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Abstract 

This study discusses the image of Papuans as constructed in popular media. In order to 
get broader picture of how Papua represented, this study takes three objects from two 
different types of popular media; novels—Namaku Teweraut (My Name is Teweraut, 
2000) and Tanah Tabu (Taboo Land, 2008)—as well as film, Denias: Senandung di 
Atas Awan (Denias: A Song Above the Sky, 2006). The common thread of the three 
objects of study is how the key people ‘behind the curtain’, in this case non-Papuan 
authors and director, are trying to represent social problems in Papua by placing local 
Papuans as protagonists and using the land of Papua as the background of the stories. 
Moreover, although made public in the 2000s (post-reformation era), all objects of study 
portray the social condition in Papua during New Order regime.  

Despite the ‘holy’ mission to voice out the interests of Papuans, all objects of study 
cannot escape the tendency to reinforce already existing stereotypes. This study 
discovers how the objects of study portray Papuans as aggressive and highly masculine. 
They justify such portrayal by linking Papuans’ masculinity to ethnic diversity and 
unsympathetic nature of the land. The objects of study also describe Papuans as 
powerless and unable to help themselves thus they need some kind of ‘savior’ from a 
different land. Such thing can be noticed from the existence of certain non-Papuan 
secondary characters who feel the responsibility to help Papuans out of their trouble. 
And finally, the objects of study subtly imply the vestige of mental colonialization 
through generally accepted beauty concept which regretfully is total opposite to 
physical features of Native Papuan women. 

This study concludes that the tendency to reinforce already existing stereotypes within 
the process of representing marginalized group is inevitable. The narration of 
backwardness should be seen as unwritten requirement in the process of representation. 
Therefore, all objects of study have not been able to establish themselves as 
counternarrative. This study also suggests that literary works produced by native 
Papuans should immediately be found and analyzed in order to examine a possibility 
whether those works can stand as the real counternarrative texts. 

Keywords: Denias: Senandung di Atas Awan, Namaku Teweraut, Papua, 
Postcolonialism, Tanah Tabu 
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A.  INTRODUCTION 

Upset with the game of Persib vs Persipura at Siliwangi Stadion in May 2nd 
2010, the next day, a male student of Bandung Technology Institute (ITB) wrote his 
Facebook status with highly-prejudiced sentence: “Dasar orang Papua biasanya pake 
otot bukan pake otak maen bolanya, ga sekolah bodo2 semua, udah item idup lagi. 
Sialan lu Papua...!”1 (Papuans! They play football with their muscles and not their 
head; they’re all stupid because none of them go to school; they’re black and alive; 
damn you, Papuans!). This is more than simply an expression of anger from a football 
fan. That sentence, in fact, shows the dark side of us when we see our own brothers in 
the east end of the archipelago. 

Reading the news, I wonder whether this student—a non-Papuan who lives in 
Java Island, Western part of Indonesian archipelago—has ever visited Papua and see the 
real condition there with his own eyes. Had he not, then what he done would reflect an 
alarming bigger problem. The sentence he wrote should be seen as a depiction of how 
he perceives an idea of what we call “Papuans”. The phrase “they play football using 
their muscles and not their head” might be associated to barbaric behavior which 
stressing more towards physical power rather than reason. “They’re all stupid because 
none of them go to school” represents an idea of backwardness. And “they’re black and 
alive” could be linked to ugliness, an eyesore. In summary, this ITB student conceives 
Papuans to be inferior. 

If that is what the student perceives about Papuans, there must be bigger 
questions relating to the image of Papuans within the mind of Indonesians in general. 
Because I am convinced that the student’s highly opinionated view does not only 
represent an individual view but also many others. Since when are Indonesian people 
mentally dichotomized into “Western” and “Eastern”? Since when do Western 
Indonesians think of themselves to be superior to Eastern Indonesians, in this case, 
particularly to Papuans? And since when are Papuans associated with backwardness, 
ferocity, and any features which strongly related to primitive society? 

Indonesia territorial division into Western and Eastern is likely preceded by 
Alfred Russel Wallace who visited the archipelago between 1854 and 1862.2 Wallace 
expedition aimed to prove his theory whether Indonesian archipelago was once united 
into two different big continents; Asia and Australia. Scrutinizing the distribution of 
animals and vegetations, Wallace then divides Indonesian archipelago into two 
territorial divisions: the “West” which believed once united into Asian continent and the 
“East” which believed once part of Australian continent. More than simply examining 
the distribution of animals and vegetations, however, Wallace also touches the realm of 
morality where he separated the character of the inhabitants of Indonesian archipelago 
into “West” and “East”. In other words, Malays versus Papuans.3 

                                                 
1 Taken from an article titled “Penghinaan di Facebook Ditangani Komisi Etik ITB” (Offensive 

Comment on Facebook Handled by ITB’s Ethics Committee) on April 30th 2011 at 08.39 A.M. The 
article is published on: http://www.republika.asia/berita/trendtek/aplikasi/10/05/19/116121-penghinaan-
di-facebook-ditangani-komisi-etik-itb  

2 I am grateful to my friend, JJ Rizal, who suggested me to read Wallace’s The Malay Archipelago 
(1868), in order to grasp an idea about the image of Papuans in the eyes of European on 19th century. 

