments and likes (the highest number of comments, 

likes and shares is posted in Figure 44), members of Orang Papua have shown their 

political participation and engagement. Measuring engagement in Facebook can be 

analysed through posts’ likes, reach, views and comments. Reach indicates number 

of users who have activities on the page. Views refers to number of users who visit 

the page. This study can only get number of members of the Orang Papua group, 

which does not directly relate to group engagement. The available data to indicate 

group members’ engagement is number of likes, shares and comments.  As 

quantitative data of posts’ reach and views as an evidence of users’ engagement 

from the Orang Papua Facebook page insights cannot be provided by the group’s 

administrator, this study uses qualitative data of users’ engagement from the content 

of comments. 

It makes sense that images of tortured and murdered activists and civilians 

would incite political engagement, particularly due to the fact that the Indonesian 

security forces in Papua are well known for utilising coercion through systematic 

mental and psychological terror. These images play as evidence of the terror. 

Elmslie et al. (2011) argue that there is evidence that the Indonesian armed forces 

frequently issue threats against political activists before eventually abducting and 

assassinating them. Furthermore, “Papuans are made to feel the presence of the 

Indonesian security forces” (Webb-Gannon, 2012, p. 36) in their daily activities as 

the troops maintain high presence in public places. 

Images of torture and violence posted by members of Orang Papua group 

operate as a “memoria passionis” for Papuans (Giay, 2000). This term, coined by 

Germany theologist Johann Metz, describes the importance of commemorating 
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Christ’s unbearable misery, hardship and injustice. It is related to Christ’s death and 

his resurrection. Adiprasetya (2016) argues that there is a strong correlation 

between memoria passionis and political engagement as the term refers to freedom 

through suffering. Thus, it provides “a future for those who are oppressed, without 

hope and doomed” (p. 237). In this regard, Papuan activists frequently invoke 

memoria passionis to boost support for their struggle. This proves the significant 

role of religious in Papuan political struggle. The next section discusses the way 

members of the Orang Papua group articulate church, which has transformed from 

providing moral into political force.  

 

6.3. Church as the Moral and Political Force 

This section explores the role of the church in Papua as a moral and political 

force for Papuan struggle. Christian churches enjoy widespread support from a wide 

spectrum of Papuans. Officially Christian churches maintain a politically neutral 

position, however they play a political role when they advocate for the human rights 

of Papuans and actively put Papuan independence on the international agenda 

through their various organisations. In this sense, churches in Papua engage in 

politics and become resources for political mobilisation. The church in Papua is a 

liberating institution and the bearer of a hope for a new and an independent Papua 

where freedom from all kinds of oppression and violence are guaranteed. Within 

the context of Papua’s political movement, churches have contributed to the 

struggle for freedom and independence. Yoman (2007) argues that the involvement 

of churches in the struggle for freedom and independence in Papua is because 

churches are concerned with human rights, equality and humanity issues. MacLeod 

(2015) posits that the church is one among a diverse array of groups that support 
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the Papuan political movement. Church and its leaders, along with traditional 

leaders, women’s group and NGOs are considered as “the moral force” (MacLeod, 

2015, p. 55) in the Papuan political movement whose role is to legitimise and defend 

Papuan values and interests. Thus, churches have played both a moral and political 

force for Papuan struggle because they provide resources for political mobilisation. 

Wald (1997) proposes three categories of political mobilisation based on 

religious resources: motivation, organisation, and social interaction. Political 

activism is encouraged by religious motivation individually and collectively. 

Studies show that regular church attendance promotes civic-oriented participation, 

giving citizens a sense of civic obligation (Harris, 1994). Religious teachings 

provide a leadership base. Religion might also encourage action through a moral-

based perspective of political issues. The organisational side of organised religion 

supplies resources favourable for collective action. Regarding access and 

communication, churches are influential organisations with formal memberships, 

headquarters, routine and organised meetings, journals and full-time professional 

leaders. Church-based resources include the social interaction with congregants in 

the mobilisation process (Harris, 1994). In the case of Papua, churches play a role 

as social control institutions (Giay, 2000) because they initiate development in the 

community and mediate communication between government and community. In 

his research on evangelism and politics in Indonesia, Budijanto (2009) argues that 

churches and their leaders have become socially and politically involved. Church 

leaders participate in local forums where local concerns are discussed. This 

engagement has been particularly notable during Indonesia’s economic and civic 

crises.  
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Churches in Papua provide religious motivation through leaders who have 

taught recognisable biblical verse-based hymns, which are contextualised and 

infused with political meaning (Mawene, 2004). For instance, the hymn “Jesus 

definitely will fulfil his promise” that is traditionally sung after the reading of 

scripture or after a sermon has accrued a new meaning: that Jesus will eliminate the 

violation of human rights and repression by the government (Mawene, 2004). The 

song “Onward Christian Soldiers” is deployed as an instrument of political purposes 

(Farhadian, 2005). Papuans recast this song as a political message couched in 

religious terms. This song was based on biblical verse. Churches in Papua also 

provide support through establishing well-known human rights organisations in 

Papua such as the Forum of Reconciliation of the People in Irian (FORERI) and the 

Institute for the Study and Advocacy of Human Right (ELSHAM). They have been 

vocal about issues of civil liberties and human rights (Pamungkas 2014). For 

example, they criticized the detention of prominent pro-independence figure Filep 

Karma. Karma was imprisoned for 11 years for attending a peaceful rally at which 

Papua’s Morning Star flag was raised (Amnesty International, 2015). They were 

also outspoken about the murder of Theys H. Eluay, the president of the Papuan 

Council who was assassinated by Indonesian special armed forces (Kopassus) after 

only a year in office. Churches also condemned violence against and criminal 

convictions of pro-independence leaders during rioting in Wasior, Wamena and 

Abepura in the early 2000s. In providing resources for social interaction to support 

Papua’s political movement, the Baptist, Protestant and Catholic Churches help 

independence supporters, on grounds of the human rights issues. The Baptist church 

is well-known for its regular publications on the issue of human rights abuses in 

Papua. The Office of Justice and Peace (Sekretariat Keadilan dan Perdamaian) of 
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the Catholic Church also publishes a yearly account of human rights atrocities in 

Papua. These publications function as a means to connect churches and their 

congregants. Thus, the support of the churches has been crucially important besides 

a growing support for the Papuan cause among the regional and international 

community and organisations that have the capacity to influence public opinion.  

In addition to appealing to Melanesian countries on the basis of ethnic 

similarity and affiliation, Papuans also derive support from Christian organisations. 

This support is significance as it confirms the religion difference between Papuans 

and Indonesians who are Muslims. Papua is often described as “a Christian enclave 

in a Muslim sea” (Singh, 2008, p. 156). In addition, within the context of Papua’s 

regionalist and internationalist political movement strategy, it strengthens Papua’s 

political movement. Rutherford (2005, p. 159) uses the term “the politics of 

transcendence” to explain the engagement of the churches and their leaders in 

Papuan politics. Churches and their leaders are the moral and political force for 

Papuan political struggle. They give Papuans a transcendent legitimation for their 

political struggle and become the resource for political mobilisation. The churches’ 

authority is reinforced as Papuans have turned “Christian prayer into a separatist 

weapon” (Rutherford (2005, p. 160).  

Christianity not only gives Papuans social, organisational and institutional 

support, but it gives them transcendent legitimation for their political struggle. 

Papua has a long history of cargo cult or millenarian movements that coalesce 

around the belief that a major transformation of society is coming (Rutherford, 

2005). For Papuans, “Christ is a liberator, a victor and someone who brings political 

freedom” (Farhadian, 2005, p. 167). Papuans have a strong conviction that Jesus 

will soon come to free Papua (Mawene, 2004). Benny Giay, a Papuan theologian 
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and an anthropologist, prefers to use the term “hai” to describe “the irrepressible 

hope and expectation of an oppressed people for a future that is peaceful, just and 

prosperous” (Giay 1995, as cited in MacLeod, 2015a). 

Since Indonesia’s takeover of Papua in 1963, it has feared that the Christian 

missions have more control over Papua than the Indonesian government. Christian 

churches provide public services such as educational and health services in remote 

areas that should be provided by the state. Many schools and hospitals are usually 

built and maintained by missionary services. Through this infrastructure, churches 

educate Papuans about politics in general and their rights in particular. Indonesian 

authorities attend church services to monitor messages presented from the pulpit. 

Ukur and Cooley (1977, as cited in Rutherford, 2005) observes that as a 

consequence, churches circulate letters to local congregations, reminding “the 

members of their duties as Christians and citizens of the Indonesian Republic” (p. 

157).  

The authorities’ interference has frightened some church leaders about the 

consequences of defending peace and justice in Papua (MacLeod, 2015). However, 

these fears are being challenged and slowly transformed by church leaders such as 

Benny Giay from Kingmi Church, Sofyan Yoman of the Baptist Church, Neles 

Tebay from the Catholic Church and Pastor John Jonga. Benny Giay is a theologian 

and an activist known for his activities in Papuans’ rights. He established FORERI, 

a forum for Papuans to handle their own affairs. He was also appointed a member 

of the Papua Council and is chairman of the local organisation for the defence of 

human rights, (ELSHAM). Sofyan Yoman is a campaigner for peace, justice and 

human rights in Papua.  He is a vocalcritic of Indonesia’s “Special Autonomy” 

policy in West Papua. Neles Tebay is coordinator of the Papua Peace Network 
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promoting dialogue between the government of Indonesia and Indigenous Papuans. 

John Jonga was awarded the Yap Thiam Hien (Indonesian human rights prize) for 

2009 for combating human rights abuses in Papua. Yoman (2007) claims that 

churches in Papua have never taken a vow to be loyal to the unitary state of the 

Republic of Indonesia. “Church leaders speak on behalf of their congregation. So if 

the church leaders committed to Papuan political struggle, it is because the 

congregation asks them to do so” (Yoman, 2007, p. 87).    

The political views of church leaders have been framed by members of 

Orang Papua. Figures 47 and 48 are examples of posts that display outspoken 

church leader Pastor John Jonga. These posts indicate the churches’ dual roles for 

Papuans: to provide sermons and to voice Papuans’ marginalisation. Posts in 

Figures 48 and 49 use images of Pastor John Jonga in front of the building and at 

the event when he gave a speech. It signifies Jonga’s important role not only as a 

church leader but also as person who fights for human rights abuse in Papua. 

 

Time for Church to stop 

giving a sermon 

It is time for church to join 

the fight for people’s life. 

God’s people have been 

slaughtered, intimidated 

and killed in the land of 

Papua. 
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Figure 47. Time for Church to stop giving a sermon and start to fight.     

 

Figure 47 presents Pastor John Jonga’s view on the role of the church in Papua that 

did not give much attention to the struggle of Papuans for justice and human rights. 

The poster reposts an article from Tabloid Djubi online news portal. In this article, 

Pastor John emphasises that it is time for church to stop giving a sermon and to start 

becoming involved in the community’s striving to survive. A sermon that explains 

justice and truth does not change unjust situations in society. He further states that 

“it is useless to give a sermon and to pray while people struggle to eat”. This 

statement that includes the unjust situation indicates the significance of the 

transformation of the church’s role through the explicit church leader’s political 

view as he talks about human rights violation in Papua. The poster adds the caption 

“God’s people have been slaughtered, intimidated and killed in the land of Papua”. 

This is aimed at providing context for the reason for church to join Papua’s 

movement. The importance of a religious institution paying attention to Papuans’ 

struggle is also expressed by members of the group who provide comments to the 

  

  

  

Comment 1: No more justice and honesty 

in this land. It is because central 

authorities in Jakarta and local authorities 

in Papua are not sensitive and have no 

conscience. Soon there will be 

calamities...beware… 

Comment 2: This is the end of the world. 

People love themselves and become the 

slave of money. But I believe that there 

are some who still worship the Holy 

spirit. The question is on which side we 

are in….. 
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post in Figure 46. The comments imply that the church’s involvement is needed to 

equalise the situation in which there is an absence of morals and abuse of power. 

The church role as equaliser can be seen in the use of the words “some who still 

worship the Holy spirit” and “which side are we in.” The moral absence and abuse 

of power is indicated in the words “people love themselves and become the slave 

of money” and “no more justice and honesty in this land.”                 

 

Figure 48. Jokowi is going to make Papuans suffer even more. 

 

Figure 48 contains a repost of news from the Satu Harapan online news site. It 

highlights Jonga’s response to the Indonesian president’s visit to Papua. Jonga 

underlines that government policies focused on infrastructure development in 

Papua have made Papuans suffer even more as the policies neglect Papuans’ local 

customs. The infrastructure development destroys forests and sago plantations. In 

addition, the Indonesian government also forces Papuans to cultivate rice even 

though government knows that Papuans eat sago. The negative impact of the 

policies for Papuans has made Jonga request the authority to review the 

“Jokowi [the president of Indonesia] 

said he visited Papua to listen to 

Papuans but actually he was just making 

projects that destroy forest and sago 

plantation,” said Pastor John in a human 

rights struggle in Papua forum. This 

man is crazy. It’s just going to make 

Papuans suffer even more. 

Satu Harapan [name of news portal]: 

“Pastor John: Jokowi wants to make 

Papuans suffer?” 
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transmigration program and division of Papua province into two separate provinces. 

Jonga’s statement that contains expression of a disagreement toward the Indonesian 

government policies in Papua exemplifies an explicit political view from a church 

leader. Jonga takes the role to voice Papuans’ misery as the result of 

Indonesianisation programs in Papua. Posts on Jonga’s statement on the role of 

churches in Papua is evidence of church leaders’ involvement in politics. Even 

though there is no such explicit statement that they are supporting the Papuan 

political movement for self-determination and independence, the human rights and 

transmigration issues, as mentioned in the previous chapter, are fundamental factors 

motivating Papuans to demand a separate nation from Indonesia.  

 While support from churches for Papua’s political struggle is represented by 

personal figures such as Pastor John Jonga, members of the Orang Papua group 

also present institutional support from the churches in Papua as can be seen in 

Figure 49. 
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GKI Church Rejects Transmigration 

program and Area division in Papua 

GKI Church leader, Father Alberth 

Yoku rejects the transmigration 

program of the Indonesian 

government. He also rejects the plan 

to divide Papua into three provinces. 

“Papuans will accept those programs 

only after the provincial 

administration is free from 

corruption”, said Yoku.  

“The government ought not to have 

top-down policies. Listen to the local 

communities’ aspiration. The success 

of the development in Papua depends 

on local/traditional leaders and 

religious leaders. We know well this 

region and know how to decide our 

future,” Yoku explained. 

Previously the head of Papua 

province states that transmigration 

makes Papuans become minorities in 

their homeland. It triggers social 

conflicts. 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

  

  

Comment 1: Eradicate poverty in 

Papua. Stop transmigration. Stop 

province’s division. 

Comment 2: Papua is the richest 

province in terms of its natural 

resources. Thus stop transmigration. It 

does not include Special Autonomy 

Law. 

Comment 3: Agree, the province is 

supposed to accommodate Christians 

only. 

Comment 4: Yes, by God’s will. 
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Figure 49. GKI Church rejects transmigration program and area division in Papua. 

  

The post in Figure 49 emphasises that the involvement of religious leaders along 

with traditional leaders is important in achieving development in Papua. It implies 

that the Indonesian government has never asked them to be involved in applying 

policies for Papuans. This ignorance has made the government programs fail. It also 

implies the close engagement of religious leaders in the life of Papuans. The post 

contains a statement from GKI leader Father Alberth Yoku. He asserts that “the 

success of the development in Papua depends on local/traditional leaders and 

religious leaders.” Through his statement, Yoku asserts religious leaders’ close 

engagement in Papua’s political struggle. It can be seen through his statement “we 

know well this region and know how to decide our future.” The words “know how 

to decide our future” indicates the significance of religious leaders’ involvement in 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Comment 6: It is not easy to build a 

church, unlike building a mosque. 

Building a church is complicated.  

Comment 7: Please take a look at 

the post…it is not about religion. It 

is about Papuans’ disappointment 

due to transmigration and 

province’s division. 

Comment 8: As you sow, so shall 

you reap…Peace Papua. 

Comment 9: This group is for 

Papuans, not for Indonesians. 

Comment 10: Kick out non-

Papuans from the group. 

Comment 11: Tell admin to 

conduct a vote to reject 

transmigration in Papua. 

