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Settler Colonialism inWest Papua

“We are fighting for a new world, a new world
without imperialism, a new world without
colonialism...a new world without the
exploitation de l’homme par l’homme”

Sukarno, President of Indonesia, 1965

Between 1972 and 1999, the proportion of the Indonesian province
of West Papua that was Muslim rose from 6 to 21%. This rapid

demographic shift was largely the result of a central government policy
of ‘transmigration’ which relocated approximately 300,000 people to
West Papua in less than thirty years118 — the vast majority of which were
landless Muslims from the island of Java, attracted by the promise of
free land and transport by the Indonesian government.

Indonesian settlement in West Papua has been the subject of sub-
stantial debate. On the one hand, particularly in activist circles, it is
commonly asserted that transmigration has been used strategically by
the Indonesian state to ‘Javanize’ West Papua. By populating restive ar-
eas of West Papua with Javanese settlers, Jakarta has arguably prevented
the secession of West Papua and permanently secured control over West
Papua’s rich resource base (e.g. Budiardjo 1986; Fearnside 1997; Webster
2001; King 2004; Singh 2017).

Yet, beyond suggestive evidence for an underlying geopolitical mo-
tive such as the clustering of transmigrant sites near resource-rich ar-
eas, hard evidence has proven difficult to come by. Official Indonesian
sources maintain that the primary purpose of transmigration is to fos-
ter development and redistribute farmers from land-scarce Java to less
densely populated outer islands (Indonesia, Ministry of Transmigration
Staff, 1991). Moreover, factors such as soil quality and land availability
have also undeniably played a central role in the selection of transmi-
grant sites within targeted localities (e.g. Whitten et al. 1987; Manning

118Figure based on original data collection — see data section. Absent any transmi-
gration, I estimate that the proportion of Muslims in West Papua in 1999 would have
been approximately 8% rather than 21%.
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and Rumbiak 1989; Bazzi et al. 2016). As such, many scholars remain
sceptical of an underlying geopolitical motive to Indonesian transmigra-
tion. For example, as Barter and Côté (2015, 71) recently put it, the “fact
that almost all transmigrants were resettled in relatively peaceful areas
challenges the claim that transmigration focused specifically on trouble
spots in an effort to dilute rebellion".

The source of this ongoing dissensus is the paucity of data on In-
donesian transmigration. If we had detailed data on the timing and
location of Indonesian transmigration in West Papua, we would be able
to test competing explanations for the incidence of state-directed mi-
gration. However, given its political sensitivity, data on transmigration
is difficult to obtain — indeed, one recent study on West Papua asserted
that “it is impossible to locate accurate official statistics on the number
of transmigrants" (Anderson, 2015, 13).

These data challenges are, fortunately, overstated. In this chapter
I draw on a previously unexplored trove of internal government docu-
ments to reconstruct a panel of all Indonesian transmigration, ethnic
cleansing, and religious composition change in each regency of West
Papua between 1964-1999 — the first and last years that West Papua
was subject to transmigration. I find, consistent with the claims made
by West Papuan activists, that Indonesian settler colonialism in West
Papua over the 20th century was primarily driven by the twin logics of
resource extraction and territorial consolidation. I show that there was
very little transmigration to West Papua until an aborted uprising by
West Papuan insurgents in 1984. Exploiting the timing of this uprising
and using a difference-in-differences design to rule out alternative ex-
planations, I show that Indonesia then ethnically cleansed and settled
its nonnatural borderlands with Papua New Guinea in order to prevent
further cross-border insurgent activity. As such, the timing and loca-
tion of Indonesian colonization together provide strong evidence that
transmigration has indeed been used by the Indonesian state to defeat
secessionist insurgents.

Yet, not all transmigrants in West Papua were resettled to border
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areas controlled by insurgents; approximately half of all transmigrants
in West Papua were resettled to areas far from the border. To credibly
demonstrate that transmigration has also been used to secure control
over West Papua’s natural resources, I leverage a ‘natural experiment’
of history — the discovery of the largest gold deposit in the world, the
Grasberg mine, in the late twentieth century. I show that there was no
transmigration to the area around Grasberg prior to the mine’s open-
ing in 1990. However, I show that immediately after 1990 there was a
substantial increase in transmigrant settlement and ethnic cleansing
of indigenous Papuans in the area around the mine. Settler colonialism
was used to secure a pliant workforce in the area around Grasberg and
prevent indigenous Papuans from accessing the mine. By reconstructing
the timing and location of all state-directed migration in West Papua
over the late 20th century, I provide the strongest evidence to date that
Indonesian colonization of West Papua has indeed been driven by the
twin goals of resource extraction and territorial consolidation.