3 According to Wallace, what he means by Malays are the genuine inhabitants of Indonesian archipelago 
who inhabit Sumatra, Borneo (Kalimantan), Java, Madura, Bali, part of Lombok, and most of Sulawesi. 



 74 

By observing everyday behavior, Wallace considers that Malays are more 
civilized than Papuans. He compares both ethnic groups and even describes how their 
morals are a total opposite to each other. According to Wallace, Papuans are more 
demonstrative both in speech and action than Malays.4 In one section in which Wallace 
recounts his trip to Ké Island, he describes how he and his Malay crews are greeted by 
the inhabitants of the island with loud tones and unconcealed curiosities. Wallace 
believes that Malays would not ever do such thing in front of strangers. Wallace also 
pictures his crews’ reaction to such unusual behavior as: 

“Our crew, many of whom had not made the voyage before, seemed quite 
scandalized at such unprecedented bad manners, and only very gradually made 
any approach to fraternization with the black fellows.” (1868: 317). 

Considering Wallace’s thorough observation of the event, it could be grasped 
that Malays (Wallace’s crews) and Papuans (the local inhabitants of Ké Island) hold on 
totally different notion about appropriate behavior in front of strangers. The response of 
Wallace’s crews at least portrays how Malays think that making hullabaloo in front of 
strangers is inappropriate. 

It should be remembered that Wallace is a European and a man of his age, thus 
his argument about the character of Malays and Papuans is suspiciously thick with 
generalization and subjectivity. Nevertheless, the result of his observation ought to be 
treated as a premise that the character and level of civilization in Indonesia can be 
dichotomized into “West” and “East”. In this sense, Western Indonesians are seen to be 
more superior to Eastern Indonesians. This is an ironic categorization, indeed, because 
superior feeling of Western men seemed incarnate into the realm of morals of 
Indonesian people who live in the western part of the archipelago. The result is a 
creation of another “East” in this country.  

Without intending to belittle Zendings’ role in establishing the foundation of 
modern civilization in Papua, the label of “primitive society” tightly linked to Papuans 
should not be separated from the European missionaries’ existence and activities there. 
After all, the goal of their coming to Papua is to Christianize the inhabitants of the 
island—then regarded as infidels—because they had had not known God. At that time, 
Papuans were believed to be lost in the dark-age (kegelapan) and they must be guided 
into the light. Such opinion likely excludes traditional way of thinking that pagan gods 
and spirits are God in modern sense, or the transcendence power itself.5 

In an effort to make Papuans ‘more civilized’, the European missionaries 
removed a number of traditional rituals considered barbaric such as headhunting. In 
addition, they also performed baptism which should be seen as a form of revocation of 
                                                                                                                                               

Wallace calls them as “Malays”. He calls inhabitants who inhabit Ternate, Tidore, Bacan, and Ambon 
as “Maluku-Malays” and categorizes them as semi-civilized Malays. Wallace also calls Dayak, Batak, 
and genuine inhabitants of Northern Sulawesi as Malays but categorizes them as “savage Malays”. 
Meanwhile, what Wallace means by Papuans are inhabitants of Ké Island, Aru Island and Papua Island. 
It should be remembered that the categorization Wallace offers are based on similarities of physical 
features. 

4 See Alfred Russel Wallace, (1868), The Malay Archipelago, Singapura, Hong Kong, dan Indonesia: 
Periplus, p. 316–317, 329–330 and 445–449.   

5 About Zendings role within the history of modern education in Papua, see Decky Wamea, (2010), 
Peranan Zending dalam Bidang Pendidikan 1855–1962: Tinjauan Awal Upaya Pengembangan SDM di 
Irian Jaya. Manokwari: Sasako Papua Publisher (Papua Institute). 
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Papuans’ genuine identity. By pinning Christian name, they create a new identity which 
signifies modern and civilized man.6 

The image of Papuans as primitive society became increasingly strong during 
New Order period. One of Indonesian governments’ efforts to civilize Papuans was 
through Operasi Koteka (Penis Gourd Operation) carried out between 1964 and 1973. 
The target of the Operation was highland people. The governments even sent and 
dropped tons of clothes from the air as a manifestation of its strong will to exterminate 
koteka. The operation itself was less than successful because it was certainly not easy 
for the native population to be broken radically from their own culture.7  

What really matters, however, is how Indonesian government one-sidedly 
determined what should be called ‘acceptable appearance’ in front of public. In this 
case, near-nudity is definitely intolerable. What was worse, the government used it as an 
excuse to revoke cultural identity of Papuans. Koteka which actually means “clothing” 
(Koestanto & Iswanto, 2008: 6) was not regarded as appropriate clothing by the New 
Order government. Near-nudity associated to backwardness, blatantly opposed to the 
image of civilized and modern men. Furthermore, it suggests that the New Order 
government actually embarrassed with Papuans near-nudity thus it should be 
exterminated.  