Comment 12: Kick out… 
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shaping the future of Papuans. In this regard, it plays a role in mobilising support 

for Papuan political goals. The mobilisation is indicated by members of the group’s 

engagement of the post through comments. Comments received in post in Figure 

48 show members’ feelings and opinions toward transmigration and the province’s 

division. They have developed the narrative of dissatisfaction and refusal of the 

government programs through explicit statements such as “stop transmigration stop 

province’s division” or “Papuans’ disappointment due to transmigration and 

province’s division.” Members have requested further action by asking the group 

administrator to conduct a vote for members of the group, which aims to reject 

transmigration. These comments show how members of Orang Papua engaged and 

mobilised in politically oriented communication. The post is a form of protest and 

resistance against a dominant authority. In this sense, the Orang Papua group is 

regarded as a place for its members to discursively perform political activity 

(Marichal, 2013). It is a place to fuse emotion with political views that are difficult 

to articulate through mainstream media because of censorship. 

 

6.4. Conclusion 

This chapter argues that Papuan political resistance has been constructed as 

the struggle for self-determination and as a fight for human rights by members of 

the Orang Papua group. They frame these everyday politics (Highfield, 2016) 

through “tangible and less tangible” elements (Trottier & Fuchs, 2015, p. 25). 

Tangible elements include political parties, staff, and events, which are in this case 

the existence ULMWP, the MSG and the church institutions. Less tangible elements 

consist of discourses and practice. These elements are indicated by the creation of 

the narrative of regionalisation and internationalisation, and bearing witness to 
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violence. Facebook platforms have facilitated members of the group to create these 

elements.  

The Facebook group landscape lets users gain an unprecedented degree of 

insight into how members of the group think, behave, and engage with a particular 

issue. Christensen (2011) argues that the internet, including social media networks, 

mobilises young people to be active in political participation off-line. Through 

Facebook, members of the Orang Papua group distribute information on the 

Papuan political movement and express their political preferences to friends and 

family. Although the information on the Papuan political movement may be the 

same as the information delivered through traditional media, interactive 

communication that allows social media users to exchange and share messages and 

connection or network of family and friends that have the same interests cannot be 

established through the use of traditional media. Out of 665 relevant posts selected 

within the observation period, posts on the political resistance theme were the 

highest (278 posts) compared to ethnic identity and nationalism themes. Within 

these 278 posts under the political resistance theme category, mobilisation was the 

predominant sub-theme category. While there are critiques that social media merely 

provide another tool for the already politically interested (Bimber, 2001), they do 

help mobilise the previously less politically interested members of the group in a 

way that the group acts as windows on the events, and vehicles for the expression 

of support for Papuan political resistance. For instance, the posts that use the “back 

to family” metaphor to describe Papua’s political movement and “kitchen of 

Indonesia” to describe roots of the movement aim to reach ordinary members of the 

group who may be less politically engaged in the movement. Thus, the posts have 
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helped members of the Orang Papua group to understand the current situation since 

these words simplify Papua’s political reality.  

In the Orang Papua group, Papuans can be seen to transform their 

Melanesian affiliation from a physical marker of identity into political allegiance 

with Melanesian countries. They also use the group to produce visible evidence 

documenting the violence they experience from the Indonesian state. Orang Papua 

also serves as a site where Papuans develop religious-based support for their 

political movement expressing their connection to Christian institutions.  

As the members of Orang Papua become increasingly adept at using social 

media to get their story out, they use stories of human rights violation to attract 

more international attention. According to Macleod (2015) “propagating the issue 

of severe human rights violations in Papua is much more dangerous than violent 

resistance because they have reached the outside world” (p. 66). Human rights 

violations are issues that potentially draw wider communities’ attention than 

political issue. Wider attention would give pressure to the human rights violation 

perpetrators to stop the violation and to resolve the root of conflict that causes 

human rights violation. Facebook offers Papuans a way of making their historically-

based but ongoing grievances current. This narrative is not only advanced by secular 

activists but it also involves Christian churches. Members of the group emphasise 

the engagement of religious-based institutions and leaders who support Papuan 

political resistance. Within this context, the utilisation of social media by members 

of the group is embedded in everyday social and cultural practices (Lim, 2017). 

The limited post that received comments and likes from members of Orang 

Papua (the highest number of comments, likes and shares is post in Figure 43) 

indicates that the group does not fully employ the “ideology of social media” 
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(Gerbaudo, 2015, p. 68), which stresses interactivity, openness and directness. 

However, posts delivered by group members and comments received have meant 

the group still performs communication that especially expresses political views. 

Posting politically-themed images can be considered as “symbolic strands of social 

media-based political discourse” (Penney, 2014, p. 52). It is symbolic as there is a 

predominant use of visual images to articulate violence and human rights abuse 

experienced by Papuans. It is symbolic as it is characterised by interaction 

developed through posts, comments, likes and shares. Members of Orang Papua 

have shown their political participation and engagement. Comments and likes are 

“the gestures of social media activism” (Miller, 2017, p. 261) and indicate group 

engagement. Likes on Facebook indicate that members of the group are responding 

to the posts. Comments show interactivity and engagement through conversations 

between members of the group. In this respect, this group offers a discursive 

performance of political activity (Marichal, 2013).  

Although there are critiques that this type of activism does not encourage 

the strong ties required to sustain political movement (Gladwell, 2010) and distracts 

from the on-the-ground work of movement activism (Morozov, 2011), this group 

has proven to strengthen the Papuan political movement. Political discourse is a 

significant factor in mobilising a sense of togetherness. This togetherness is 

important in strengthening political constituents to continue to support the 

movement. Political discourse and a sense of togetherness based on identity 

becomes a “repertoire of contention” (Rolfe, 2005, p. 66) of the Orang Papua 

group. In addition, this group distributes and redistributes information on regional 

solidarity, ongoing campaigns and expresses political preferences from and to 

members of the group as well as creating “choreographed collective action” 
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(Gerbaudo, 2012, p. 4). It transforms the way people come together and act together. 

In this sense, “social media have been appropriated and turned into a medium of 

mobilisation” (Gerbaudo, 2015, p. 67) by members of Orang Papua. Thus, Orang 

Papua is perceived as a safer space for its members than an offline public forum to 

articulate their political resistance. The group is a form of the public sphere as it 

allows its members to articulate their political resistance. It allows the distribution 

of information and ideas as well as the creation of political will for its members. It 

also facilitates the formation of weak publics (Fraser, 1990) as it lets members of 

the group become engaged in discursive political performance through posts and 

comments as expression of opinion. It offers a platform for civic engagement that 

includes posting thoughts or feelings about political issues, sharing and reposting 

articles, liking and giving comment to other posts (Bakardjieva, 2009). The most 

common and enduring expression of political resistance is nationalism. The next 

chapter examines the way Facebook shapes Papuan identity-based nationalism and 

creates nationalism as an enduring mode of political expression through everyday 

discourses. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE ARTICULATION OF PAPUAN NATIONALISM ONLINE 

 

This chapter investigates how social media help to foster and shape Papuan 

nationalism. Papuan nationalism has long been ingrained in Papuans’ lives 

(Meteray, 2012).  Nationalism has been considered as an enduring mode of political 

expression (Anderson, 1991). It informs the ways in which people categorise 

themselves and others (Skey, 2011). While the previous chapter on Papuan political 

resistance discussed regionalisation/Melanesianisation and internationalisation of 

Papuan political resistance, this chapter focuses on the way Papuans express their 

ideas of becoming a nation by developing a sense of national belonging. Singh 

(2008) argues that Papuan nationalism has become a key aspect of the Papuan 

political landscape. It, in turn, shaped the discourse of struggle against Indonesian 

rule. This chapter examines posts and comments produced in the Suara Papua 

Facebook page to explore the articulation of Papuan nationalism online.  

This study selected Suara Papua as it and Orang Papua represent different 

constituents in Papua. To enrich and give context to the overall project, additional 

research on Suara Papua Facebook page is conducted in this study. Different 

constituencies are significant to this study as they reflect how citizen and 

community-based journalism play a role in Papuan activism. As argued by 

Chesterfield (2011), the rise of citizen and community-based media is significant 

for “giving voice to the voiceless” (p. 29). Lack of critical view offered by local 

media in Papua due to their close connection to local government and the 

continuous threats and intimidation received by independent media in Papua 

(Tapsell, 2015) have made citizen journalists play a significant role in conveying 
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information about Papua. Citizen and community-based journalists’ hard work have 

assisted Papuan voices heard by regional and international communities. The 

significant role played by citizen and community-based journalism like Suara 

Papua in Papuan activism can be seen from its Facebook page insights. Suara 

Papua had the highest daily page views and social media (Facebook and Twitter) 

traffic for a community-based Papua news site (“Statistik situs berita tentang Papua 

periode Mei 2018”, 2018). Traffic source by social media means the number of user 

clicks a link from Facebook or Twitter receives and is then taken to the Suara Papua 

news site. As of March 2018, there were 56.090 visits to the page (“Statistik situs 

berita tentang Papua periode Mei 2018”, 2018). Suara Papua is the public page of 

a news site that focuses on news on Papua. As an independent Papuan community-

based organisation news site, Suara Papua offers more formal information, thus 

provides an official perspective of the organisation. Tapsell (2015) claims that 

Suara Papua is one among limited independent local media in Papua that frequently 

provides a critical perspective. It has a Facebook page that aims to post/share links 

from their news articles daily and receives comments from Facebook users who 

follow the page. With its high social media traffic, Suara Papua has the largest 

followers for Papua’s community-based organisation news site category. As of June 

2018, it has more than 11,000 followers. As a public site, its Facebook followers 

may not express their view and opinion the same way as members of the Orang 

Papua group. Comments from Suara Papua users may be less than comments from 

members of Orang Papua. The posts on the Suara Papua Facebook page are mostly 

in the form of articles taken from the news site even though followers of the Suara 

Papua Facebook page may also post on the page. As a news site established by the 

Perkumpulan Suara Papua organisation, posts on Suara Papua represent an official 



229 
 

view of the institution, unlike Orang Papua that accommodates personal views 

from its members. Perkumpulan Suara Papua (The Voice of Papua Community) is 

a community-based organisation containing a younger generation of Papuans. One 

of the news site’s advisory board members is Benny Giay, a priest as well as human 

rights activist who is well known for his concern for Papua’s political situation. This 

independent organisation frequently conducts journalism workshops for Papuans 

aiming to upgrade skills to deliver voices through online media. 

In this chapter, I argue that Papuan ethno-nationalism is strengthened 

through the Suara Papua Facebook page through discourses of territorial, temporal 

and cultural dimension. Suara Papua Facebook users express nationalism by 1) 

questioning the history of Papua integration in to Indonesia, 2) redefining the 

meaning of merdeka (freedom), 3) selecting symbols specific to their region in 

counter-discourse to broader Indonesian regimes of nationalist representation and 

4) developing Papuan heroes.  

Social media have brought changes to notions such as the nation and 

nationalism since they offer decentralised and user-generated content. They are 

decentralised because media are produced not by national elites but by ordinary 

people and are user-generated because media are created when ordinary people 

interact through social media. Vangeli (2009) argues that social media are related 

to the emergence of a strong and durable form of genuine decentralised nationalist 

discourse or “nationalism from below” (p.7). As opposed to the centralised and elite 

discourse, nationalism from below develops from the perspective and activities of 

non-elite or ordinary people. Billig (1995) builds upon “nationalism from below” 

by developing the notion of “banal nationalism” (p. 6). He claims that nationalism 

is not restricted to political discourse but can also be seen in everyday life. Banal 
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nationalism is developed from the perspective and activities of non-elite or ordinary 

people. As the Suara Papua Facebook page is a form of citizen and community-

based media, discourse of nationalism on this page can be considered as nationalism 

from the perspective of ordinary Papuan social media users. Through people’s 

everyday communication national discourses become further established. Suara 

Papua offers a space for Papuans to develop these national discourses through 

everyday discursive processes. 

The national discourses online produced by users of the Suara Papua 

Facebook page may contain elements of offline characteristics of Papuan 

nationalism. Previous studies on Papuan nationalism regard it as “ethnic-

nationalism” (Chauvel, 2006, Trajano, 2010, p. 32), “millenarian imagery-based 

nationalism” (Bertrand, 2004, p. 147), and “symbolic and cultural nationalism” 

(Webster, 2001, p. 523). There are overlaps between these types of Papuan 

nationalism as indicated in the following explanation. Chauvel (2006) states that 

Papuan nationalism is an ethnic nationalism since the distinct ethnic and racial 

identity is the fundamental aspect of its political struggle. Furthermore, Trajano 

(2010) argues that the unjust discrimination that has led to substantial economic 

inequalities has produced ethnic conflict between Papuans and Indonesians. Papuan 

ethnic nationalism is strengthened by Indonesians’ fundamental role in politics and 

the economy in Papua. 

 Bertrand (2004) argues that Papuan nationalism has arisen out of the Koreri 

millenarian movement. This is considered a proto-nationalist movement that 

surfaced around Biak, Papua in the 1930s. It became more political when it resisted 

Dutch presence. Previously, this movement was “based on the promise of a better 

and richer eternal world” (Bertrand, 2004, p. 148). They believe in the mixture 
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between political and religious rhetoric to establish Papuan nationalism. In this 

regard, this millenarian imagery-based nationalism become the foundation for 

religious institution’s involvement in the Papuan political movement and for recent 

anti-Indonesian nationalism. The millenarian imagery-based nationalism was 

expressed through the raising of the early version of the Morning Star flag during 

the Koreri movement in Biak. The use of the flag for the uprising is related to the 

“symbolic and cultural” character of Papuan. Thus, current Papuan nationalists 

suggest the importance of the Koreri movement for interpreting Papuan nationalism 

(Rutherford, 2012). 

 Papuans have both “symbolic and cultural nationalism” (Webster, 2001, p. 

523). Papuan nationalism has been expressed symbolically by repeatedly raising the 

banned Morning Star flag. Papuans believe that raising this flag is a spiritual as well 

as a political act – that the flag has actual power and can compel the Indonesians to 

decamp (Kilvert, 1998). Papuan nationalism has also been focused on the 

preservation of cultural identity. It was the result of the Indonesian government’s 

attempt to divert expressions of local assertion for the sake of Indonesia’s modern 

development. While ethnic nationalism focuses on economic disparities that fuel 

Papuans resentment, cultural nationalism uses a “psychological claim” that its 

cultural currents with the Melanesian world shape Papuan nationalism (Webster, 

2001). Thus, Papuan national discourses in this Facebook page are rooted and taken 

from millenarian imagery as well as symbolic and cultural characteristics of 

nationalism. 

Papuan activists are restricted from having rallies and publishing stories 

about human rights abuses and Indonesian military occupation in Papua (Trajano, 

2010). For example, on 1 July 2016 the head of Papua’s regional police restricted 
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the expression of pro-independence activists in Papua. In addition, in late November 

2016, the authority passed an electronic information and transaction law, known as 

the ITE Law. This law gives the government more power to prevent the 

dissemination of negative content on the internet. However, there are doubts about 

the application of the law since procedures for doing so are still unclear in the 

legislation. Even though the recent case in the misuse of data mining and 

surveillance indicates that social media have become less safe, within the context 

of Indonesia’s censorship as well as the ambiguous procedures for applying the ITE 

law social media are still considered as a relatively safe viable alternate means of 

political expression since public spaces to express views and interests are 

unavailable for Papuans (Trajano, 2010).  

Papuan nationalism established in relation to Indonesian nationalism 

(Meteray, 2012). It is shaped by both Indonesian and indigenous Papuan elites. 

Meteray (2012) argues that the idea of Indonesian nationalism arrived in Papua in 

1926 through Indonesian leaders who were being imprisoned by the Dutch in 

Digoel. Indonesian nationalism then continued and being introduced by indigenous 

Papuan elites such as Marthen Indey, Corinus Krey, Silas Papare, Stevanus 

Rumbewas, Benyamin Kajai and Lukas Rumkorem (Meteray, 2012, p. 265). The 

Papuan elites’ support was indicated in their involvement in a local political party 

in Papua such as Partai Kemerdekaan Indonesia Irian/PKII (Indonesian Irian 

Independence Party) in 1946. Thus, before the Indonesian took over Papua in 1962 

Papuan elites positively responded to the idea of Indonesian nationalism. However, 

popular support for Indonesian nationalism was weak. Elites supported it, but it had 

little support at the grassroots level. According to Meteray (2012) language was the 
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main factor of the failure of the Indonesian nationalism in Papua. Papuans do not 

speak Malay/Indonesian language.  

Indonesia’s wide-ranging concessions, such as a Special Autonomy 

program for the province designed to make Papuans more socially and 

economically integral to Indonesia, have somewhat doused the fires of Papuan 

nationalism, but the struggle continues (Singh, 2008). Most Papuans remain 

sceptical if not suspicious of the Indonesian government’s motives and view this 

program as nothing more than short-term tactics to weaken Papuan nationalism so 

that Indonesia can continue its internal colonialism unopposed. 