The origins of settler colonialism in West Papua

In order to understand settler colonialism in West Papua, it is impor-
tant to first understand how territorial conflict emerged in West

Papua over decades of shifting constellations of political authority. West
Papuans were first colonized reluctantly. The island of New Guinea is
geographically defined by its low-lying swamps, remote highlands, and
fast-moving rivers. Given its impassibility, West Papua119 promised little
in the way of riches to Europeans who first explored the area during
the 16th and 17th centuries. On the other hand, the island of Java, a

119West Papua has changed names several times. Though it is anachronistic, to
minimize confusion, I will use the term West Papua to refer to the area that encompasses
the western half of the island of New Guinea. The area was known as West New Guinea
during the Dutch colonial era. It was then renamed West Irian (Irian Barat) under
Indonesian rule, and was renamed again Victorious Irian (Irian Jaya) in 1973 until 2002
when it was renamed Papua. I follow the practice of independence activists who call the
area West Papua (MacLeod, 2015).
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fertile, easily navigable island perfectly suited to rice cultivation, soon
became the jewel in the crown of the Dutch East Indies Company. Eager
to protect the eastern approach to Java from rival European powers, the
Netherlands claimed the western half of New Guinea from 141 degrees
east longitude in 1828.

Having achieved their goal of strategic denial, the Dutch exercised
only notional control over West Papua over the 19th century. West Papua
was at the economic, political and geographic margins of the Dutch
colonial state centered in Java. Government extended to only selected
settlements along the coast. Indeed, even by the 1930s, fewer than 200
Europeans lived in West Papua (Schoorl, 2001). The vast majority of
these Europeans were not officials but rather missionaries. Christian
missions set up the first schools and hospitals across the island. By the
mid-20th century, Catholic and Protestant missionaries had together
converted much of the indigenous population to Christianity.

World War 2 (1939-45), however, fundamentally altered the political
dynamics of the Asia-Pacific. Japan’s brief takeover of the Dutch East
Indies as it expanded southward towards Australia provided an opening
to Indonesian nationalists such as Sukarno who quickly began to replace
the Indies Dutch in political leadership. With the assistance of US sol-
diers, the Netherlands managed to re-establish military control over the
East Indies after the war’s conclusion. However, colonial hegemony was
irreparably lost. Sukarno declared the independence of Indonesia two
days after the surrender of the Japanese emperor on August 17th 1945.
A bitter civil war subsequently dragged on between Indonesian nation-
alists and the colonial state until the Netherlands, under international
pressure, ceded the independence of Indonesia in 1949.

The peace agreement between Indonesia and the Netherlands, how-
ever, contained a poison pill. The Netherlands ceded control over the
entirety of the East Indies with the singular exception of West Papua. The
reasons were twofold. First, Europeans viewed Papuans as racially dis-
tinct from the rest of the archipelago. Indigenous Papuans are Melane-
sian, meaning they are stereotypically associated with dark skin and
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curly hair. Papuans have historically been seen as racially distinct from
other Indonesians who are stereotypically associated with straight hair
and fair skin. Second, the Netherlands sought to prevent a total victory
for Indonesian nationalists and retain a regional haven for Dutch set-
tlers in the rest of the archipelago, their mixed-race descendants, and
other supporters. The racial distinctiveness of Papuans became a useful
justification for the Dutch to retain a political foothold in the region.

Indonesian independence in 1949 transformed West Papua from
a backwater into the very center of Dutch presence in south-east Asia.
The new Indonesian state, however, retained a territorial claim over
West Papua. Eager to legitimate their tenure in the eyes of the interna-
tional community, the Netherlands began to heavily invest in education,
health, and infrastructure on the island. The Dutch also began to ag-
gressively recruit newly educated Papuans into the colonial bureaucracy
as part of a broader policy of ‘Papuanization’. By 1961, there were over
16,000 Papuans employed in wage labor and 9,000 in government ser-
vice (McGibbon, 2004). A popularly elected national council even took
office from 1960 in preparation for self-government. The 1950s thus
represented a period of rapid development in West Papua and led to
the emergence of an educated and politically active indigenous Papuan
class.

Indonesian nationalists viewed these developments with rising frus-
tration. Negotiations with the Netherlands over the status of West Papua
at the United Nations failed and so, over the course of the 1950s, Indone-
sia retaliated by nationalizing Dutch companies and expelling hundreds
of thousands of Indies Dutch from the archipelago. In December 1961,
Sukarno escalated the territorial dispute by establishing a People’s Triple
Command (Trikora) — a military command with the sole objective of
taking over West Papua by force by January 1963. A number of skirmishes
between the Dutch and Indonesian militaries ensued over the course
of 1962. The Netherlands’ allies in the region, Australia and the United
States, were chiefly concerned with preventing Indonesia falling further
into the orbit of the USSR. Not wishing to see Indonesia suffer a politi-
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cally disastrous defeat by a NATO power, they abandoned their support
for the Netherlands. Chastened and internationally isolated, the Nether-
lands signed an agreement in New York in 1962 formally transferring
sovereignty of West Papua to Indonesia in 1963.