What happened to Papua should be seen as part of the complexities of 
Indonesian post-colonial.8 Knowingly or not, Papua continue to experience 
marginalization. Despite much progress there, the image of Papuans as “primitive 
society” stubbornly stays in the head of many Indonesians. Even mass media in post-
reformation era contribute to strengthen the image by showing more news about riots 
than development in Papua. Frequently, cameras capture fear-provoking events, in 
which frightening figures shrieking loudly and carrying bows and arrows, as if to 
confirm the stereotype of Papuans as barbaric society who can only solve problems with 
violence.9 The ITB student’s Facebook status, in which recklessly stated that Papuans 
play football with their “muscle” and not their “head” worryingly show how the 
stereotype is accepted as ‘reality’.  

                                                 
6 Namaku Teweraut (My Name is Teweraut, 2000), one of three research materials in this study, 

mentioned about European missionaries’ role in removing headhunting ritual. 
7 Explanation of Operasi Koteka can be read in: Andrew J. Marshall dan Bruce M. Beehler.ed., (2007), 

The Ecology of Papua: Part Two, Singapura, Hong Kong, dan Indonesia: Periplus, p. 1105; an article 
written by Benny Dwi Koestanto & Ichwan Susanto, (2008), “Manusia Koteka Menanti Embun 
‘Ipere’” in Ekspedisi Tanah Papua: Laporan Jurnalistik Kompas, Jakarta: Penerbit Buku Kompas, p. 
xiii and 5–6; an articles written by Dolf Faidiban (“Saya Dituduh Sebagai Anggota Separatis”), Alex 
Wamafma (“Bertemu Orang Pohon”), and Joël Boray (“Koteka Lebih Baik dari Celana”) in Bakti 
Pamong Praja Papua di Era Transisi Kekuasaan Belanda ke Indonesia (2008). Each article gives 
explanation about Operasi Koteka in p. 71–72, 158 and 175–176.   

8 In Indonesia, it seemed that there is still no fixed terminology to describe the condition of Indonesia 
after proclamation of independence (proklamasi kemerdekaan). Manneke Budiman, through preface 
section in Sastra Indonesia Modern: Kritik Postkolonial (2008), uses the word “post-colonial(ism)”, 
while Nyoman Kutha Ratna in Postkolonialisme Indonesia: Relevansi Sastra (2008) uses the word 
“postcolonial(ism)”. I decided to use the word “post-colonial” to describe the condition of Indonesia 
after proclamation of independence. My aim is none other than to emphasize the difference between 
postcolonialism as theory and post-colonialism as historical condition.   

9 Bambang Shergi Laksmono, through preface section in Heboh Papua: Perang Rahasia, Trauma dan 
Separatisme (2010), p. xix also mentions about how national mass media tend to give unbalanced 
reports about Papua.     
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Discussion of stereotypes must not avoid the role of media. As a Coliseum of 
representation, media becomes the most effective means to advertise certain image of a 
subject to audience. The circulated image should be seen as merely pieces of one whole 
picture, framed in such a way hence transformed into another ‘whole picture’. Which 
piece the public receive and how public interpret it is probably equal to tug of war 
because every piece does not show same picture. 

With regard to the image of Papuans, this study attempts to explore how popular 
media constructed and represented the image of Papuans. I deliberately use popular 
media as research materials because the significant difference from mass media is how 
popular media, such as novels or films, contain elements of fiction. In this sense, 
popular media is able to offer its own ‘reality’ which may not be appearing in mass 
media. Even the ‘reality’ can be more intense because it involves narration of human 
emotions. 

In order to get broader picture of the image of Papua in popular media, I choose 
three subjects from two different types of popular media; novels—Namaku Teweraut 
(My name is Teweraut, 2000) and Tanah Tabu (Taboo Land, 2008)—as well as movie, 
Denias: Senandung di Atas Awan (Denias: Song Above Clouds, 2006). The common 
thread of the three objects of this study is how the key people behind the works, non-
Papuan authors and director, in this case, are trying to raise the social problems in Papua 
by placing Papuans as their protagonists and using the land of Papua as the background 
of their stories. 10 In addition, although made public in post-reformation era, all objects 
of this study portray the social condition in Papua during New Order era.11  

The three objects of this study can be summarized as follows: firstly, Namaku 
Teweraut tells a story of Teweraut, an Asmat woman who undergoes a transformation in 
how she sees the social condition of her tribe after she returns from “Irian Jaya Cultural 
Week” trip to Europe and America.12 The novel narrates that the transformation occurs 
along with social changes in Ewer, her village, where development and materialism has 
penetrated deeply into the interior of Papua.      

Secondly, Tanah Tabu tells stories of three Dani women who are also central 
figures of the novel: Mabel the grandmother, Mace/Lisbeth the mother and Leksi the 
daughter. 13 The novel itself focuses on the issue of discrimination and social conflict in 
Timika and also the suffering of Mabel and Mace as women who live in the midst of 
patriarchal society. And thirdly, Denias tells a story of Denias, a Moni boy who 
struggles to be able to go to school in order to fulfill her late mother’s final message.  

                                                 
10 Through some websites on the internet, I unintentionally found two novels about Papua written by 

Papuans. They are Mawar Hitam Tanpa Akar (Black Rose without Root, 2009)—written by Aprilia 
Wayar and published by Penerbit Papua Room dan Spasi—and Ratapan Tanah Sorga (The Mourning 
of Paradise Land, 2008)—written by Yakobus Odiyaipai Dumupa and published by Paradise Press. I 
regretfully admit that I am not able to obtain those novels even until this paper is completed. I strongly 
believe that those novels are very helpful to give balance insight about the image of Papua within 
popular media.  