Following the argument that users of the Suara Papua Facebook page 

express nationalism by questioning the history of Papuan integration into Indonesia, 

redefining the meaning of merdeka (freedom), selecting symbolically loaded 

symbols specific to their region in counter-discourse to broader Indonesian regimes 

of nationalist representation and developing Papuan heroes, this chapter is divided 

into four sections. The first section discusses the narrative of historical dispute, 

followed by the second section that examines the redefinition of the term merdeka. 

The third section examines the flag and the region’s map as the national symbols of 

Papua and the last section discusses the development of Papuan heroes and the 

creation of a Papuan heroism narrative. 

 

7.1. The Narrative of Historical Dispute 

The construction of history is one of the foundational dimensions of national 

discourse. Skey (2011) posits that through the history of the past people perceive 

and produce their shared identity. The past plays a significant role in politics, 

particularly in group mobilisation. Cooper (2005) argues that historical claims when 
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taken up by those in subordinate positions allow them to powerfully challenge 

colonialism. Within this context, the historical disputes over how Papua was 

politically integrated into Indonesia figure prominently in the way Suara Papua 

Facebook page users articulate Papuan nationalism. 

The disputes over the legitimacy of Indonesia’s annexation of Papua is the 

primary obstacle to conflict resolution in Papua (Webster, 2001). During 

Indonesia’s independence struggle in 1945–1949 from the Dutch, Indonesian 

nationalists insisted that all the regions previously administered under the 

Netherlands East Indies should be included in the transfer of sovereignty. The 

Dutch, however, insisted that West Papua (West New Guinea as the Dutch call it) 

be excluded from the agreement (Aspinall & Berger, 2001).  The Dutch claimed 

that “West Papua was not a part of Indonesia because it was ethnically and culturally 

different from other parts of Indonesia” (Trajano, 2010, p. 16). For the Indonesian 

government, Dutch concern towards Papuans’ self-determination was merely the 

Netherlands’ strategy to maintain its colony in the Pacific (Trajano, 2010). 

When the rest of the Netherlands’ colonies were transferred to the Republic 

of Indonesia in 1945, West Papua remained under Dutch control. The Dutch 

promised independence by insisting on the name West Papua and promoting the 

Papuan flag. Within this context, “Papuan nationalists claim their land was already 

sovereign” (Webster, 2001, p. 507). The Papuan claim is based on the event in Imbi 

Square when the Papuan’s Morning Star flag was raised and the national anthem 

“Hai Tanahku Papua” (Oh My Land Papua) was publicly sung for the first time on 

1 December 1961. Concerned by the December 1st Papuan flag raising, the 

assertion of self-determination and the Dutch plan to decolonise Papua through the 

United Nations by creating self-rule in Papua, Indonesian president Soekarno gave 
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the command to thwart Papua (known as Trikora). Later in 1962 Papua was 

‘liberated’ through the establishment of operation of Mandala command. This 

operation aimed at supporting Indonesia’s negotiating position with the Dutch. 

The narrative of Papua’s historical dispute is developed through revisiting 

the history of Papua’s integration into Indonesia. Under the 1962 New York 

Agreement that established political power transfer of Papua from the Netherlands 

to Indonesia, Papua was formally transferred to Indonesia in 1963. The 

administrative transfer should be through an act of self-determination supervised by 

the United Nations. A supervised referendum known as the Act of Free Choice was 

taken in 1969. This referendum, however, was considered as fraudulent as it was 

not one-man one vote. Papuans who voted in the referendum were selected by the 

Indonesian authority. Under Indonesian government intimidation, Papuan 

representatives were all in favor of integrating Papua into Indonesia. Saltford (2002) 

argues that the referendum was not “in accordance with international practice” but 

followed the “Indonesian practice” of musyawarah (consensus) in which only 

collective decision were possible (p. 166), and “far below the standard referred to 

in the New York Agreement” (Drooglever, 2009, p. 759). The representative of the 

United Nations secretary general did not mention the requirement of the referendum 

and instead argued that the consensus was taken due to the “limitation imposed by 

geographical characteristics of the territory” (Saltford, 2002, p. 166). Based on the 

deceptive Act of Free Choice and lack of Papuan representatives in the 1962 New 

York Agreement, Papuans considered the transfer of sovereignty unjust. On the 

other hand, the Indonesian government argued that the Act of Free Choice’s result 

was accurate because in November 1969 the United Nations had acknowledged and 

proceeded to recognise Indonesian government rule in Papua. This 
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acknowledgment signaled the end of Papua’s sovereignty conflict and Papua was 

removed from the United Nation’s agenda. 

The contested histories arising from the Act of Free Choice are the main 

cause of continuing conflict in Papua, especially regarding the integration status of 

Papua into the unitary states of Indonesia (Robinson, 2008). Papua’s handover 

process from the Dutch to Indonesia was not final since Papuans have not 

participated in the determination of their destiny. Yoman (2011) argues that the 

“Act of Free Choice was a falsehood; a group of voters who, under tremendous 

pressure, seemed to have unanimously declared itself in favour of Indonesia” (p. 

123). Thus, Papuans regarded the Act of Free Choice as being unfairly executed. 

Singh (2008) argues that historical dispute is one among several unbridgeable 

divides between Indonesia and Papua. The Papuan Congress in 2000 formally 

rejected the Act of Free Choice. This second Congress aimed at strengthening the 

role of Papuans to support the idea to be a nation, “satu bangsa satu jiwa” (one 

nation one soul) (Alua, 2002, p. 18). It also aimed to strengthen Papuan nationalism 

and rectify Papua’s history. In his book, Alua (2002) claimed that the Congress 

declares that Trikora was “an annexation of Papua by the Indonesian government” 

(p. 61). The Papuan Congress was the outcome of the musyawarah besar (big 

consultation) organised by the umbrella group comprised of church, social and 

regional organisations. This narrative is maintained by Papuan nationalists over 

generations and still continues to be used as the foundation of Papuan political 

resistance up until now.  

The mainstream media in Indonesia support the dominant narrative that 

Papuans are a legitimate part of the nation. Social media however, provide alternate 

means where counter narratives can be expressed. Social media also provide the 
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non-elite or ordinary Papuan’s perspective as oppose to traditional media which 

mostly provide elite’s point of view. The ubiquity of Facebook, coupled with the 

ease of its applications, makes it a powerful tool for expressing political views 

(Marichal, 2012). In the case of Papuans, Facebook has been utilised to disseminate 

a wide variety of information relating to Papua. It has also become the most 

common entry to Papuan online activism (Titifanue et al., 2016). It is evident in this 

study that, throughout the observation period, dissension or disagreement over 

Papua’s incorporation into Indonesia provides the second highest number of themes 

(30% out of 63 posts) posted on the Suara Papua Facebook page after “future 

orientation” (see Table 1 in Chapter IV). An example of the posts that use the 

historical dispute theme is the post entitled “The Forgotten West Papua’s Struggle 

for Independence – an Interview with Benny Wenda”, the Leader of West Papua 

(see Figure 49). Wenda is a famous Papuan pro-independence leader who lives in 

exile.  
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Figure 50. The Forgotten West Papua’s Struggle. 

 The article is based on an interview by Michael McDermott on September 24, 

2016. This article highlights the facts of the violence and injustice in Papua 

including lack of freedom of expression and repression experienced by Papuans to 

support the argument that Papua is not a legitimate part of Indonesia. It also 

mentions current political movements to support Papuan demands for self-

determination through affiliation with a Pacific regional bloc. In the article’s 

introduction, it is written that “Papuans won their independence from Dutch 

colonialism in 1963, but the country was invaded by Indonesia and officially 

annexed in 1969 after a controversial referendum in which just over 1000 people 

voted.” The words “country” “invaded” and “annexed” are examples of an attempt 

to emphasise Papua as a sovereign nation. It further indicates an attempt to clarify 

the dispute over the history of the relationship between Papua and Indonesia. 

Furthermore, it emphasises Papuans’ political struggle by underlining the struggle 

as “the world’s least publicised and longest-running independence struggle”. The 

post in Figure 51 contains a close-up picture of Wenda wearing a Papuan traditional 

headdress along with the title “The leader of West Papua.” This image assure 

readers that Wenda is a credible spokesperson for Papuan nationalism and anti-

Indonesian critique even though he lives outside Papua. This assurance is important 

as there are common views that Papuans living in exile are not representing ordinary 

Papuans. 

Papuans living in exile like Wenda are considered as elites in Papuan 

political resistance. Scholars like Chesterfield (2011) argue that Papuan activists 

The Forgotten West Papua’s Struggle for Independence- an 

Interview with Benny Wenda, the Leader of West Papua  
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somehow view the activities of Papuans living in exile as not representing the 

grassroot’s actual demands and struggle. Other scholars like Chauvel (2008) posit 

that Papuans living in exile play an important role to support Papuan political 

struggle in an international lobbying campaign. Interestingly, as a representation of 

citizen and community-based news, Suara Papua posted an article that focuses on 

Wenda’s activities and political views. This post only received an insignificant 

number of likes. This post also received no comments and shares from users. This 

least interactive post indicates users’ of Suara Papua Facebook page desires and 

preferences as well as “meaningful engagement” (Brandtzaeg & Haugstveit, 2014, 

p. 6) to the post and Wenda in particular. Although discussing a similar topic on the 

historical dispute, the post in Figure 51 receives different user engagement. The 

post in Figure 51 received somewhat more likes and shares from users of Suara 

Papua. A relatively higher number of likes received by the post in Figure 51 

compared to the previous post and shares signifies user preferences in engaging 

with this post. The fact that this post focuses on Melanesia and the use of a visual 

image that depicts the region of Papua and its spatial proximity with Pacific may 

become a significant point to get users’ attention and engagement. This post focuses 

on discourse of the narrative of Papua’s historical dispute. 

The narrative of Papua’s historical dispute is also developed through 

countering the “NKRI harga mati” (the unitary state of the Republic of Indonesia is 

final) discourse. This discourse plays as the foundation in maintaining state 

sovereignty since the declaration of independence. As a sovereign state, Indonesia 

takes republic as the form of government. As a unitary state, it emphasises spatial 

territory as its important constituent unit. The NKRI discourse emphasises the 

territory of Indonesia that lies between Sabang on the island of Sumatra at the 



240 
 

western part and Merauke on Papua island at the eastern part. As argued by Chauvel 

(2003), Papua was crucial to be kept because of its ethnic and cultural difference 

from other parts of Indonesia. Ethnic plurality “Bhinneka Tunggal Ika” (unity in 

diversity) is recognised as the state’s ideology and a common Indonesian identity.  

Indonesia’s unity rhetoric is under some pressure from other ethno-

nationalist movements. The regions that comprise Indonesia have not always 

wholly accepted incorporation into what has been since 1945 a unitary state. The 

unitary state’s lack of acceptance has been confirmed by the independent territory 

of East Timor in late 1999s. Furthermore, “NKRI harga mati” has flourished as the 

new discourse for Indonesians to maintain Indonesia’s sovereignty. In this sense, 

separatism becomes “the sin against the holy spirit of NKRI” (King, 2011, p. 156). 

The pressure of the discourse of safeguarding the NKRI at all costs is also 

seen in the way users of the Suara Papua Facebook page consistently use ethnic 

and cultural distinction as the basis of the dispute of Papua integration into 

Indonesia, by emphasising their close ties to Melanesians (see Figure 51). 
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 Figure 51. Papuan Melanesian affinities. 

 

The post in Figure 51 contains a link to an article published by the Suara Papua 

news site. It contains a caption taken from the article. The post uses a map that 

depicts Papua as part of Melanesia. This visual image functions to emphasise 

Papua’s territorial proximity to Melanesia and implies the cultural and ethnic 

differences between Papuans and Indonesians as the map excludes Indonesia 

Melindo: The Self-Melanesianised Politics and Indonesian Diplomacy. 

In 1832, Jules Sebastian-Cesar Dumont d’Urville considered the notion of 

Oceania based on physical characteristics. Its classification includes 

Polynesia that refers to the many islands in the region, Micronesia to refer 

to small islands, and Melanesia for islands that are inhabited by dark-

skinned people. This categorisation was published by Gregoire Loius 

Domeny de Rienzi in 1836 in his book Fifth Part of the World (Ballard, 

2008). George Windsor Earl has named the eastern part of the Pacific as 

Indu-nesia (the islands of Indo people) or Melayunesya (the islands of 

Melayu). James Richardson Logan polished up the name Indu-nesia into 

Indonesia.  
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territory almost entirely. In this sense, it also challenges the territorial discourse of 

the unitary state of Indonesia that lies between Aceh to the west and Papua to the 

east. The explanation in the post supports the historical fact that Papuans are 

culturally and ethnically distinct from Indonesians. The caption in the post recounts 

the history of the name Melanesia, which has a different root from Indonesia. The 

explanation in this caption aims to counter Indonesia’s claim that Papua is 

ethnically an integral part of Indonesia. This is in line with the content of the post 

that links to an article entitled “Melindo: The Self-Melanesianised Politics and 

Indonesian Diplomacy”. It explains the Indonesian government’s diplomatic 

attempts to be part of MSG through the creation of the term Melindo or Melanesia 

Indonesia while simultaneously rejects ULMWP’s membership in the MSG. The 

Indonesian government has argued that Indonesia has other ethnic groups 

(Mollucans and Nusa Tenggara Timurese) that belong to Melanesia, thus being 

Papuan is not specific. The author of the article describes this attempt as self-

Melanesianised politics. These diplomatic manoeuvres have indeed affected the 

ULMWP’s membership in the MSG. As of February 2018, ULMWP’s status is still 

observer. 

The focus on distinctiveness is also supported by the fact that there has been 

a concerted attempt to make Papuans look like Indonesians. As noted by Gietzelt 

(1989), Papuans “learned to be Indonesians through the education system, 

economic development, transmigration program and the media” (p.201). 

Indonesianisation is part of Indonesia’s assimilationist nationalism that knits the 

diverse Indonesian people into a united nation. Papuans are also being “integrated” 

into Indonesia through the government’s transmigration settlement programs in 

which Indonesians, especially who live in populous islands, are encouraged to move 
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to Papua. Papua became a major target for transmigration that originally aimed at 

relieving population pressures on Java Island. Papuans perceive transmigration as a 

program designed to “swamp” them. Indonesian transmigrants dominate the 

economic activity of Papua. Papuans have not only been marginalised by 

Indonesian transmigration but they have also been displaced and rendered landless 

by powerful multinational mining and forestry companies. Furthermore, Webster 

(2001, p. 522) argues that the loss of land to transmigrants and corporations is often 

cited by Papuan pro-independence activists to explain why they joined the 

movement. Indonesian transmigration has also triggered tensions between 

indigenous and non-indigenous Papuans. The post (see Figure 52) contains an 

article written by Natalius Pigai – a human rights activist from Papua and a member 

of the Indonesian National Commission on Human Rights (Komnas HAM). This 

national commission focuses on discrimination and racism in society. The author 

uses the notion of “multiminorities” indicating that the nation is comprised of 

minority groups and that the dichotomy between majority and minority is 

historically inaccurate. The article argues that the indigenous and non-indigenous 

issue is unnecessary due to the historical fact that all of the inhabitants of islands of 

Indonesia were migrants/settlers. The fact that this article is posted on the Suara 

Papua Facebook page implies that the article is intended to be applied to the case 

of discrimination in Papua even though Papua is not explicitly mentioned in the 

article. The author of the article may sound like he supports Indonesia’s position on 

Papua in the transmigration program, however the use of the term multiminorities 

in the article’s title in fact plays as a critique of the Indonesian government who act 

as a dominant group that discriminates and marginalises minority groups like 

Papuans. 
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The post in Figure 52 uses the picture of Pigai. This visual image features 

Pigai’s physical characteristics. Distinct physical characters become Papuans’ 

identity marker. In this sense, the use of the picture of Pigai indicates Suara Papua’s 

attempt to reveal Papuans’ close ties to Melanesian as a significant factor that 

contributes to the dispute between Papua and Indonesia. The use of the picture of 

the author in the post in Figure 52 signals an attempt to emphasise the issue’s 

importance as well as its source’s credibility. The credibility of news source plays 

a significant role in Papua. Continuing censorship by the Indonesian government, 

particularly on international media, has made reporting on Papua directly from 

legitimate and credible sources highly significant (Chesterfield, 2011). The author 

of the article is considered as credible due to his current role in the human rights 

commission. Pigai is an active Facebook user. His account is followed by more than 

fourteen thousand users.   
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Figure 52. We are all settlers in the islands of Nusantara.  

 

The comments for the post in Figure 51 bifurcate between those who support the 

historical consensus that Papua is the legitimate part of Indonesia and the unity of 

Indonesia is final (NKRI harga mati) and those who question Papua’s incorporation 

into Indonesia (see Figure 53).  

 

We are all settlers and multiminorities inhabit in the islands of Nusantara. 

Therefore I assert that Indonesians are settlers inhabit in the islands of 

Nusantara. There is no such things as indigenous and non-indigenous. People 

from minority groups can be the president of Indonesia, let alone the head of 

the province. Let us stop this dichotomy. This shared article has proven that 

we are all settlers. The indigenous has extinct. 

 

 

 

 

In-box comments 

1. The (Papua’s) release from 

Dutch to Indonesia is not 

final. It needs to be 

revisited. 

2. NKRI is final I love Papua. 

3. Agreed. Let us build Papua 

for the sake of the society’s 

welfare. 

4.  Stop arguing. Let us move 

forward 

5. God has decided…do not 

talk too 

much…FREEDOM FOR 

PAPUA IS ONLY A 

MATTER OF TIME. 

6. The coloniser has 

developed a system in 

Papua. Those against the 

system will be killed. The 

coloniser grabs Papuans’ 

political rights and natural 

resources. 
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Figure 53. Comments for “We are all settlers” post. 

 

Those who support the NKRI harga mati narrative (unitary state of the Republic of 

Indonesia is final) argue that Papuans ought to move forward instead of always 

referring back to the history of Papua’s integration into Indonesia. Furthermore, 

they argue that what is more important for Papuans is social welfare. Whereas those 

who oppose this narrative contend that freedom for Papua is imminent because 

Papuans have had enough misery under Indonesian rule. The use of the words 

“negara colonial” (coloniser) and “merampas hak politik dan sumber daya alam” 

(grabs Papuans’ political rights and natural resources) indicates the latter group’s 

oppositional position toward integration.  

The posts on Melanesian affinities with Papua and the rejection of the 

indigenous and non-indigenous dichotomy in Figures 52 and 53 indicate the 

emphasis of ethnic characteristics of Papuan nationalism. It also supports a 

primordial basis (territory and race) for nationalism. In addition, conflicts due to 

Indonesian transmigration policy signpost the rejection toward out-groups thus 

confirming the exclusionary type of ethno-nationalism (Dupre, 2012). This policy 

has also been considered as one of the primary causes of the socio-economic 

inequality in Papua. Nairn (1997) argues that ethno nationalism emerges from the 

minority ethnic groups’ reaction towards disproportionate economic and social 

development. 
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Throughout the period under observation, the post in Figure 52 received the 

most likes, shares (118 shares), and the longest comments (more than 25 comments) 

by the Suara Papua Facebook followers (see Figure 53).  The post in Figure 53 

elicited the most interactivity in Suara Papua compared to other similar posts. 

Figures 50 and 51 have no comments and less likes and shares. Rayson (2015) posits 

that “it is useful to break down Facebook activity into shares, comments and likes. 

However, as a single indicator it appears that total Facebook interactions (the 

combined total of ‘likes’, shares and comments) provide a good indication of 

content resonance” (p. 2). According to Facebook protocols “the like button is the 

quickest way for people to share content” (as cited in Rayson, 2015). A Facebook 

share is thought to indicate one of the highest levels of engagement. The most 

engaging content, the content readers spent the most time with, typically translates 

into the most shared or the most “viral” stories. The interactivity showed in post in 

Figure 52 and comments in Figure 53 indicate Suara Papua Facebook page users’ 

engagement with the topic. The post on Melanesian affinities of Papua and rejection 

of the indigenous and non-indigenous dichotomy can be considered as the most 

interactive post as it received the highest numbers of comments, likes and shares 

within the period of observation. This signifies that the issue of indigenous and non-

indigenous implies how the primordialist category still significantly plays a role in 

Papuans’ identity and their nationalism. In this regard, the Suara Papua Facebook 

page is a means to strengthen rather than weaken national identities. It is also a place 

to develop everyday nationalism. Users of this page create nationalist discourse 

through everyday expression as indicated by their likes, shares and comments that 

reflect the daily conversation people are involved in for their daily life practices. 
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Even though sharing is an unclear term since it refers to disseminating personal 

information among users as well as indicates the involvement of third parties to 

receive the information (van Dijk, 2013b), Facebook “shares” are stronger than 

“likes” (Rayson, 2015).   Facebook shares function to show content that is 

“resonating with people” (Rayson, 2015).  Facebook users share because “it is a 

good way to support causes or issues they care about, enables them to stay 

connected to people they may not otherwise stay in touch with, and allows them to 

feel more involved in the world” (Seiter, 2016, para. 30).  A worldwide poll by 

Ipsos showed that content that is highly shared tends to generate “a high-arousal 

emotion like amusement, anxiety or anger, in contrast to a low-arousal emotion like 

sadness or contentment” (as cited in Seiter, 2016, para. 31). Within this context, 

numbers of comments, shares and likes on the historical dispute post suggests that 

this topic is considered as a highly emotional topic. This emotional narrative that is 

developed through the interactive elements of Facebook can be transformed into 

political passions and become the foundation for the mobilisation process 

(Gerbaudo, 2012). The use of the words “those against the system will be killed” 

and “coloniser grabs Papuans’ political rights and natural resources” in users’ 

comments in Figure 53 indicate an attempt to establish an emotional narrative. A 

study by Svelch and Stetka (2016) on the role Facebook has played in social 

movements found that Facebook offers its users platforms for emotional protests. 

As such, the Suara Papua Facebook page becomes a space for mobilisation for 

Papuans to support their political activism. 

“Likes” are an important social currency and the quickest way to share 

content. Likes precisely predict users’ interests as well as the political nature of 

stories that resonate with them (Rayson, 2015). Compared to likes and shares, 
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comments are a more powerful emotional driver. Comments are considered as more 

personal. Users prefer to utilise comments to send personal messages compared to 

likes (Seiter, 2016). Therefore, the number of likes and shares, and the longest 

comments received by the post, are indicative of the importance of the indigenous 

and non-indigenous issue in Papua and its relationship to the historical dispute over 

Papua’s integration to Indonesia. The historical dispute over Papua integration to 

Indonesia has resulted in the catch-cry merdeka (freedom or liberation) of the 

Papuan independence movement. The next section discusses the way users of the 

Suara Papua Facebook page express merdeka as their future. 

 

7.2. Future Orientation: Redefining “Merdeka”  

 The Malay word merdeka comes from the Sanskrit word maharddhika 

meaning wealth, wisdom or competence (Junker, 1999). Within the history of 

Southeast Asian nationalism in general and Indonesian nationalism in particular, 

the term merdeka is used to describe a goal that unites the nation (Reid, 1998). In 

Indonesian nationalism, merdeka has lost earlier connotations of freedom and has 

now assumed the particular meaning of political independence. 

For Papuans, merdeka inherently has a political independence implication. 

Nairn (2010) argues that Papuans’ “obsession with merdeka” is considered by 

Indonesian military forces as dangerous (as cited in MacLeod, 2015, p. 66). In an 

independence demonstration on December 1, 2008 there was a declaration to call 

upon the international community to support merdeka in Papua by recognising the 

existence of the Papuan state and its sovereignty as declared in December 1, 1961. 

Merdeka not only implies political independence, it is also a Christian-influenced 

ideal. The notion of merdeka,as argued by Kirsch (2010), “has commonly had 
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millenarian overtones associated with both Christian theology and autochthonous 

religious movements. It draws on the prevailing presumption that both self-

determination and territorialised nations are manifestations of divine will” (p. 14). 

In this sense, merdeka is also closely associated with a liberation theology. Within 

the context of Papua, liberation theology is “an ideology of moral salvation in which 

Christian desire for a world of human dignity and divine justice is finally manifest 

in Papua” (Kirksey & Roemajaouw, 2000, as cited in Webb-Gannon, 2014, p. 357). 

Merdeka as the ideal future condition of Papua. Webb-Gannon (2014) observes that 

the desire and the yearning for merdeka is palpable and still lives within the heart 

of many Papuans. It has become the catch-cry of the Papuan independence 

movement. Based on comprehensive research, the International Crisis Group 

(2001) concludes that throughout the region, Papuans express their support for 

independence. Papuans in both towns and villages have experienced the brutal 

oppression of Indonesian security forces and policies, including the burning of their 

houses and gardens from which they have been forced to flee (Webb-Gannon, 

2014). They yearn for a life not controlled by the Indonesian’s armed forces. Thus, 

the concept of merdeka is commonly explained as freedom or liberation in terms of 

political independence and millenarian utopian terms. 

 The term merdeka is currently being reinterpreted (Kirsch, 2010) as not only 

associated with freedom or liberation but social justice. Challenges to a just peace 

in Papua have made the term merdeka be reinterpreted as social justice. This section 

observes how the reinterpretation is expressed by users of the Suara Papua 

Facebook page. Users of Suara Papua add “peace with justice” to the term. The 

focus on social justice as the meaning of merdeka resonates with many of basic 

human needs and rights (Webb-Gannon, 2014). It includes employment, health 
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care, education, equity of access to public services and peace (freedom from 

violence and fear). The reinterpretation of the term is parallel with Papuan 

nationalism that aims to liberate Papuans from prejudices, domination and supports 

Papuans’ rights to have their freedom of speech (democracy) (Ariane, 2015).  The 

reinterpretation of the term is also following the human rights violation that leads 

to the death of democracy as Papuan’s additional grievance as has been examined 

in the previous chapter. They recognise social justice as a sufficient condition for 

merdeka. 

 The redefinition of the term merdeka to social justice that includes 

fulfilment of basic human needs and rights, as expressed by users of Suara Papua, 

signifies how nationalism is discursively expressed through everyday praxis (Billig, 

1995). Social justice is considered as huge problem in Papuan and part of the 

cultural dimension of nationalism yet often ignored (Skey, 2011). Through posts 

that focus on the social unjust in Papua, such as social economic problems in posts 

in Figures 54 and 55, and freedom of speech and more democratic space concerns 

in the post featured in Figure 56, users of Suara Papua mobilise unconscious, 

implicit and unnoticed nationalism because they create nationalism through 

discursive daily expression. 
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Figure 54. Reinterpretation of Merdeka. 

 

The post in Figure 54 contains a link to an article with the title “Papua: The 

Reformation of the Jargon’s Regime.” This article analyses social problems in 

Papua. The author argues that problems in Papua should be seen as an Indonesian 

state national problem instead of just regional or local. The author proposes that the 

initial one-dimensional political problems in Papuan are now becoming multi-

dimensional political, economic and social problems. The problems in Papua can 

be traced to an adversarial relationship between Papuans and Indonesians. The 

article elaborates on the current social problems in Papua including economic and 

education gaps between urban Papuans who have access to facilities and 

infrastructure and rural Papuans who have no such privileges. For instance, the 

author criticises Papuans who reject returning to Papua after leaving to pursue 

education outside Papua. It adds more social problems and widens gaps between 

urban and rural Papuans. The image of the province includes is an indication of how 

Papua’s large land area might complicate problems. Due to the region’s topography, 

Papua: The Reformation of the Jargon’s Regime. 
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Papuans who live in coastal, forest and plateau areas have been isolated from each 

other. 

The use of the term “reformation of the jargon” in the article’s title indicates 

the author’s attempt to emphasise that merdeka manifests as empty rhetoric without 

social justice for Papuans. Through this article the author implies that with current 

socioeconomic problems faced by Papuans, the term merdeka should include 

improvement in the quality of Papuans’ lives. Papuans need to realise that merdeka 

is not an exclusive term related to a political demand for independence; it is an 

inclusive term that covers socio-politico-economic dimensions. Thus, the term 

merdeka implies liberating Papuans from unjust situations in all aspects. Giay 

(2000) coins the term Papua Baru (the new Papua) to describe the significance of 

Papuan liberation in all aspects. It refers to “restoring Papuans’ economy, political, 

social, cultural dignity and liberty” (p. 81). It includes recognition of Papuans’ 

distinct values and norms.  

 Similarly, the post entitled “The 71st Indonesian Independence Celebration 

in Papua Under NKRI Lenses” emphasises social problems faced by Papuans (see 

Figure 55). 
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Figure 55. What Merdeka means. 

 

The post on the “71st Indonesian Independence Celebration in Papua under NKRI 

lenses” is an article that discusses problems faced by Papuans under the Indonesian 

government. The author of the article focuses on poor educational, health and 

economic services provided by the government. Furthermore, the author suggests 

that the most important thing to solve these problems is to provide a good 

educational infrastructure for Papuans, including providing a decent salary for 

teachers. The post in Figure 56 uses an image of the Indonesian flag with the logo 

of the 71st independence celebration at the centre of the flag image. The use of the 

Indonesian flag instead of Papuan flag in this post can be interpreted as Suara 

Papua’s attempt to conceal criticism of the Indonesian government’s policies in 

Papua. As a public news site, Suara Papua is vulnerable to authority censors. The 

vulnerability of a public news site to censors is evident when the Indonesian 

authority temporarily blocked Suara Papua in December 2016 to March 2017 due 

The 71st Indonesian Independence Celebration in Papua under NKRI lenses. 
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to its misleading and promotion of hoax news (Barahamin, 2017), yet the associated 

Facebook page of Suara Papua news site was allowed to run. Thus, adding an 

associated Facebook page might provide a way for Papuan social media users to 

engage with others and establish a space free or public sphere away from 

government control. The blockage implies that Suara Papua is not a reliable source 

of information, a claim that has been rebutted by the Suara Papua editor. In the 

interview with Indonesia’s online media tirto.id, the editor argues that the blockage 

was because the authority considered Suara Papua as media that promotes 

separatism (Hidayat, 2016). Assisted by the Legal Aid for Press institution, Suara 

Papua requested authority’s clarification on this matter. 

 The emphasis on social problems raised by both authors of the “The 

Reformation of the Jargon’s Regime” and “The 71st Indonesian Independence 

Celebration in Papua under NKRI framework” articles in posts in Figures 55 and 

56 highlight the significant problems faced by Papuans. It also suggests factors such 

as economic frustrations and political manipulation that have caused aspirations for 

ethnic self-governance. In 2005, the World Bank found that Papua was the poorest 

province in Indonesia – a dubious distinction it retains into the present. Indonesia 

also recognises the province’s relative poverty. The latest Indonesian national 

census records Papua as the poorest province. Within this context, the Suara Papua 

Facebook page plays an important role in developing the narrative of everyday life 

nationalism as it is produced by ordinary people (Vangeli, 2009). It also plays a role 

for users to stay focused on and aware of the issue in Papua in general and to be 

aware of the need to reinterpret the meaning of merdeka. In this sense, the narrative 

of nationalism developed in Suara Papua Facebook page is distinct from the 
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narrative of nationalism discussed in the traditional mainstream media as this media 

represent the elite group’s point of view. 

The social and economic conditions of indigenous Papuans pose 

fundamental human rights concerns. Chesterfield (2011) argues that one of the ways 

to improve the lives of Papuan people is by developing the capacity of Papuan 

media to report on what is actually happening in Papua. The Papuan media capacity 

development is in response to the Indonesian government’s failure to secure 

Papuans’ freedom of speech and to provide access for journalists visiting to and 

reporting on Papuan issues. The concern of a more democratic space for Papuans is 

expressed through one of the posts on the Suara Papua Facebook page (see Figure 

56). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 56. Violation of Papuans’ freedom of speech. 

 

Victor Mambor: [Indonesian state’s] 

apparatuses are still arrogance to face 

the press and social activists in Papua.   

Alliance of Independent Journalists 

(AJI) Jayapura branch: [Indonesian 

state’s] apparatuses do not have the 

right to restrict journalism activities. 
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Figure 56 contains posts of articles that focus on a state-owned radio station that 

was raided because it aired a show that appeared to be criticising the government’s 

discriminatory treatment of Papua. Interestingly, the incident was happening in the 

state-owned radio station. The state-owned radio station (RRI-Radio Republik 

Indonesia or radio of the Republic of Indonesia) used to be a means to disseminate 

information from the government. Within a nationalist context, it indicated the 

violation of Papuans’ freedom of speech as well as the unavailability of a 

democratic space in Papua. In this regard, Papuans’ demand to have freedom of 

speech and a democratic space developed as part of the narrative of the redefined 

merdeka. 

Articles in Figure 56 focus on an incident when Indonesian police officers 

entered a state radio station (Radio Republik Indonesia) in Jayapura during a 

broadcast between Papuan social activists and a host. The program being 

interrupted by the police was a talk show discussing the high price of fuel in Papua. 

Fuel price in Papua is considered to be the highest compared to other provinces in 

Indonesia. The price gap is due to lack of infrastructure and high transportation cost 

as fuel is mostly delivered from Java island. Within this context, revealing the high 

price of fuel in Papua means criticising the government’s policies.   