11 Tanah Tabu actually uses post-reformation Papua as its main background time. However, the novel 
contains many flashback scenes, narrating events which happen during New Order regime. This study 
will only analyze those flashback scenes.   

12 During New Order era, Papua province was known as Irian Jaya. The name of the province was 
changed into Papua in 2002.  

13 Leksi actually half Dani and half Amungme, because her father, Johanis, inherits Amungme’s blood 
from his father (Mabel’s second son).   
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This paper will examine how the three objects of study construct particular 
image of Papuans and the impact from the construction process towards the whole idea 
of Papuans.  

B.  METHODOLOGY 

This paper uses postcolonial criticism method in analyzing all objects of study. I 
refer postcolonial criticism to Tony Day and Keith Foulcher’s argument that 
postcolonialism is a strategy of reading literary works by considering the issues and 
impact of colonialism either on the texts or the position of the authors and the 
researchers themselves. The goal of postcolonialism is to dismantle the pattern of 
unequal power relations between superior party and the marginalized subject.14  

The consequence of applying postcolonial criticism while reading a text is to 
‘suspect’ whether the text is laden with traces of colonialism that need to be dismantled 
and analyzed. In this paper, the Papua—as represented in all three objects of study—is 
seen as constantly marginalized condition due to its historical experience with outsiders 
who feel to be more superior. I assume that the traces of colonialism can be observed 
through how Papuans are portrayed, which ironically strengthens the already existing 
stereotypes. 

This paper focuses on analyzing the intrinsic elements of all objects of study. 
However, this paper will also examine the position of the authors and director 
considering the fact that they are intensely involved in their own work.15 Especially 
because the authors and director are non-Papuan, thus their effort of representing Papua 
in their works ought to be interpreted. Moreover, given one of the objects of study is a 
film, I am aware that the technique of analysis I’ve chose brings a consequence of the 
tendency to ignore visual language that actually an important element of a film. In this 
case, I will examine the film only from its story. 

C.  ANALYSIS 

1.  Masculine Society  

of the peculiarities within the three objects of study is how all protagonists come 
from tribes living in the interior and are not fully touched by modern civilization.16 
Consequently, the communities in which the protagonists belong are portrayed as 
isolated groups of people who tightly hold on to their traditional values. One of the 
noticeable values is patriarchy, in which men are seated as the center of the universe. 

                                                 
14 See Manneke Budiman in his preface titled “Masalah Sudut Pandang dan Dilema Kritik Postkolonial” 

and foreword written by Tony Day and Keith Foulcher titled “Bahasan Postkolonial dalam Sastra 
Indonesia Modern”, both in Sastra Indonesia Modern: Kritik Postkolonial (2008), Jakarta: KITLV-
Jakarta dan Yayasan Obor Indonesia.  

15 I am really aware that a literary work or film is in fact not an individual creation. There are many 
parties involved before it made public. The process of making a literary work includes the author, editor 
and publisher, while the process of making a film includes director, script writer and producer. 
However, I believe that the final decision lies in the hands of the author or director. Therefore, this 
paper will position the author/director as “the creator” of the works.       

16 As I have mentioned in the introduction section, Namaku Teweraut focuses on Asmat community; 
Tanah Taboo on Dani tribe; and Denias tells a story of Denias who comes from Moni tribe. 
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In Tanah Tabu, the power of the men is contrasted with the women who are 
portrayed as submissive and obedient hence it often leads to the figure of the oppressed 
wives. In one scene, Pum—a dog which also one of three narrators of the story17—
compares the relationship between men and women in his land as: “Man and his sandal. 
Cart and wheel. King and his doormat” (Thayf, 2009: 61). Furthermore, Pum even 
describes the men of Dani tribe as follows: 

I admit that men born in my land are fearless. They are never afraid to fight on the 
battlefield and hunting in the wild. They are the true conquerors of nature. But 
what I deeply regret is why they also demonstrate their viciousness at home? And 
make women, their own wives and children as victims of their ferocity. 
(Thayf, 2009: 66). 

Pum’s depiction of the character of Dani men is such a dangerous 
generalization. Especially the part that associates their aggressive character with 
unsympathetic nature and ethnic diversity in Papua which often forced them to fight. 
Nevertheless, aggressiveness should not simply attributed to particular tribe, because 
any man from any tribe is able to do domestic violence.    

Namaku Teweraut also mentioned about patriarchal values the Asmat 
community still adhere. Unlike Tanah Tabu, However, the portrayal of patriarchal 
values in Namaku Teweraut is less judgmental. In one scene, nDiwi (“birth father” in 
Asmat language) expresses his wish to wed Teweraut to Akatpits, a village chief with 
five wives and two kids. Teweraut refuses her father’s wish because she wants to marry 
a teacher in the hope of better educated family. nDiwi resists such thought. He believes 
that their ancestors had had decided that women’s jobs are giving birth, caring and 
nurturing children and protecting family (Sekarningsih, 2000: 63).   