Posts in Figure 56 use visual images of Victor Mambor from the Press 

Council and one of three people assumed to be a radio broadcaster and two invited 

guest speakers along with a standing police officer behind them in the radio 

broadcasting room. These images are used to emphasise the articles that contain 

Mambor and the Alliance of Independent Journalists’ views regarding the incident. 

Victor Mambor, from the Press Council, contended that this action was not just an 

expression of state intervention but also an act of terror, arrogance, and intimidation. 
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The Alliance of Independent Journalists Jayapura branch requested the head of 

regional police to investigate this incident. Despite Indonesian democratic political 

reform since 1998, reform has not been equal across the archipelago (Robinson 

2008). Robinson (2008) writes “Papuans continue to be intimidated and arrested for 

expressing their views. In fact, in many ways, state action and policy in Papua 

continue to resemble the repression experienced under the previous New Order 

regime” (para. 7). Thus, these posts indicate how Papuans are being restricted and 

how mainstream media are considered as unsafe outlets for Papuans to express their 

views and opinion. The posts also demonstrate that the authorities are still 

criminalising Papuans even though there are laws that regulate freedom of the press 

and free speech. 

Law enforcement, infrastructure and human resource developments are 

other issues posted on the Suara Papua Facebook page. Instead of defining the 

meaning of merdeka as “independence”, the posts on this page suggest that users 

put more emphasis on merdeka as social justice for Papuans. However, Kirsch 

(2010) argues that the two meanings of merdeka are not necessarily exclusive. 

Many believe social justice cannot prevail in Papua without political independence 

from Indonesia. Movements against the state frequently “invoke both the 

nationalists and social justice versions of merdeka” (Kirsch, 2010, p. 15). Thus, 

Suara Papua is a place for Papuan to imagine merdeka as a staging ground for 

action. 

The discourse of merdeka on the Suara Papua Facebook page exemplifies 

Billig’s (1995) notion of banal nationalism or nationalism that can be seen in 

people’s everyday expressions through routine symbols and language. Although 

expressed as a similar term, the different version of the meaning of merdeka 
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indicates that the expression of nationalism in everyday life can be different within 

context and time (Skey, 2009). In addition, merdeka is no longer an exclusive term; 

it has become a dynamic expression because it reflects the daily situation 

experienced by Papuans as emphasised by the meaning of merdeka that is equal to 

the release of society from the unjust socio-economic situation.  

Throughout the study period, 27 out of 63 posts on the Suara Papua 

Facebook page were about social-political concerns, far more than other 

nationalism themes observed in this study. The predominant appearance of social-

political concerns in Suara Papua is related to the fact that the majority of users of 

Suara Papua (98 percent) live in the region of Papua (personal communication, 4 

July 2018) who may have seen and experienced directly the unjust situation in 

Papua. Interestingly, none of these posts received comments from users of the Suara 

Papua Facebook page. The fact that Suara Papua is a public page has made its 

followers not as expressive and interactive as a closed group such as Orang Papua. 

Unlike the Orang Papua group, an open page like Suara Papua can be accessed by 

anyone who visit its Facebook page. As a public Facebook page, Suara Papua has 

less selective visitors compared to the Orang Papua group. The less selective 

visitors of the Facebook page have made Suara Papua users prefer not to actively 

engage with other users with similar interests through comments as there might be 

the possibility of users opposed to Papuans’ political struggle expressing their 

disagreement. Data from the Suara Papua Facebook page insights provided by the 

Suara Papua editor indicate that on average each month there are only 24 per cent 

of users who interact in the page through likes (personal communication, 4 July 

2018). Despite the fact that Facebook represents a positive force for activists, the 

information provided by Facebook can suppress rather than liberate. Marichal 
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(2012) argues that social media sites like Facebook are used more effectively to 

identify protesters, to get personal information about dissidents and to disseminate 

nationalistic propaganda. Marichal (2012) coins the term “predictive censorship” to 

describe the Facebook like function being used to determine whether a user is 

sharing dangerous content. This term explains Facebook’s censorship based on 

users’ demographic profile. Thus, Facebook’s decision to give or deny access as 

well as to censor content is based on users’ data. As such, users of Suara Papua 

perceive social media sites as a relatively safe place to express political views as 

they post articles on Papuan nationalism, which can be seen in Figures 50 to 56, yet 

they also recognise the paradox that social media have since they have not provided 

any comments on the posts. As Morozov (2009b) argues, “the emergence of new 

digital spaces for dissent has also led to new ways of tracking it” (para. 23).  

However, the lack of mechanism to execute laws that regulate social media content 

has ensured the Suara Papua Facebook page is perceived by its users as a safe place 

to articulate Papuan national symbols – this can be seen in the next section. 

 

7.3. National Symbols of Papua: The Morning Star flag and the Region map 

Papuan nationalism is engendered and expressed through symbols. Smith 

(1992, as cited in Oiarzabal, 2010) contends that “national symbols are the most 

potent and durable aspects of nationalism” (p. 340). They arouse immediate 

emotional responses from a vast cross-section of individuals and produce a sense of 

community. Furthermore, Smith (1992) posits that expressing and creating the 

concrete form of the ideology of nationalism and the symbol of a nation function to 

support and to convince the continuity of history and destiny (as cited in Oiarzabal, 

2010). For Papuans, both flag and map serve as more than nationalist symbols. Like 
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any other national symbols, they inspire strong feelings of loyalty and devotion to 

Papuan self-determination and reinforce a national consciousness. They function as 

symbols of exclusion as they reject being integrated into Indonesia and also support 

the articulation of Papuan struggle for independence since the region was 

transferred from the Dutch to Indonesia in 1960s.  

National symbols, especially flags, “provide the strongest and clearest 

statement of national identity” (Cerulo, 1999, p. 244). In the case of Papuans, the 

flag is a political symbol that affirms a sense of Papuan identity (Gietzelt, 1989) 

and a signal of separatist desires (Asyhari-Afwan, 2015). The Morning Star flag 

features a white star on a red background with horizontal coloured stripes of white 

and blue. A white star in the flag symbolises a star that appears before sunrise. The 

star directs sailors and navigates them in the ocean. It signifies  hope for sailors who 

are waiting for a new beginning of the day (Firman, 2016). Red as the background 

of the star signifies bravery (King, 2004). The seven blue and six white horizontal 

stripes represent the number of customary regions (wilayah adat) in Papua. Many 

Papuans believe that raising the flag is a spiritual as well as political act – that the 

flag has actual power and if flown long enough can compel the Indonesians to leave 

(Kilvert, 1998). As a consequence, the Morning Star flag was officially banned on 

1 December 2000 (Kirsch, 2010). At the time, the ban seemed likely to radicalise 

Papuan nationalism as according to Papuans, the flag along with the anthem were 

symbols of Papuan independence. In 2002, under Papua’s Special Autonomy Law, 

authorities allowed the flag to be raised as long as it was lower than Indonesia’s 

flag. But then in 2007 to date, the Indonesian government further regulated 

expressions of Papuan culture by restricting the use of regional symbols and 
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banning displays of separatist flags or logos. Ever since, the Morning Star flag is 

the most popular symbol of Papuan resistance. 

The internet plays a significant role as a means in mobilising nationalist 

symbolism. According to Eriksen (2006), “the internet can be instrumental to create 

and re-create a shared, collective past among its users” (p. 1). Furthermore, 

Saunders (2011, p. 58) argues that tangible assets of national culture, such as 

anthems, legends, genealogies, histories, are being distributed and accessed in 

cyberspace. Within the context of Papua and Indonesia, Indonesians continue to 

resist revisiting the historical basis for Papuan grievances and they reject the idea 

of separate Papuan symbols such as the flag and anthem (Webster, 2001). In the 

face of such resistance social media offer alternatives where Papuans can maintain 

their national symbols. Suara Papua is thus a place where its users can continue to 

post the Papuan flag and maps of Papua. The flag’s popularity is captured by users 

of the Suara Papua Facebook page in several posts. Facebook’s multimodal 

platforms have also allowed users of Suara Papua to frequently use the visual image 

of flag in the posts (see Figure 57). 
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Figure 57. The Morning Star flag. 

 

Figure 57 consists of posts from various events that use the Morning Star flag. Even 

though it is banned, Papuans frequently use the flag in public events. Those who 

raise the Papuan flag were arrested by Indonesian police officers and were 

convicted as treason under the Indonesian criminal code. In 2016, 480 Papuan 

political activists were arrested due to flying the banned flag in the rally (Hari, 

2018). For instance, besides rallies the flag is also used in sports events such as 

when the Papuan football team goes to semi-finals in Indonesian national sports 

events. The elements of the Morning Star (the white star, the blue and white stripes 

and red) are frequently used in shirts worn by Papuan activists. The use of the 

Papua vs West Java soccer teams 

into semi-final in the National 

Sports’ Event. 

PIK & LP3BH (the Institute for 

Research, Investigation and the 

Development of Legal Aid) ask to stop 

KNPB (National Committee for West 

Papua)’s activists’ intimidation. 

Papuans’ peace rally to support 

PICWP (Pacific Island Commission 

for West Papua) to put the Papua issue 

to the United Nations. 

 

Expects to have support from other 

countries (beside from PICWP) in 

the United Nations. 
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Morning Star flag in diverse events also indicates the visible forms of nationalism 

through routine daily life. Skey (2011) argues that national frameworks are 

reproduced through this everyday discursive process. Expression of a sense of 

nationalism is embedded in familiar everyday expresssions. Posts in Figure 57 

signify how users of Suara Papua express their nationalism not only in political 

events such as social movements but also in non-political daily activities such as 

sports events. In addition, the use of the flag in such events has made the everyday 

forms of nationalism more visible (Antonsich & Skey, 2017). 

 Besides the flag, users of the Suara Papua Facebook page also use maps to 

symbolize nationalism. Pascalev (1998) posits that maps are often used to acquire 

political support for a territory. Thus, the strategy to use maps appears intrinsic to 

the process of nation-building. Users of Suara Papua use the flag and maps for 

nation-building purpose. The existence of flag and map in Suara Papua posts 

signals the important role played by flag and map in defining Papuan nationalism. 

Benedict Anderson used Indonesia, especially Papua, as an example of nationalism 

that emphasises territorial borders. Papua is an example of nationalist models that 

“highlighting the crucial role of territorial borders in both the Indonesian quest to 

integrate Papua and the Papuan nationalist movement” (Webster, 2001, p. 508). 

Indonesian nationalism and Papuan nationalism arose within the struggle to control 

the territory by the Netherlands and Indonesia. Indonesia claimed that all territories 

under the Dutch colonies were considered as its territory. The Netherlands argued 

that Papua was not included in its colonial territories. Papuans use this argument to 

reject integration with Indonesia. Thus, the map served as a symbol for both 

nationalist struggles. In this sense, the map provided a territorial dimension of 

national discourse. As the most important national discourse, territory provides a 
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distinctive boundary for community. In terms of the role played by territory in 

national discourse, Papuans found their nationalism based on the past by consulting 

the old East Indies map of the territory (Webster, 1999). Presumably those 

boundaries are based on primordial ties. Anderson’s argument on the significance 

of territorial borders for Papuan nationalism is reflected in the use of map of Papuan 

as the Suara Papua Facebook page profile picture (see Figure 58). 

 

Figure 58. Suara Papua Facebook profile picture. 

 

Unlike the previous map that showed the full island (see Figure 51), the map in 

Figure 58 showed only the eastern half of the island. The other half of the island is 

Papua New Guinea; an independent nation. The use of the map of Papua without 

the rest of the islands in Indonesia may symbolise the coverage area of Suara 

Papua, yet within the historical context of the territorial dimension of Papuan 

nationalism, it indicates an attempt to challenge Indonesia’s territorial claim. 

Pascalev (1998) argues that maps supply evidence of occupation of an area by a 

nation. For Indonesian nationalists, Papua is a significant part of the nation since it 

defines Indonesia as a nation whose territory stretches from Sabang in the west to 
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Merauke in the east. Sabang is located in the northern tip of Sumatra and Merauke 

is in the south-east part of Papua. Thus, when dealing with Papua, the Indonesian 

government still uses territory-based nation building propaganda. The importance 

of regaining the territory of Papua based on the old East Indies map of the territory 

is reflected in one of the Indonesian patriotic songs, Dari Sabang Sampai Merauke 

(from Sabang to Merauke). This song was written to encourage Indonesians to 

support the acquisition of Papua from the Dutch who occupied the region. The catch 

cry Dari Sabang Sampai Merauke was introduced by the first president of the 

Republic of Indonesia, Soekarno (Far Outliers, 2005). Putra (2011) argues that 

“fighting the Dutch for control of Papua became one of the most important elements 

of nation-building propaganda program that dominated public discourse in the early 

1960s” (p. 106). Thus, the catch cry indicates the continuing attempt to maintain 

the discourse of legitimate integration of Papua into Indonesia. It also indicates how 

Indonesian nationalism is preserved through people’s everyday expression. 

Papuans have also done a similar attempt to preserve a territorial dimension through 

daily discursive processes to counter Indonesian nationalism. While Indonesian 

nation–building propaganda declared a claim from Sabang in the far west to 

Merauke on the south east coast of Papua, a counter-claim was made by Papuan 

nationalists. They asserted a claim from Sorong (a city in the westernmost part of 

Papua) to Merauke (Webster, 1999). This counter-claim also attempts to support 

Papuan demand to have a separate nation. The Indonesian government responded 

to the demand through repression. While the Indonesian government has restricted 

Papuans to freely express their political resistance, social media offer a place for 

Papuans to articulate this repression.  
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 Social media like Facebook have offered Papuans an ability to construct the 

narrative of the state’s repression using symbols. It is supported by the multimodal 

platforms that allow Facebook users an opportunity to express ideas through visual 

images as well as verbal messages. Users of the Suara Papua Facebook page have 

expressed this demand and acknowledged state repression through visual images 

that use the shape of the island of Papua and the prone skeleton (see Figure 59). 

 

 

 

Figure 59. Map of Papua made out of skeleton. 

 

Figure 59 contains an article that discusses the laws that were not being enforced in 

Papua along with the image that visualised a prone skeleton inside the red painted 

map of Papua that looks like grave. The author points out that Indonesia’s approach 

to Papua is hypocritical. There was no law enforcement in Papua as there was a lack 

of humanitarian and human rights and freedoms principles applied in Papua. These 

principles are in fact the foundation of the Indonesian national philosophy, 

Pancasila (the Five Principles). Papuans believe that Pancasila does not apply in 

Law as the manifestation of selfishness vs Papua’s truth 
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Papua since there has been discrimination, injustice and mass killings. The author 

of the article describes the realities of Papuans that do not reflect any of the ideals 

of these principles. 

The Indonesia’s Five Principles include belief in the Supreme God. This 

first principle emphasises religious tolerance, specifically that every Indonesian 

citizen is equal no matter what their religious denomination or faith is. It also 

implies that Indonesian citizens have freedom to follow the religion or faith of their 

choice. The second principle is just and civilised humanity. This principle points 

out the balance between individual basic rights and his or her role as citizen who 

has an obligation toward the state. The third is the unity of Indonesia. This principle 

exemplifies Indonesia’s concept of nationalism. The Pancasila version of 

nationalism requests that Indonesians avoid ethnic-based feelings of superiority for 

reasons of ancestry and skin colour. Thus, national unity and integrity should never 

be affected by social differences. The fourth principle is democracy. This is 

Indonesia’s version of democracy. This kind of a democracy regards Indonesia’s 

traditional and social values. It emphasises consensus and implies political, 

economic, social and cultural equality. The fifth principle is social justice. It is 

comprised of the common endeavour to accomplish a just and prosperous nation, in 

terms of the material and spiritual. This principle emphasises the need to build 

conditions whereby the state has granted Indonesian citizens the opportunity to earn 

an equal, just and dignified livelihood. 

The image in the post graphically visualises Papua’s circumstances. Beside 

the fact that all social media platforms heavily incorporate visual images, Patel 

(2015) argues that web content with images gets 94% more views than content 

without images. It is within this context that users of the Suara Papua Facebook 
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page use this visual image to accompany the article. The prone skeleton against a 

vivid red backdrop signifies Papua’s bloody genocide. The skeleton is a 

representation of death and red is associated with blood and fire. 

The map of Papua made out of a skeleton post suggests how Papuan 

nationalism is developed through blaming Indonesians. The Indonesian government 

is regarded as an enemy and oppressor as it causes massive genocide in Papua. The 

skeleton symbolises death and mortality. Within the context of Papua, it signifies 

Papuans’ basic rights that have been deprived and accompanying human rights 

violations. The skeleton that exerts strength to support the whole body signifies how 

Papuans provide strength to support Indonesia’s economy through their natural 

resources. The prone skeleton indicates how Papuans never benefit although they 

have provided Indonesians with what they have. The meaning conveyed through 

this visual image is emphasised by the use of verbal message “stop genocide in 

West Papua.” Thus, the use of a visual image and the verbal message along with the 

article in this post reinforce each other in delivering the narrative of the significance 

of maintaining Papuan nationalism by recalling the Indonesian government’s 

repressive acts. In this sense, the use of the map by Suara Papua not only shows 

the importance of the border line but also functions as a political statement and 

enhances a national message. A political statement can be found when a map is used 

along with a verbal message and other symbols. Kosonen (1999) argues that media 

are an important means in the formation of national consciousness. Media provide 

more meaningful ways to examine maps as this practice connects map with verbal 

messages and with other visual symbols. Thus, a map has a “hidden symbol” and 

the use of the map in media offers the political context of map as the symbol of 

nationhood or sense of belonging (Kosonen, 1999). 
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There is transformation in the Papuans’ sense of belonging from primordial 

ties as the main cause into “an antagonistic orientation to other peoples and nations, 

regarding them as enemies” (Georgalou, 2009, p. 111). The primordial ties that 

were the foundation of Papuans’ demand for independence from Indonesia have 

complemented the narrative of revisiting the history of Papua integration into 

Indonesia. Papuans have added nationalist symbols such as flag that they have 

possessed since 1961 and which continue to be banned by the authority. In this 

regard, this post emphasises the category for Papuan nationalism as ethnic 

nationalism. This post also indicates the way the Suara Papua Facebook page 

established an emotional narrative and transformed it into political passion and 

mobilisation. Gerbaudo (2012) argues that social media act as an emotional channel 

that condense a sense of shared victimhood and anger. 

 An antagonistic orientation of Papuan nationalism is also developed through 

the creation of heroes. The next section explores the way users of the Suara Papua 

Facebook page introduce Papuan heroes and create the narrative of Papuan heroism. 

 

 

7.4. The Creation of Papuan Heroic Figures and Heroism Narrative  

Heroes are created, exalted, and continually  resurrected  within  the  

histories  of nations. Butler (2013) posits “the hero is an archetype   figure, a   

paradigm   who   bears   the   possibilities   of   life, courage, love—the 

commonplaces, the indefinable, which themselves define our human lives” (p. 2). 

Thus, heroes are figures who are the embodiment of uniqueness and strength. 

Heroes boldly set examples of ideal individuals. 
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Social media have opened considerable space for Papuans to probe and 

question heroes developed and disseminated by the Indonesian state and at the same 

time create and develop their own heroes. Kingston (2016) argues that social media 

create spaces for users to exploit the political possibilities of nationalism and its 

symbols to support wider agendas of dissent. Social media users are interested in 

protagonist versus antagonist stories or heroes vs villains (Morrison, 2014). The 

Indonesian government is manufacturing heroic figures by emphasising those who 

fought for Indonesia in the 1960s. These are generally obscure figures who Papuans 

do not recognise as heroic figures. Through the Suara Papua Facebook page users 

instead focus on political dissidents and fighters for human rights as well as 

inspirational football players representing popular icons in sports.  

Papuan pro-independence activists maintain that no Papuans fought for 

Indonesian independence but, in 1993, the Indonesian government issued a 

presidential decree that named prominent Papuans who played a role in Indonesian 

independence as “heroes”. These heroes included Silas Papare, Johannes Dimara 

Frans Kaisiepo, and Marthen Indey. Papare and Dimara were delegation members 

representing Indonesia in New York in 1961 during the clash over the Papua’s status 

between Indonesia and the Dutch. Kaisiepo was appointed as the second head of 

the province after the official integration of Papua into Indonesia. Indey was 

acknowledged as a brave Indonesian military officer who joined several military 

operations aiming to take over Indonesian territory from the Dutch. Within an 

Indonesia context, the national heroes introduced by the Indonesian government 

were individuals who had fought against the Dutch during its colonial period before 

1945. Ironically, few Indonesians would recognise any of these names as national 

heroes (Lundry, 2009). To support their claims the Indonesian government released 
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brief biographies to help persuade and educate Papuans and Indonesians about these 

new historical icons.  

The Indonesia’s promotion of national heroes of indigenous Papuan is 

argued as just one among strategies they use to counteract growing displays of 

Papuan nationalism (Chauvel, 2001). Papuan nationalists argue that it indicates an 

intention to show that Papuans always want to be part of Indonesia as well as Papua 

as a rightful territory of Indonesia. In 2016, the Indonesian government has used 

Frans Kaisiepo on the newly-released Indonesian ten thousand banknote. The ten 

thousand rupiah bill is the most frequently used denomination in transactions of the 

Indonesian people. The use of Kaisiepo image in the banknotes shows an attempt 

to make Frans Kaisiepo widely known as one of the Indonesian versions of Papuan 

national heroes. The head of Indonesia’s reserve bank states that the use of the 

Kaisiepo image is “to convey a respect for Papua” (Somba, 2016), a claim that 

according to Papuan nationalists is incorrect and not justified. The rejection towards 

the head of Indonesia’s reserve bank statement can be seen from the fact that the 

Indonesian version of Papuan national heroes has been countered by Papuan 

nationalists. They have introduced and created their own version heroic figures and 

narratives that support their ethno-nationalism. Suara Papua elevates activists who 

had been jailed for supporting political movements, human rights defenders, and 

successful Papuan soccer players to heroic status. These figures have been idealised 

because they represent different areas of sources of ethnic pride. They are Papuan 

activists Yanto Awerkyon and Sem Ukago, and Alexander Nekenem, Yoram 

Magay, Maikel Asso and Narko Murib who have been arrested and jailed due to 

their political activities, Papuan human right activist Yan Warinussy, and Papuan 

soccer player Ricky Kayame.  
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The use of activists and a human rights defender aims to attract public 

attention to the Papuan political cause. It aims to create novel pathways to get 

attention for dissidents. Besides activists and a human rights defender, a popular 

icon of a soccer player is used to be an inspirational figure for Papuans who want 

to be elite athletes. Furthermore, Billig (1995) argues that the way media treat 

political speeches as newsworthy is due to the importance of political discourse in 

the daily reproduction of nations. In this sense, the introduction of Papuan heroic 

figures through Suara Papua becomes part of the discursive process for nationalism 

of everyday life. The creation of Papuan heroes that includes not only political 

activists but also a soccer player is an indication of this everyday life nationalism. 

The use of Papuan heroic figures from a variety of fields introduced by users of 

Suara Papua is a significant difference from Indonesian government efforts to 

decide heroes. The Indonesian version of Papuan heroes were government officials, 

whereas none of the figures displayed in Suara Papua posts were local government 

officials. 

Klisanin (2015) contends that social media have profoundly endorsed the 

creation of a collaborative heroism. This type of heroism involves “accomplishing 

noble goals that have worldwide consensus; this is defined in terms of collaborative 

actions that aim to accomplish” (Klisanin, 2015), for instance, the Articles of the 

UN and Universal Declarations of Human Rights. Within this context, both the 

Indonesian government and Papuans produce their own heroic figures. Allison and 

Goethals (2016) argue that “heroism is in the eye of the beholder”. Indonesia’s 

heroes might become Papuan’s villains and vice versa. 

The narrative of heroism is created through the heroic characteristics of 

Papuans who fight for, suffer, and sacrifice their lives to achieve Papuan political 
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goals and who quest to unite Papuans into one whole nation. This narrative supplies 

meaning and optimism since it offers role models, provides inspiration and heals 

wounds. The heroic characteristics of Papuans who fight for and sacrifice their lives 

to achieve Papuan political goals are represented in posts in Figures 60, 61 and 62.  

 

 

 

Figure 60. The arrested Papuan activists.  

 

 

Yanto Awerkyon and Sem Ukago have been transferred to the local 

police’s jail in Mimika. 
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Figure 61. Papuan activists behind bars. 

The ability to undergo suffering that may transform a person and become the 

defining characteristic of heroic leadership becomes the narrative of heroism 

developed within the Suara Papua Facebook page. Figures 60 and 61 are examples 

of Papuan heroes and the narrative of heroism on the page. Papuan activists in these 

posts were detained temporarily but these posts depict them behind bars to 

emphasise the sacrifice they make for the cause. The posts contain articles that cover 

the story of Papuan activists, Yanto Awerkyon and SemU kago, and Alexander 

Nekenem, Yoram Magay, Maikel Asso and Narko Murib who have been arrested 

and jailed due to their political activities. They constitute the National Committee 

for West Papua (KNPB). Awerkyon is the head of the committee and Ukago is the 

secretary of the committee. The latter four activists were then released from the jail. 

The stories along with the images depicting the activists behind bars indicate an 

attempt to define Papuan heroes as those who fight for, suffer, and sacrifice their 

lives to achieve the Papuan political goal. This attempt is also supported by the 

comment from one of the users of the Suara Papua Facebook page. The author of 

the comment uses the words “there is no regret” and “you will make vengeance” to 

emphasise the fighting spirit of these activists that will never be diminished even 

after being imprisoned. The posts in Figures 60 and 61 contain visual images of the 

activists behind bars. These images function as an assertion of their political 

activities and an emphasis of their status as political prisoners. The depiction of 

activists who are being depicted standing nearby prison’s bars signifies their 

Four Papuan Political Prisoners Were Released Today 

In-box comment: I can see in your eyes that there is no regret and you 

will make vengeance. 
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readiness to face risks they may take for the sake of Papuan independence. In fact, 

their status as political prisoners is also emphasised in the title of the post’s article 

in Figure 62. It demonstrates that they were being imprisoned due to their belief of 

their rights to fight for the Papuan political goal. The field of the psychology of 

heroism describes heroic leaders as those who have struggled to transform their 

personality (Allison & Setterberg, 2016). In addition, Allison (2015) posits that “in 

the field of positive psychology, scholars have acknowledged the role of suffering 

in the development of character strengths” (para. 6).  In this sense, the activists’ 

fighting spirit and their ability to undergo sufferings have made Suara Papua define 

them as heroic figures who can inspire Papuans’ strength to continue to strive. 

The narrative of heroism on the Suara Papua Facebook page is developed 

through the use of images and stories of political activities that include the images 

and stories of captured activists as well as of the struggle to fight inequality before 

the law. The activists experienced abuse when they were arrested and sentenced to 

jail. Images and stories of political activists and their abuse on Suara Papua offer 

sentiments of indignation, anger, pride and a sense of shared victimhood. They can 

be transformed into political passions driving the process of mobilisation 

(Gerbaudo, 2012). Posting images and stories of political sacrifice also produces 

admiration. The assertion of captured activists and their suffering offers optimism 

for Papuans to have a better future and inspiration that suffering can redeem, 

augment, elevate and mobilise society. The sentiments and admiration become 

elements for the establishment of a sense of togetherness. This sense of togetherness 

plays a significant role in the creation of a nation. In this regard, this narrative of 

heroism is the foundation of the discursive processes of Papuan everyday life 

nationalism.  
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The creation of Papuan heroes and the narrative of heroism is also developed 

by Suara Papua Facebook page users through human rights activists and the issue 

of human rights violation in Papua. The issue of inequality before the law 

experienced by Papuan political activists when they were arrested and sentenced to 

jail, in particular, and the marginalisation and discrimination of Papuans, in general, 

have meant human rights activists are included in the narrative of heroism 

developed by users of the Suara Papua Facebook page. Warinussy is considered an 

influential figure in the promotion and implementation of human rights enforcement 

in Papua. Warinussy is the recipient of the 2005 John Humphrey Award for human 

rights based in Canada. He is also the executive director of LP3BH (the Institute for 

Research, Investigation and the Development of Legal Aid) in Manokwari Papua. 

Yan Warinussy’s fight for human rights enforcement in Papua offers a story that 

supplies optimism about the future of Papuans in terms of protecting their rights. 

As such, Warinussy is a role model who can be considered as a heroic figure (see 

Figure 62).  

 

 

 

Yan Warinussy: Human rights solutions 

are dead in Papua by the end of 2016. 

Warinussy: The Indonesian 

Minister of Politics, Law and 

Security’s statement is baseless. 
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Figure 62. Yan Warinussy: a human right activist. 

 

Figure 62 depicts examples of posts that cover Papuan human right activist Yan 

Warinussy. These articles focus on the failure of the Indonesian government to deal 

with human rights cases in Papua, even though there are available policies and 

regulations related to human rights such as the State’s Act No. 39/1999 on human 

rights, which prohibits torture and Law No. 26/2000 on the formation of human 

rights courts to adjudicate documented cases of human rights violations. Warinussy 

criticises Indonesian Minister of Politics, Law and Security’s statement on the 

solution of human rights violation in Papua. The minister proposes to resolve it 

through a forum. Warinussy argues that human rights cases in Papua should be 

resolved by referring to laws on human rights. The posts on human rights violation 

in Papua contain pictures of Warinussy. The visual image of Warinussy indicates 

the focus of the article on Warinussy’s effort to disclose human rights cases in Papua 

and to fight for law enforcement of the case. 

Papuan heroic figures are not limited to political figures. A different type of 

hero but who similarly plays as an inspiration for Papuans is also introduced in the 

Suara Papua Facebook page (see Figure 63). Unlike the previous figures who 

mostly come from politics, the next Papuan hero originates from the sporting arena. 

Costello (2009) posits that one  of  the  main  parallels  between  sport  and  national  

identity  is  that  they  are  both maintained by ritual and symbolism. Furthermore, 

Billig (1995) points out that sports can also function as an invitation to support the 

national cause. In addition, Skey (2011, p. 44) claims that sports is a powerful 

signifier in the articulation of a nation. Sports events, and especially soccer, are the 
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second most important event in Suara Papua. In the field of sociology of sports, the 

“desire, particularly on the part of fans, to express their national identity in the realm 

of sport is clearly linked to nationalism in the broadest sense or, at the very least, to 

heroism” (Sociology, n.d.). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 63. Papuan soccer player and Papuan soccer team.  

 

The posts contain articles that cover one of the Papuan soccer players, Ricky 

Kayame, along with news on the Papuan soccer team being on top of the soccer 

competition in the Indonesian national sports event. Interestingly, the author of the 

article uses the sentence “dibalik 11 pemain Persipura, ada harga diri 1,4 juta 

Happy Birthday Ricky Kayame, the 

very patient Young Mee [the name 

of the tribe] 

Comment 1: the next Boaz 

[Indonesian national soccer team 

player from Papua] 

Comment 2: Happy birthday, God 

bless 

Won twice, Papua soccer team 

leads group C in Indonesian 

National Sports Event 2016. 
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orang Papua”(behind 11 soccer players of the Persipura/Papuan regional soccer 

team, there is 1.4 million Papuans’ dignity) in the last paragraph of the article. It 

functions as the conclusion of the story of the struggle of Ricky Kayame, an 

indigenous Papuan from the Mee tribe, to join the regional soccer team. It signifies 

the soccer player as a representation of society and his success is a reflection of a 

Papuan society’s success.  

The acknowledgement of Ricky’s struggle emphasised by the author may 

inspire the young generation of Papuans to never stop “berjuang” (to fight) and to 

be patient in their struggle. The use of this word signifies an attempt to introduce 

Ricky as not only a rising star in Papuan soccer but also as Papuan heroic figure. 

However, to introduce Ricky as a Papuan heroic figure is both politically 

empowering and problematic since he is becoming nationally prominent in an 

Indonesian league. Ricky may become both a Papuan and Indonesian hero. Yet, the 

author of the article seems to anticipate this problem by emphasising Ricky’s 

indigeneity, which demonstrates his belonging to Papua instead of Indonesia. The 

author selects the words “the young Mee” as Ricky’s attribute in the article’s title. 

The post also contains a close up picture of Ricky Kayame indicating his typical 

Papuan physical distinctiveness. In this regard, to frame Ricky as a Papuan heroic 

figure is a sign of an attempt to emphasise strong ethnic expression in Papuan 

nationalism. 

The post on the Papuan soccer player and Papuan soccer team received the 

highest likes compared to other Papuan heroic figures posts. The post featuring 

Ricky Kayame received comments, likes and shares from users of the Suara Papua 

Facebook page. It indicates sports events, especially soccer, are the second most 

important event for Papuans. It also suggests that sports can also function as an 
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invitation to support the national cause (Billig, 1995). As a cultural signifier of 

national identity (Smith & Porter, 2004), sports can act as a significant catalyst of 

nationalism. Within the context of everyday nationalism, sports are a powerful 

signifier in the articulation of a nation because sports are embedded in people’s 

routine, and offer a symbolic system that can be reproduced within national 

frameworks (Skey, 2011). In the case of Papua, posts in Figure 63 imply how soccer 

is one of the important rituals, which are critical to the creation of national 

solidarities. In addition, it suggests that overtly political discourse is not as 

significant as everyday political discourse. Highfield (2016) argues that through 

everyday politics, political issues are framed by users’ interests – politics are 

discussed on the Suara Papua Facebook page in a highly informal way.  