At first, nDiwi’s rejection can be seen as a kind of repression against women. 
However, Teweraut herself secretly admits that she is proud to be married to Akatpits, 
an indigenous leader who is highly respected in his village. She is even proud of her big 
wedding due to the status of her husband as village chief and her father as warlord. This 
shows how Teweraut actually still hold on traditional notion; that the status as a 
warlord’s child and a wife of an indigenous leader, rather than teacher, is prestigious. 

Other than marks of patriarchy, another peculiarity that is noticeable in both 
novels is how Papua men are portrayed to be aggressive and ruthless. Such hyper-liked 
masculine character often associated with unsympathetic nature and ethnic diversity in 
Papua which often become trigger of tribal war. Association between war and Papua 
men’s masculinity is easily found in Tanah Tabu and Namaku Teweraut.  

I found three tribal wars scenes in Tanah Tabu. Firstly, the war that occurs in a 
nearby village, not too far from where Mabel and her adoptive family live. The enemy 
of the village natives is the notorious headhunters. Secondly, the war between two 
groups of gold miners who actually work for the same gold company.18 One group 

                                                 
17 There are three narrators in Tanah Tabu, they are Pum (dog), Kwee (pig) and Leksi (Mace’s daughter). 
18 Tanah Tabu never mentions the real name of the gold company. I strongly believe, however, that what 

the novel means by “gold company” is actually PT. Freeport Indonesia (Freeport Indonesia, Inc.). I 
withdraw such assumption due to the fact that some parts of the novel mention how the company owns 
a sacred mountain for Amungme tribe (Nemangkawi Mountain) and that there is a lovely city near the 
company, where anyone who wants to enter should drive a car with special sticker. Another clue is that 
many people, including Mabel and Mace, believe that the company can only do harm to them. 
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belief that the other group secretly moves their border and it triggers the war. The war 
ends when both groups lost the same number of victims. And finally, the war between 
Mabel’s tribe and an unknown tribe. One man from the other tribe is so fascinated by 
Mabel’s beauty thus he kidnaps her. Humiliated, Mabel’s husband instigates a war. 
After the war ended, however, Mabel’s husband decides to return her to her parents for 
he believes that Mabel is no longer pious.  

It is worth further observation why the three war scenes are not accompanied 
with more detailed background other than mentioning that main motivation of the war is 
revenge or ruthlessness, a particular characteristic of certain tribe (in this case, refers to 
headhunters). Even Mabel expresses her detestation towards the wars, saying that the 
wars are foolish and very unnecessary. Despite her low education, Mabel has modern 
mind and her reaction towards the war is very reasonable. But it can also be interpreted 
that there is a deep gap between Mabel’s mindset and her own community’s. 

I also found tribal war scene in Namaku Teweraut. It is when the whole village 
where Teweraut lives decided to hold mBis ceremony because three women of their 
tribe were killed. Despite the revenge motivation, anthropological background also 
included in order to describe the importance of the ceremony for Asmat people.19 Such 
background at least gives enough space for insider’s perspective to explain the 
connection between war and traditional rituals and its meaning within their universe. 

On the other hand, however, war is also described as one alternative to solve a 
problem. In one scene, when the Asmat group goes to Amsterdam in order to perform 
traditional dance in Irian Jaya Cultural Week, they witness a number of Papuans hold a 
protest against Indonesian government. They warn the group that Indonesian 
government only wants to take advantage of them. Never seen such a rally, The Asmat 
group feels tensed and threatened. nDiwi and Akatpits then told the committee of 
Cultural Week: “What kind of country is this? Let’s fight them or we’d better go back 
home. We don’t want to dance anymore. We are disturbed. We’re not safe 
here”(Sekarningsih, 2000: 113).  

It can be concluded that both novels still strongly portray Papuan men as 
aggressive and linking such character to Papua’s geographic and cultural condition. 
Such unfriendly and harsh condition seemed rawly translated into Papuan men figures. 
It further suggests as if Papuans are highly masculine society, thus they are inseparable 
from war and violence. 

2.  Savior from a Different Land  

Being part of isolated communities, all protagonists from all objects of study 
find difficulties of accessing formal education, whereas it is characterizes modern men. 
What is interesting, however, is how the three texts raise protagonists’ mothers as 
enlightened figures who initially open the door for their daughters and son to the world 
of education.   

                                                 
19 From literary point of view, however, the anthropological background of mBis ceremony also indicates 

an inconsistency of vocalization. The first-person voice which initially narrates the story suddenly 
changed into third-person voice. It may raises new question: does Teweraut is trying to justify 
headhunting ritual within mBis ceremony or does the author (Ani Sekarningsih) is giving a lesson to 
readers about anthropological aspect behind the ceremony. 
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In Namaku Teweraut, Endew (“birth mother” in Asmat language) wishes for 
Teweraut, her daughter, to finish elementary school in the hope that she would have 
better future. Here, what is implied from the word of “better future” is working at 
district office (kantor kecamatan) or diocese, modern jobs considered more promising 
than merely being housewives (Sekarningsih, 2000: 12). In Tanah Tabu, Mace/Lisbeth 
wishes for Leksi to continue her formal education until higher secondary school, for she 
believes that smart people must have better future and prosperous (Thayf, 2008: 17). 
Meanwhile in, Denias, Mama (Denias’ mother) said that if Denias doesn’t go to school 
then the mountain will eat him. On the contrary, if Denias goes to school and become 
smart, then the mountain will fear him.20 

Obstruction comes from traditional-minded father, especially when it comes to 
gender-based house chores division. In Namaku Teweraut, nDiwi doesn’t feel sorry for 
his daughter who has to be out of school due to infrastructure problems. After all, he 
believes that his daughter should be responsible of domestic chores. Meanwhile in 
Denias, Papa repeatedly shows his dislike towards Denias’ passion for school. He 
thinks that school doesn’t help his son to solve current problems. More or less, such 
conservative way of thinking inhibits the process of modernization all protagonists must 
go through. 