 Through the Suara Papua Facebook page, Papuan users are able to express 

the narrative of heroism and heroes to support their nationalism. Figures presented 

on this page imply Papuans’ latent desire to have role models. The introduction of 

Papuan heroes and the creation of the narrative of heroism indicate the 

establishment of social media’s flat hierarchies. Social media offers an organisation 

without a clear leadership and a loosely connected individuals (Neumayer & 

Svensson, 2016). Thus decision upon individuals to become heroes is created from 

grass roots. In this regard, the creation of grassroots-based Papuan heroes through 

the Suara Papua Facebook page posts shows the role of social media in producing 

everyday nationalism that develops from the perspectives and activities of non-elite 

or ordinary people. The diverse background of Papuan heroes also reflects loose 

organisational formation practices of Suara Papua Facebook page users. Yet, the 

variety of figures indicates the fact that no single sector can claim dominance or 

leadership in Papuan nationalism. Chesterfield (2011) describes the multiple figures 
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in Papuan nationalism as “a movement with thousands of Gandhis” (p. 34) in 

contrast to a single figure in the Indian nationalism movement. 

 

7.5. Conclusion 

Facebook platforms play a significant role for Papuan users in constructing 

and maintaining their nationalism. Like other nationalisms, Papuan nationalism is 

premised upon the promise of a better future. It looks to the past to reinforce its 

claims to national existence. It also re-enacts its foundational moments in symbols. 

The effective use of symbols, such as the state’s name, flag, map and notable heroic 

personalities may improve a state’s political coherence. It also asserts that Papuan 

nationalism is an ethno-nationalism. These nationalist elements are articulated 

through the use of Facebook’s multimodal and interactive platforms. 

The frequent use of the map of Papua implies the Gellnerian model nation-

state, which emphasises territoriality and the boundedness of the nation-state. Freud 

(as cited in Makolkin, 1992) argues that there is a powerful need for an authority 

who can be admired. The heroic personalities have become a symbol of Papuan 

nationalism. Papuan nationalism is a key aspect of the Papuan political landscape. 

It, in turn, shapes the discourse of struggle against Indonesian rule. 

Aside from mainstream symbols of nationalism (flags, maps and heroes), a 

national narrative is also a building block for a nation. A national narrative is a 

reiteration of the past as well as the present day context. Narratives, by their reliance 

on the past, sustain the present day nation and in turn, propel its citizenry to move 

forward together towards the future. Papuan nationalism leans toward human rights 

concerns, which include “merdeka dari” (liberating Papuans from) poverty, 

oppression and backwardness. In many ways, Papuan nationalism is associated with 



283 
 

a sense of injustice (Singh, 2008). By questioning Papua’s political history, 

redefining merdeka, and selecting symbols and heroes, users of the Suara Papua 

Facebook page have articulated their nationalism through social media. These 

aspects become a testimony to Papuan nationalism. Thus, those associated with the 

people, land, and culture are the major attributes that define Papuan ethno-

nationalism. Scholte (1995) argues that “striving for a nation has always been 

grounded in claims of difference from other nations, the definition and exclusion of 

outsiders, defensive reactions against foreign intrusion, through a degree of 

encouragement from outside” (as cited in Webster, 2001, p. 509). As an expression 

of political struggle, Papuan nationalism is also defined in anti-Indonesian terms. 

Singh (2008) posits that by putting Indonesia as Papua’s common enemy, Papuan 

nationalism is another definition of “us” versus “them”.  

 Social media have facilitated – through interactive features and the use of 

visual images – and shaped Papuan online nationalism. Interactivity, in terms of 

users who provide feedback through comments, is only seen in posts on historical 

disputes. It indicates that the clash of history of Papua integration into Indonesia is 

the most emotionally-arousing issue that can be transformed into mobilisation. Even 

though not all posts on Papuan nationalism receive comments from users of Suara 

Papua (there are only 10 per cent users who send comments per month), most of 

the posts receive likes and shares. Suara Papua Facebook insights data show that 

on average per month there are 24 per cent of users who like the Suara Papua page.  

This Facebook page insight is only available to the administrator of the Suara 

Papua Facebook page. Data on users’ view is important as it indicates numbers of 

users who visit the page. This data indeed reflects actual users of the Suara Papua 

Facebook page more than number of followers and fans.  
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As argued by Gerbaudo (2015) likes and shares are considered ways users 

develop a connection with others that become the ideology of social media. Lack of 

comments received does not mean that posts on the narratives of merdeka, of flag 

and map, and of Papuan heroes are unimportant because these narratives are indeed 

played out as Papuan national discourse. Within the observation period, posts on 

the narratives of merdeka is the most frequent theme post in Suara Papua (27 out 

of 63 posts), followed by the narrative of historical dispute theme (18 out of 63 

posts). Through posts, comments, likes and shares, Suara Papua thus enables its 

users to develop everyday life nationalism. As argued by Vangeli (2009), the 

nationalism of everyday life is developed from the perspectives and activities of 

non-elite or ordinary people as opposed to the centralised discourse from national 

elites. Users of the Suara Papua Facebook page have developed a common 

understanding of Papua as a nation via temporality, by questioning history and 

expecting merdeka as the future objective, via spatiality, by utilising a map to 

emphasise the nation, and via cultural frames, by creating heroes. This national 

discourse as suggested by Skey (2011) is not mutually exclusive but is interrelated. 

The Suara Papua Facebook page has become a public sphere for its users 

as it allows them to reinforce their Papuan nationalism through narratives of 

rejecting the Indonesian NKRI harga mati narrative, of criticising the Indonesian 

government by revealing lack of freedom of speech and social justice in Papua, of 

using the Papuan flag, map and heroic figures as national symbols.  It is inevitable 

that claiming Papuan nationalism on the Suara Papua Facebook page most likely 

represents the view of Papuan internet users and not a whole community or ethnic 

group. However, Madianou (2006) argues that investigating social media allows us 

to understand the everyday contestations of nationalism of particular groups. This 
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everyday contestations of nationalism on social media is different from the previous 

notions of nationalism that are often associated with powerful social movements to 

form a state, or expression of sense of nationalistic. Vangeli(2009) posits 

nationalism in everyday life emphasises national frameworks that reproduced from 

the perspective of non-elite or ordinary people. Furthermore, Appadurai (1995) 

argues that modern nationalisms involve communities of citizens who share 

collective experience. Through social media, users of the Suara Papua Facebook 

page are presenting homogenous ideas of Papuan nationalism to themselves and to 

the world outside. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CONCLUSION 

  

The construction of Papuan ethnic identity on Facebook examined in this 

study indicates that the Facebook pages play a role in the establishment of pan-

Papuan ethnic identity and solidarity. There is a continuity in ethnic identity 

expression from the traditional media Papuans utilised before the advent of social 

media. However, ethnic identity on Facebook is distinctive from earlier or more 

conventional media (print, television, radio) because identities previously expressed 

in mainstream media are now expressed by ordinary people and grassroots 

community. Identity on Facebook is expressed through references to Melanesian 

physiognomy, the use of metaphors to explain complex political situations and the 

use of everyday discursive conversation to articulate their ethnonationalism. On 

Facebook, Papuan ethnic identity encompasses and is defined principally in contrast 

to Indonesian ethnicity, by emphasising Melanesian affiliations and Christianity. 

Papuans emphasise their affiliation to Melanesia to show their ethnic distinctiveness 

and to contrast with Indonesians, taking religion to justify their distinction, and 

creating the notion of ethnic authenticity to redefine their ethnic identity. Papuans 

frequently label themselves as having “black skin and curly hair” and have made 

their distinct skin and hair visually prominent on the Orang Papua Facebook page. 

Thus, to be Papuan, one must first not be Indonesian. The emphasis on physical 

appearances is displayed through the use of images depicting physical 

characteristics along with explicit verbal messages. The use of the images and 

verbal messages depicting physical characters functions as a declaration of 

affiliation to Melanesia as well as a differentiation from the majority of Indonesians 
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who belong to the Malay race and from the Javanese hegemonic culture. Papuans’ 

rejection of attempts to make them assimilate with Indonesians functions as an 

assertion of their ability to articulate their distinct identity confidently. This self-

confidence is important due to historical relations with Indonesians whose 

patronising attitudes have undermined Papuan identity and dignity. Papuans have 

also reasserted their ethnic distinctiveness on religious terrain. Christianity mostly 

plays a supporting role in Papuan ethnic identity. Christian symbols and rituals are 

frequently used to bolster Papuan ethnic identity on the Orang Papua Facebook 

page. Following the “to be Papuan one must first not be Indonesian” concept, the 

identification of Papua with Christianity has brought the notion that Papuanisation 

is to oppose Indonesianisation/Islamicisation. Authenticity also occupied an 

important place in the discourse about the formation of Papuan identity. The 

concept of the authentic Papuan aims to frame Papuan identity to contrast the notion 

of amberi (“foreigner” in Papuan language), a term that refers to Indonesians. 

Authenticity in Papuan identity is constructed through physical appearance, nativity 

and indigeneity. Within this context, the discourse of hybridity (the Papuans of 

mixed ancestry or who have lighter skin and curly hair) in Papuan identity emerges 

to challenge the dichotomous formation of Papuan identities. The perception of the 

dichotomy between Indonesian as Malay and Papuan as Melanesian, the 

identification of Papua with Christianity and the creation of an authentic Papuan are 

thus important for the survival of Papua in terms of its identity. Papuans have 

located the narrative of their ethnic identity within political struggle since they have 

framed themselves in relation and as opposed to “Indonesian”.  

 Through their Facebook group, members of the group have transformed 

their Melanesian identification into political alignment with other Melanesian 
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countries. The “Melanesianisation” along with internationalisation of the Papuan 

political movement has become a strategy to advance its claims for sovereignty. It 

demonstrates how primordialism and instrumentalism intersect in this study. The 

notion of Melanesian solidarity/Melanesianisation emphasises that being part of 

Indonesia is not their preferred future. The emphasis on Melanesian identity for the 

sake of Papuans’ political goal to be part of a Melanesian political alignment 

demonstrates the instrumentalist approach to Papuan ethnic identity. Members of 

the Orang Papua group are considered as social media activists as they have 

established particular forms of resistance: identity-based political mobilisation 

through symbolic action. This strategy has softly started with the emphasis on the 

Papuan Melanesianness through their physiognomic similarities (primordialist 

approach). Papuans also invoke kinship between Papuans and Melanesians. These 

primordial ties are politicized when Papua joins Melanesia’s sub-regional political 

and trade bloc (Melanesian Spearhead Group/MSG) and creates a new Papuan 

political organisation: ULMWP (United Liberation Movement in West Papua). 

Papuans frequently refer to the MSG and ULMWP in their posts in Orang Papua 

Facebook page. Papuans use Facebook as a place to consolidate pan-Papuan 

identity and to remind Papuans’ political affinities in the Melanesia region and 

persuade its members to believe in the importance of taking part in a Melanesian 

sub-regional political bloc through the use of the metaphor “back to Melanesian 

family”.  

Members of the group further emphasise marginalisation and economic 

exploitation as factors that contribute to Papuan political resistance through the 

creation of the narrative Papuan as the kitchen of Indonesia. This metaphor aims to 

emphasise how Papua has provided Indonesia with its abundant natural resources, 
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but the Papuans never benefit. The “Papuan as the kitchen of Indonesia” implies the 

future of Papua that should not be part of Indonesia. The use of these metaphors to 

describe Papua’s political movement has helped members of the Orang Papua 

group to understand the current situation since the metaphors use simple words, 

such as family and kitchen to describe the complex events. Thus, these words are 

easier for common people to understand because they simplify Papua’s political 

reality.  

Along with Melanesianisation is the narrative of internationalising Papua’s 

political struggle by raising Indonesian human rights abuses through the use 

ofvisual images that predominantly focus on torture. The use of visual images were 

supported by Facebook multimodal platforms. The images that focus on torture 

justify Papuan political resistance. The visual image of the tortured Papuan becomes 

Orang Papua group’s protest tactics since it symbolises the struggle. Through the 

Orang Papua Facebook page, Papuans have thus created a visual narrative of 

resistance that highlights the gap between the Indonesian government’s peace 

rhetoric and the armed forces’ brutality in Papua. For Papuans, visual images also 

function as a “memoria passionis” – a Christian term that offers a future for Papuans 

who have been oppressed and suffered torture. Papuan activists frequently invoke 

this term to boost support for their struggle. In this sense, religion, especially the 

church, plays both as the moral and political force for Papuan struggle. The church’s 

role as the moral force played by churches is exemplified by Papuans’ strong 

conviction that Jesus soon will come to give freedom to the Papuan people and 

territory and the fact that Papuan struggle is rooted in a Christian millenarian 

imagery-based movement. Churches and their leaders’ engagement in Papua in 

political fields were seen when they advocate for the human rights of Papuans, for 
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their disagreement and rejection of the transmigration program and thus actively 

put Papuan independence on the international agenda through their various 

organisations. Within this context, merdeka (freedom or independent) is a kind of 

Papuan liberation theology. It reflects the role of the church in Papua as well as 

echoes Papuan nationalism.  

The Suara Papua Facebook page has become a place where Papuan users 

strengthen their nationalism through everyday discursive conversation. Nationalism 

emerges as a key aspect of the Papuan political landscape. The expression of Papuan 

nationalism is supported by various narratives. It includes contestation of the 

legitimacy of Papua’s incorporation into Indonesia, the creation of the narrative of 

heroic figures and heroism through actors and their quest to unite Papuans into one 

whole nation, reinterpretation of the meaning of merdeka that equals attempts to 

release Papuans from social political and unjust economic situations, emphasis on 

the Papuan flag and territory as its national symbols. These narratives are a 

testimony to Papuan ethno-nationalism. The narrative of Papua’s historical dispute 

is developed by countering Indonesia’s “NKRI harga mati” (The unitary state of the 

republic of Indonesia is final) discourse. The territorial discourse of the unitary state 

of Indonesia, emphasised by Indonesia’s territory between Aceh in the western part 

and Papua at the eastern part, is challenged through Papua’s territorial proximity to 

Melanesia. It implies that Papuans are not part of Indonesia ethnically or 

territorially. They are therefore justified in demanding separation from Indonesia. 

This demand is expressed through the use of the term merdeka (freedom or 

liberation). Papuans have reinterpreted the merdeka from political independence to 

include social justice in the areas of employment, health care, education, equity of 

access to public services and peace. Papuan nationalism is also engendered and 
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expressed through symbols. Papua’sMorning Star flag, maps and heroes are the 

prominent symbols of nationalism in the Suara Papua Facebook page. Like the use 

of these symbols outside social media, they inspire strong feelings of loyalty and 

devotion to the Papuan political cause and reinforce a national consciousness. 

Papuan heroic figures include political and human rights activists and football 

players. While previously Indonesia’s heroes might become Papuan’s villain and 

vice versa, through social media Papuans are depicted as actors in their quest to 

unite Papuans into one whole nation. The quest to unite Papuans into one nation 

and the fight and sacrifice lives to achieve Papuan political goal become the 

narrative of Papuan heroism. This narrative aims to supply meaning, optimism, 

inspiration as well as offers role models. The sentiments and admirations become 

elements for the establishment of a sense of togetherness. This sense of togetherness 

plays a significant role in the creation of a nation.  In this regard, this narrative of 

heroism becomes the foundation of the discursive processes of Papuan everyday 

life nationalism.  

The way Papuans articulate their distinct ethnic identity, political resistance 

and nationalism have created the perception of the Orang Papua and Suara Papua 

Facebook pages as a safer place for Papuans. Facebook has become the suitable 

option for Papuans to express their ethnic identity and have the freedom to choose 

how they wish to present themselves, which becomes the foundation of their 

political resistance. Facebook allows interactive communication. Ordinary and non-

elite Papuan Facebook users post, give comments, share, and like to express 

support, discuss and question issues in Papuan identity, its politics and nationalist 

desires.By posting, commenting, sharing and liking users may develop connections 

with others and engage in more lively debates. Posts that contain markers of Papuan 
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identity – black skin and curly hair, for instance – receive supportive comments and 

more likes than users with non-Papuan Malay features. Expressions of opinions 

such as posts, comments, shares and likes are forms of political participation on 

social media. The emphasis on the formation of opinion and lack of political 

decision making in these Facebook pages has made them a weak public sphere 

(Fraser, 1990). The weak publics implies that there is a sharp separation between 

the state as decision maker and the society that plays a role to provide critical 

discursive opinion. Social media like Facebook offer platforms potentially 

fundamental for the creation of a weak public sphere that emphasises opinion as its 

significant feature. With its features such as status updates, chats, likes, comments, 

shares, creating groups and developing networks, Facebook can be considered a 

place where users can form an opinion and participate in debates through its 

multimodal texts such as verbal messages, audio visual and visual images, such as 

photos and videos. The infrastructure of Facebook also empowers the formation of 

a weak public sphere through its feature that allows its users to create groups. This 

feature facilitates the formation of a collective of users with the same interests 

where they can exchange information, discuss and develop a collective opinion. 

Each member of the group has equal access to post, comment and share information. 

Facebook permits its users to generate as many groups they are willing to create, 

with no limitations on the number of members. 

The Habermasian ideal of the public sphere is not manifested in the two 

Papua-related Facebook pages examined in this study. On the Orang Papua and 

Suara Papua Facebook pages, the number of Papuan social media users who utilise 

interactive platforms is limited. The limited number of Papuans users who utilise 

Facebook’s interactive platforms to its fullest potential affect the quality of Orang 
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Papua and Suara Papua as the public sphere. Also, the fact that Orang Papua has 

become a closed group made it lack inclusion and equal access for users as well as 

opens up the possibility for its members to experience “filter bubbles” (Pariser, 

2011). Accessibility is one of the dimensions of social media as a public sphere. 

The closed group status has narrowed down the compatibility of Orang Papua with 

the concept of social media as the public sphere. In addition, “the public” in these 

two Papua-related Facebook pages is limited to those who have access to social 

media. The fact that there are only few number of users who interact by providing 

comments, likes and shares has also narrowed down the public required in the 

discursive relations within the notion of the public sphere. The tendency of 

members of Orang Papua group to employ strategic essentialism has made certain 

voices excluded. Instead of becoming the public sphere, this Facebook group may 

become what Fraser (1990) called a place for a new hegemonic mode of domination. 

In this regard, Habermasian ideals of a public sphere would appear not to exist in 

these two Facebook pages. These two Facebook pages manifested a subaltern 

counterpublics (Fraser, 1990) as they become the discursive arena for Papuan social 

media users to articulate their identity and political views. 

This study has demonstrated that social media usage plays a significant role 

in unifying ethnic identity construction. Research on ethnic identity construction 

thus need to take into account social media usage as it has become an inextricable 

part of everyday activities. Both identity online and offline is going through similar 

process that is mediated through linguistic elements in communication processes 

and imagined because identity construction process is not necessarily developed 

through face-to-face interaction. 
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The result of this study has also demonstrated that there is no particular 

approach that is sufficiently comprehensive to define ethnic identity. Each approach 

offers a particular dimension of ethnic identity and distinct contributions in 

explaining the notion of ethnic identity. This study recognises layers of approaches 

in studying ethnic identity on social media as it identifies primordialism, 

instrumentalism and constructivism as inseparable approaches in studying Papuan 

ethnic identity on Orang Papua and Suara Papua Facebook pages. This study 

employs a constructivism approach as it examines the way Papuans express their 

ethnic identity by connecting with each other and forming opinion through posts, 

comments, likes and shares. The way users of the two Facebook pages have utilised 

their physical characters as the foundation to their affiliation with a Melanesian 

claim, puts aside differences and mobilises the claim for the sake of a political goal 

– to reject Indonesian domination in Papua. This indicates primordialist and 

instrumentalist approaches in regard to Papuan ethnic identity. Thus, the three 

distinct approaches to ethnic identity need to be considered to comprehensively 

examine ethnic identity in all of its dimensions as each of the approaches reinforces 

the another. In this respect, it advances previous research that utilises a single 

approach in studying ethnic identity (Zhao et al., 2008; Mehdizadeh, 2010; Boupha 

et al., 2013). The appropriation of social media as a means to not only articulate 

identity but also express feelings and opinions has also ensured these approaches 

cannot be applied separately. Social media offer more dynamic identity expressions, 

a less complicated process to create interest-based groups and a convenient process 

of mobilising identity for political purposes through multimodal and interactive 

platforms. 
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This study has revealed that platforms of social media, particularly 

Facebook, have shaped distinct forms of online political activism. This 

distinctiveness is due to Facebook’s main function, which is to form connections 

among users and to represent personalised identity. Social media offer its users 

more personal elements to engage with politics since it can be discussed implicitly 

and explicitly along with other topics of personal or community concern. Thus, 

political mobilisation on social media is indirectly shaped and established through 

a sense of togetherness such as the construction of preferred identities and the 

creation of emotional narratives. In this respect, this study identifies social media 

activism as an identity-based political mobilisation through symbolic action. 

This study has offered an original contribution to the study of Papuan ethnic 

identity and political struggle on social media. It advances previous research on 

Papuan ethnic identity and political struggle as the existing academic literature on 

Papuan identity-based resistance is primarily historical and focuses on factors 

contributing to Papuan political resistance such as marginalisation, welfare and 

human rights violations (Chauvel, 2005; Trajano, 2010; Hernawan, 2011; King, 

2011; Rumbiak, 2011; Barber &Moiwend, 2011; Webster, 2012) and none so far 

looks at social media, identity and politics in relation to Papuans. In this respect, 

this study has originally contributed to the research on Papuan identity and political 

resistance by significantly focusing on the utilisation of social media; this has never 

been addressed before. Also, identity construction on Facebook’s multimodal 

interactive posts, as investigated by this study, has never been addressed by similar 

field of studies that concentrate more on the conception of identity on Facebook. 

Previous studies that focus on identity on Facebook grounded only in user profiles 

and in the construction social identities embedded in social interaction through 
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verbal message. More specifically, it has provided a consideration of the way a 

repressed ethnic group discursively contests a dominant group through social media 

and the way they use social media multimodal and interactive platforms to develop 

a narrative of resistance. Even though the results of this study may resonate with 

the utilisation of social media by repressed ethnic groups elsewhere to articulate 

their resistance, the findings of this study are exceptional for the specific and unique 

cultural and socio-political context. It is specific because Papuan ethnic solidarity 

is due to social marginalisation, forced settlement, natural resource exploitation, 

and a militarisation approach. Papua’s geographical location has also contributed to 

this study’s uniqueness as it affects Papuans’ cultural and political affinities to 

Melanesian countries. 

This study also advanced research on social media in Indonesia because it 

offers an alternative and applicable research method to study social media. 

Multimodal discourse offers tools to analyse different modes of communication 

available on social media. Researchers can choose any methodological procedures 

so long as the selection is purposefully based on their specific research topic and 

focuses and explains their detailed and thorough procedure with justification for 

their choices. Previous research on online media tends to focus on the characteristics 

of the medium and disregard the importance of communication modes. This study 

uses a systematic method to collect and analyse multimodal and interactive data on 

social media. In this study, a multimodal discourse method is adapted through the 

use of the specific analytical procedure to suit social media characteristics. Within 

this context, this study offers an alternative method in studying multimodal and 

interactive texts on social media. 
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There are limitations in this study that urge further research. The limitations 

are related to the focus of this study, lack of access to relevant Facebook insights 

data and the method used in this study. This study focuses on Papuan ethnic identity 

on social media and does not compare the way Papuans express their ethnic identity 

on other media. In addition, it portrays the way Papuans articulate their identity on 

a specific social media site (two Facebook pages) and particularly posts from those 

who are social media users. Lack of access to relevant data from Facebook insights 

have made this study only utilise data that can be publicly viewed. Facebook 

insights data can only be accessed through the administrators of the two Papuan-

related Facebook pages. Given its limitations and lack of survey of the way Papuans 

articulate their ethnic identity on mainstream mass media and underground 

grassroots media further studies could consider comparing mainstream mass media 

and online media, more Facebook pages, different social media and other online 

outlets as well as observe social media usage pattern. Studying across different 

media and online outlets that have different characteristics might provide a more 

comprehensive and full picture of Papuan ethnic identity construction. Also social 

media have become part of Papuans’ everyday lives and Papuans may have also 

utilised other online outlets such as blogs, YouTube, websites and other social 

media networks such as Twitter and Instagram to articulate their identity online. In 

addition, future research in the same area would greatly benefit from observing 

Papuans utilising social media as well as carrying out interviews with Papuans who 

access social media content.  
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  APPENDIX A: Ethics Approval   

 

OfficeoftheVice-Chancellor 

Finance,EthicsandCompliance 

 

 
 

 
 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019 

Auckland,  New Zealand 

   Level 10, 49 Symonds Street 

Telephone: 64 9 373 7599 

Extension: 87830 / 83761 

Facsimile: 64 9 373 7432 

 
UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE (UAHPEC) 

 

16-Sep-2016 

 

MEMORANDUM TO: 

 
Dr Sarina Pearson 

Media Film &Television 

 
Re: Application for Ethics Approval (Our Ref. 017700): Approved with comment 

 
TheCommitteeconsideredyourapplicationforethicsapprovalforyourprojectentitledPapuaGoesOnline: 

TheConstructionofEthnicMinorityIdentityinIndonesiaontheInternet. 

 
Ethics approval was given for a period of three years with the following comment(s): 

 
1. PIS –Administrator 

a. Pleaseaddastatementthatparticipationisentirelyvoluntary. 

 
b. Please add a statement that the participant will have an opportunity to review/edit the transcript of the 

interview. Also advise the participant that they have a right to withdraw any data provided up until two weeks 

fromthedateofbeingsentthetranscript,withoutneedingtoprovideareason(ratherthan‘upuntiltheendof 

theproject’sobservationschedule(December2016). 

 

c. Pleasecorrectthespellingwithinthefollowingsentence: 

Sincethegroupyouadministeriscurrentyclosed, 

 
2. CF – Administrator 

a. Please replace thefollowing: 

IunderstandthatIwilllettheinterviewbedocumented. 

With: 

I understand that the interview will be audio-recorded. 

 
b. Pleasereplacethefollowing: 

Iamfreetowithdrawparticipationatanytimewithoutgivingareason,andtowithdrawanydatatraceableto 

meuntiltheendoftheproject’sobservationschedule(December2016). 
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With: 

Please replace the following: 

IunderstandIamfreetowithdrawparticipationatanytimewithoutgivingareasonandthatIcanreview/edit 

orwithdrawanydataprovideduptotwoweeksfromthedateofbeingsenttheinterviewtranscript 

 

The expiry date for this approval is 16-Sep-2019. 

 
IftheprojectchangessignificantlyyouarerequiredtoresubmitanewapplicationtoUAHPECforfurther consideration. 

 

In order that an up-to-date record can be maintained, you are requested to notify UAHPEC once your project is 

completed. 

 
TheChairandthemembersofUAHPECwouldbehappytodiscussgeneralmattersrelatingtoethicsapprovalsif you wish to 

do so. Contact should be made through the UAHPEC Ethics Administratorsat 

ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nzin the first instance. 

 
All communication with the UAHPEC regarding this application should include this reference number: 017700. 

 

 
 

 
(This is a computer generated letter. No signature required.) 

 
Secretary 

University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee 

 
c.c.HeadofDepartment/School,MediaFilm&Television Dr LukeGoode 

 Mrs. Yuyun Surya 

 Dr. Alice Mills 

 

Additional information: 

1. Shouldyouneedtomakeanychangestotheproject,writetotheCommitteegivingfulldetailsincluding 

reviseddocumentation. 

 
2. Shouldyourequireanextension,writetotheCommitteebeforetheexpirydategivingfulldetailsalong with 

revised documentation. An extension can be granted for up to three years, after which time you 

mustmakeanewapplication. 

 
3. Attheendofthreeyears,oriftheprojectiscompletedbeforetheexpiry,youarerequestedtoadvise 

theCommitteeofitscompletion. 

 
4. Donotforgettofillinthe'approvalwording'ontheParticipantInformationSheetsandConsentForms, 

givingthedatesofapprovalandthereferencenumber,beforeyousendthemouttoyourparticipants. 

 
5. Send a copy of this approval letter to the Awards Team at the, Research Office if you have obtained 

fundingotherthanfromUniServices.ForUniServicescontract,sendacopyoftheapprovalletterto: 

ContractManager, UniServices. 

 

6. PleasenotethattheCommitteemayfromtimetotimeconductauditsofapprovedprojectstoensure 

thattheresearchhasbeencarriedoutaccordingtotheapprovalthatwasgiven. 

 

mailto:ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
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LIST OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Project title:  

Papua Goes Online: The Construction of Ethnic Minority Identity in 

Indonesia on the Internet 

Name of researcher: Yuyun Surya 

Contact email address for researcher: ysur846@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

1. Why the Orang Papua group has changed into closed group? 

2. Do you think this change affect the way members of the group 

express their opinion? 

3. Why are you creating this group? 

4. What do you think of the function of this group for Papuans? 
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OBSERVATION & INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
 

 

Project Title: Papua Goes Online: The Construction of Ethnic Minority 
Identity in Indonesia on the Internet 

Researcher : Yuyun Surya 

Supervisor : Dr. Sarina Pearson  

 

No. Activity How long When 

1. Prepare theme 
categorisation 

1 week Week 1 July 
2016 

2. Record selected posted 
messages 

6 months Week 2 July 
2016- week 2 

December 2016 

3. Interview via telephone 
chat (whatsapp) with the 

initial site of study (Orang 
Papua group) administrator 

1 -3 hours Week 3 
September 2016 

4. Classify selected posted 
messages into theme 

categorisation 

1 week Week 3 
December 2016 

5. Final check and editing 1 week Week 4 

December 2016 
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

FACEBOOK GROUP (ORANG PAPUA) ADMINISTRATOR 

PROJECT TITLE: 

Papua Goes Online: The Construction of Ethnic Minority Identity in 

Indonesia on the Internet 
Name of researcher: Yuyun Surya 
Name of supervisor : Dr. Sarina Pearson  

 
Researcher Introduction 

I am Yuyun Surya and I am a PhD student in the University of Auckland 

Department of Media, Film and Television, School of Social Sciences. My 
supervisor is Dr Sarina Pearson. 

This Project 

I am researching the way ethnic minorities articulate their identities on 

social media (Facebook) with the aim of discovering how social media 
has allowed them to construct their preferred ethnic identities. The 
Papuan identity is the focus of my study. I have selected your site 

because it is the most popular site of its kind, based on the number of 
group members it has. I expect the results from this project will show 

how Papuans construct their ethnic identity on social media. 

The project is a part of the PhD I am pursuing, and is funded by the 
Directorate of Higher Education, Ministry of Research, Technology and 

Higher Education of the Republic of Indonesia. 

Invitation to Participate 

You are invited to take part in this research because the Facebook group 
you manage is one of the most popular Papuan-based online-

communities. Your participation is entirely voluntary.  

Project Procedures 

Since the group you administer is currently closed, I would like to have 
an interview with you to find out why the group closed. You will have an 
opportunity to review/edit the transcript of the interview. I will translate 

the recorded interview into English. 

Data Storage, Retention, Destruction and Future Use 

I will collect data by recording your interview. The collected data will be 
stored on a computer. The data will be analysed and the results of this 

project may be published but no data included will in any way be linked 
to you. The data will be stored for six years on a securely housed 

external hard drive, as required by the University’s research policy. After 
the minimum storage time has elapsed, the data will be erased and 
deleted from the drive. 

Rights to Withdraw from Participation  
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You have the right to withdraw any data provided up until two weeks 
from the date of being sent the transcriptwithout giving any reason or 

justification. 

Anonymity and Confidentiality 

The preservation of confidentiality is paramount. The information you 
share will remain confidential to me and my supervisors. The Facebook 

group will be identified throughout my research and also in the thesis. 
You will be identified as the administrator of the group but not by your 

name. If the information you provide is reported or published, it will be 
anonymised.  

A copy of research findings as a part of my final thesis in the University 
Library will be made available to you on request. 

CONTACT DETAILS AND APPROVAL 

Researcher Supervisor Head of Department 
Yuyun Surya  

Ysur846@aucklanduni.ac

.nz  

Dr. Sarina Pearson 

Media Film and 

Television 

s.pearson@auckland.ac.

nz 

+64 9 373 7599 ext 

88900 

A/Prof. Neal Curtis 

Media Film and 

Television 

n.curtis@auckland.ac.

nz 

+64 9 923 1187 

 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, 
The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The 
University of Auckland, Research Office, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 ext.83711. email: ro-
ethics@auckland.ac.nz 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics 

Committee on 16 September 2016 for three years. Reference number 
017700. 
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