Nonetheless, it is worth to examine the presence of some non-Papuan central 
figures who are playing major role in widening access to modernity for the protagonists. 
These non-Papuan figures might be positioned as “saviors”. 

The role of “savior” within Namaku Teweraut is played by Mama Rin. She is 
described as middle-upper class Javanese woman who holds particular interest to 
Asmat.21 Her concern for Asmat society and culture motivate her to promote Asmat to 
foreign countries. She is even actively involved as one of the committee of Irian Jaya 
Cultural Week to the Netherlands, England, and America. She believes that the cultural 
safari will help to introduce the beauty of cultural diversities in Indonesia and also to 
invite developed countries to give more attention to remote communities (Sekarningsih, 
2000: 124). 

Although seems noble, Mama Rin’s way of thinking actually implies the traces 
of colonialism. Mama Rin, an outsider, tries to voice out what she thinks as the interests 
of Asmat people. Her sympathy and concern motivate her to do something useful to 
help Asmat people. Still, her sympathy towards Asmat cultural values should be 
temporarily brought to an end while compromising with existing values in Western 
countries. 

Before leaving for Europe, Mama Rin teaches the Asmat group how to bathe, 
brush teeth, wash and tidy one’s own clothes. She also sets up rule for the group to 

                                                 
20 Mama’s advice to Denias implies traditional belief of the local community, that mountain is such a 

sacred place and owns a supreme power. But on the other hand, her words also implies her belief that 
education is a modern power that is able to break traditional power (the power of the mountain).   

21 I assume that Mama Rin is actually the altar ego of Ani Sekarningsih, the author of Namaku Teweraut. 
The author herself was also born in middle-upper class Javanese family and has particular interest to 
Asmat society. She even became a co-founder of Yayasan Asmat (Asmat Foundation). This small 
biographical information is taken from the section of “Tentang Penulis” (About the Author, p. 297–
298) in Namaku Teweraut.    
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temporarily abandon papisy practice22 while in foreign countries for the group are 
holding important role as the ambassadors of art, therefore they have to keep up the 
good name of Indonesia (Sekarningsih, 2000: 117). And when they are in Europe, the 
rules she set up increasingly tighter. In one section, Mama Rin is furious to some male 
members of the Asmat group for they are out into the hotel lobby only wearing shirt and 
underwear. Mama Rin said that it is an absolute rule for anyone to wear appropriate 
clothing and shoes once one leave own room. “The rules are not to be reduced. No 
bargaining.” (Sekarningsih, 2000: 126).  

It indicates that even Mama Rin cannot fully escape the existing idea about 
Papuans. Near-nudity and papisy practice is acceptable as long as they are in Ewer. But 
once leaving their village, the whole group is asked to comply with existing values in 
general public. Mama Rin even tries to ‘civilize’ the Asmat group behavior while in 
foreign countries through some rules. All peculiarities of Asmat tradition should only be 
shown on stage, but not in everyday life, at least until they all return to Ewer. 

Nevertheless, Mama Rin still plays a significant role in changing what Teweraut 
and the rest of the Asmat group perceive about social conditions in Ewer. Thanks to 
Mama Rin, Teweraut and other Papuan central figures begin to think about the future of 
their tribe along with social-cultural changes that hit their home. Mama Rin should be 
considered as a ‘savior’ who enlightens the Asmat group.   

Meanwhile in Denias, there are two non-Papuan figures who play the role of a 
‘savior’ for the local community. There are Maleo/Serma Hartawan (played by Ari 
Sihasale), a Kopassus soldier23 and Ms. Sam (played by Marcella Zalianty). Although 
not given enough biographical information of these two characters, the audience will 
immediately know that they are non-Papuan. It can be assumed from the real name of 
Maleo—Serma Hartawan—for the name is not usual for real Papuans. Meanwhile, the 
physical appearance of Marcella Zalianty, the actor who plays as Ms. Sam immediately 
tells that the character she plays is non-Papuan.  

Both characters play major roles in widening the access to formal education for 
Denias, the protagonist. For a short time, Maleo taught Denias and his friends as 
temporary replacement of Teacher (played by Mathias Muchus) who should go back to 
Java because her wife was seriously ill. Maleo also continuously encourage Denias to 
never stop studying for he believes that “you can learn anywhere”. Yet, as a soldier, 
teaching is not an easy task. Some of Denias friends refuse to study when Maleo starts 
teaching at their school. They are afraid of Maleo because they know that he is not a 

                                                 
22 Papisy practice is actually a wife swapping traditional ceremony between two close friends based on 

both parties’ convention. The ceremony is no means for unfaithfulness when husbands are not at home. 
If a baby was born from such practice, the baby would legally belong the mother and her husband 
(Sekarningsih, 2000: 53–55). 

23 In Denias, the real job of Maleo/Serma Hartawan is not meantioned clearly. All children in Denias 
village only know that he is a soldier. But through the scene in which Maleo writing Denias a farewell 
letter, the audience will notice that Maleo is actually a Kopassus (Special Forces Command). In that 
scene, the camera focuses on the letterhead which is read: Tentara Nasional Indonesia Angkatan Darat 
Komando Pasukan Khusus (Indonesian National Armed Forces Special Forces Command). The clearest 
clue is Maleo’s uniform which is completed with red beret. Maleo is actually a pseudonym for Serma 
Hartawan, probably taken from the name of his force. The audience would be able to know the real 
name of this character in the scene in which he receives a packet from Java contains of elementary 
school uniforms.     
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real teacher, but a soldier. It indicates a disharmony between Papuans and Indonesian 
army. 

Denias’s access to formal education was interrupted when Maleo must leave his 
village due to reassignment. Still, Denias’s strong determination to continue his study 
encourages him to leave his village to “the city beyond the mountain”24 in order to go to 
school there. Conflicts happen when Denias finds out that not anyone can study in that 
school. He must own a report card as an evidence that he has attended formal school 
before, whereas Denias studied in self-supporting school. Moreover, the fact that Denias 
comes from Moni tribe who lives in the interior becomes a barrier for him to study in 
that school for the school is only for tribes who live nearby the city. During such 
conflict, there emerges Ms. Sam as the ‘savior’ who lifts Denias out of powerlessness. 

It should be noted that Denias is inspired from true story. It is worth further 
examination how the character of Ms. Sam is actually a modification of Mr. Sam 
Koibur, a Papuan reverend who is also a Christian religion teacher at the Yayasan 
Pendidikan Jaya Wijaya (Jaya Wijaya Education Foundation).25 How the role is given to 
Marcella Zalianty whose physical characteristics are completely different with Papuan 
women should be examined from commercial interest. But on the other hand, it also 
needs to be criticized because Marcella Zalianty’s Ms. Sam role is removing the fact 
that “Papuan insider” is actually able to help his own people. The remove of real Papuan 
Mr. Sam Koibur seems reinforcing the powerless of Papuans, as if they can only be 
saved by kind-hearted outsiders who would happily lend them a hand. 

I am supporting my argument with consideration that savior-like character as 
Mama Rin, Maleo/Serma Hartawan and Ms. Sam, doesn’t exist in Tanah Tabu. The 
only outsider who opens the door to world education for Mabel is her Dutch adoptive 
parents. Even so, it is not more than providing books for Mabel because they refuse to 
send Mabel to formal school for her abilities in reading, writing, arithmetic, Indonesian, 
Dutch and housekeeping are already enough (Thayf, 2009: 122). 

3.  The Beauty of Light-skinned Women 

The vestiges of colonialism are not only reflected in the confrontation between 
cultures but also from the generally acceptable beauty concept. The concept of beautiful 
women, depicted by certain physical features such as light skin and straight and long 
black hair seems also has penetrated Papua. In their article titled “‘Kitorang’ Harus 
Kerja Keras!” (We Must Work Hard!), Agnes Rita Sulistyawati, Luki Aulia, and 
Ahmad Arif mention about the exoticism of yellow-skinned women in the eyes of 
Papua men.  

“Many Papua men bring yellow-skinned women—mostly Sulawesian or 
Javanese—to a hotel. It is one own prestige if a Papua man is able to walk hand in 
hand with light-skinned women.” (2008: 240). 

                                                 
24 Audience may immediately guess that what is meant by “the city beyond the mountain” is actually a 

city developed by Freeport Indonesia, Inc. Audience may witness how camera focuses on cars with 
special stickers entering the city. It indicates that not anyone is allowed to enter. 

25 The information about the true story behind Denias is taken from: Niken Simarmata, (2009, January 
1st), “Janias Miagoni: Menembus Batas Kemustahilan” (Janias Miagoni: Breaking the Barrier of 
Impossibility) on June 27th 2011 at 08.55 A.M. The article is published on: 
http://www.ebahana.com/warta-3-%20Menembus-Batas-Kemustahilan.html 
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Although it doesn’t become the central conflict of the story, all objects of study 
show some form of Papuan male attraction to light-skinned women. In Namaku 
Teweraut, the clearest section that shows the exoticism of light-skinned women is when 
Akatpits desires to sleep with Javanese transmigrant women who he often sees in 
Merauke. Akatpits’s opinion of those women described as follows: 

How different did God craft Javanese women’s body compare to his wives in the 
village. Despite having two children, these yellow-skinned bodies, beautifully 
wrapped in kebaya, are still look slim. Their bodies are still firm and their muscles 
are still supple. They are very different to Asmat women. In his thought, once 
giving birth to their first child, Asmat women’s initially firm bodies will change 
drastically. Perhaps, it is not easy for Asmat women to protect their families in the 
wilds (Sekarningsih, 2000: 242-243). 

Akatpits’s attraction to light-skinned women is encouraged by Javanese women 
physical features which are totally opposite to Asmat women’s. The shape of Javanese 
women’s bodies is even considered to be more sexually attractive. This argument is 
supported by the section in which Akatpits compares Nenda’s physical features, a 
transmigrant woman who works as a prostitute, to his wives’ in the village. “You cannot 
compare her to them. After all, she is white cepes [woman]. She’s different than my 
cepes. Ha, ha, ha …”(Sekarningsih, 2000: 244). 

In Tanah Tabu, the beauty of light-skinned women—dubbed Paha Putih (White 
Thighs)—even become one of triggers of domestic conflict within Mabel and Mama 
Helda’s families. Their husbands spend most part of their salaries to heavy drink and 
sleep with White Thighs.   

Even Denias cannot escape the form of ‘exoticizing’ light-skinned women. In 
one scene, after Denias managed to sneak away to a boarding school in “the city behind 
the mountain”, the camera focused how Denias was startled when looking at Angel, a 
girl who bears all standardized physical features in the generally accepted beauty 
concept: light-skinned, straight and long black hair and Oriental-like type of face. 
Denias and Noel (Denias’ rival) even quarreled since they both were attracted to Angel. 

It is worth further examination how Denias does not show native Papuan 
women—children nor adult—except Denias’ mother. Even so, Denias’ mother is only 
secondary character, already lost her life on fire in the first half of the film. Central 
female characters such as Ms. Sam and Boarding Chief are given to non-Papuan actors, 
Marcella Zalianty and Nia Sihasale Zulkarnaen. If the main reason is to fulfill aesthetic 
and commercial interests, then it indicates that the physical features of native Papuan 
women are not enough to attract audience’s attention.  

4.  Reinforcement of Stereotypes 

Although all objects of study put Papuans as the protagonists and use Papua land 
as their background, it should be kept in mind that the creators of these texts are in fact 
non-Papuans. Therefore, their creative process can be interpreted as an attempt to voice 
out the interests of Papuans to general public. It could be argued that authors/director 
deliberately position themselves as representant of Papuans’ voice. Still, the effort to 
represent marginalized group is like double-edged sword. One edge is to attract public 
sympathy towards the suffering of marginalized group, meanwhile the other edge is to 
reinforce the stereotypes already accepted in the head of most Indonesians.  
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After analyzing the texts, this study finds the signs of reinforcement of Papuan 
stereotypes. Firstly, the texts tend to link Papuan men’s masculinity to the 
unsympathetic nature of Papua land. They also tend to justify the ethnic diversity in 
Papua as one of the main stimulus of tribal wars, as if affirming general assumption that 
Papuan men are very familiar with violence. Secondly, Papuans portrayed as powerless 
and unable to help themselves, hence they need a ‘savior’ who can give them access to 
modernity. And finally, mental colonialization through beauty concept that is total 
opposite to physical features of native Papuan women. It indicates that Papuan women 
are not as attractive as light-skinned women. Ironically, these three stereotypes 
implicitly emerge in the Facebook status of the ITB student discussed in the 
introduction of this paper. 

Perhaps, the tendency to reinforce already existing stereotypes as a ‘side effect’ 
of the process of representing marginalized group is inevitable. I argue that there is 
some kind of fear in the mind of the representant whether their message will not be 
successfully delivered to public unless they reinforce already existing stereotypes over 
and over again. As if the word ‘marginal’ will loose its meaning if what being discussed 
are figures contrary to existing stereotypes. Unwittingly, there’s subtle intention to 
avoid those figures; the well-educated, live in the city rather than remote places, come 
from middle class family or successfully take their part in the development. It could be 
said that those figures actually create their own small marginal group within 
communities already generally considered marginal by public. 

Perhaps what Spivak said is true, that the subaltern is not able to represent 
themselves for they are very heterogeneous. Meanwhile people who attempt to 
represent their voices are like walking in the dark, trying to name things they cannot see 
clearly.26  

D.  CONCLUSION 

Certain images of Papuans are inseparable to media construction. Through 
analysis of objects of study, this paper finds that it is inevitable for “outsiders” to 
reinforce existing stereotypes when they are trying to represent Papuans’ voices. I 
conclude that the construction of Papuans image as underdeveloped society is still 
needed as a differentiator to other Indonesian population who is generally considered 
more advanced. The narration of such backwardness should be seen as unwritten 
requirement in the process of representing marginalized communities. As if the 
discussion of Papuans would never be completed unless it touches the issue of interior 
tribes not yet touched by modern civilization.    

Despite their advantage of having a room for fictional reality, I also conclude 
that all three objects of study have not been able to establish themselves as 
counternarrative of already existing ideas about Papuans. Therefore, literary works 
written by native Papuans should immediately be found and analyzed in order to 
examine a possibility whether those works can stand as the real counternarrative texts.  
 

                                                 
26 See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, (1988), “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the 

Interpretation of Culture (Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg.ed.) Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press, p. 271-313. The article downloaded from: http://www.mcgill.ca/files/crclaw-
discourse/Can_the_subaltern_speak.pdf on June 27th 2011 at 08.58 A.M.  
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