So began Indonesian rule in West Papua. As part of the New York
agreement, Indonesia had committed to holding a popular plebiscite or
"Act of Free Choice" in 1969 to determine whether West Papuans would
prefer self-determination or to remain part of Indonesia. As such, the
period between 1963-69 was an uneasy one defined by preparations for
the Act of Free Choice. Ultimately, rather than provide a vote to the some
800,000 indigenous Papuans, the Indonesian government hand-picked
approximately 1,000 Papuan leaders to publicly declare their choice in
the presence of Indonesian soldiers. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the vote in
1969 was unanimous in favour of accession to Indonesia. West Papuan
independence had been sacrificed at the altar of Cold War geopolitics.

Yet, Indonesia’s political triumph in 1969 served only to mask more
deep-seated issues in West Papua. Without the substantial investment
provided by the Dutch, previously abundant goods and services had
become scarce in West Papua over the 1960s (Hastings, 1969). Prior to
the vote, there was also an influx of new officials from Java to replace
indigenous Papuans — whose loyalties were politically suspect — in the
civil service (McGibbon, 2004). The de-Papuanization of the state in the
1960s sowed the seeds for lasting disillusionment towards Indonesia
among educated Papuans. Indonesia inherited a province in 1969 char-
acterized by economic decline, extremely low state capacity in highland
areas, political repression, and deep-seated mistrust towards the state
amongst the indigenous elite. The conditions were ripe for an insur-
gency. A number of indigenous Papuans had actually first launched
attacks on Indonesian garrisons in 1965. Disparate insurgent groups
subsequently coalesced into the umbrella Free Papua Movement (OPM),
which launched a number of low-level attacks against Indonesian sol-
diers throughout the 1970s.

Papua New Guinean (PNG) independence in 1975 from Australia
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provided a significant boost to the nascent Papuan insurgency. Not
only did West Papuans now have a symbolic model for Melanesian self-
government to draw upon, but OPM now had free reign in the long and
porous borderland between PNG and West Papua. Australia, keen to
maintain good relations with anti-Communist Indonesia, had been quite
effective at using its military force to prevent OPM from operating and
recruiting in Papua New Guinea before 1975. However, after indepen-
dence, Papua New Guinean forces had almost no effective presence in
the borderland. As King (2004, 179) summarized, "with the defence force
more or less out of the picture. . . the OPM has had a fairly free hand in
the PNG border region". OPM guerillas could use the Papua New Guinea
borderland as an extended sanctuary from which they could re-supply
and recruit Papuan insurgents for attacks across the border.

Ongoing skirmishes between OPM and the Indonesian military along
the border would come to a head in early 1984. A number of OPM factions
had joined forces during a covert meeting in the Papua New Guinea cap-
ital, Port Moresby, in April 1983. In a December meeting of that same
year, the newly unified OPM planned a widespread uprising for February
1984. As Elmslie (2002, 45) put it, this "was to prove the largest and most
concerted operation ever undertaken by OPM". The plan involved mass
Papuan defections from the Indonesian military and the capture of the
regional capital, Jayapura. The uprising began when the OPM raised
the West Papuan flag in front of the regional assembly on February 13th.
In the days that followed, over 100 Papuan members of the Indonesian
military did ultimately defect. The defecting soldiers broke into the arms
depot of the local military batallion and seized automatic rifles, ammuni-
tion and sub-machine guns (Osborne, 1985, 100). Heavy fighting ensued
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in the area around Jayapura. However, the military coup failed.120

The Transmigration Response

Stunned by the organizational sophistication of OPM and the de-
fection of its own soldiers, Jakarta dramatically escalated repression in
West Papua after 1984. The governor of West Papua that year called for
up to 12 million new, “straight-haired" settlers to replace indigenous
or “curly-haired" Papuans (Gietzelt, 1989).121 And after 1984, Indonesia
indeed drastically scaled up transmigration to West Papua (Figure 3.1).

Transmigration refers to a policy of resettlement which originated
in the Dutch colonial state. The Indonesian archipelago is character-
ized by substantial variation in population density. Its geographic core
(Java-Madura-Bali) is highly suitable for rice cultivation and is densely
populated, and its periphery (Borneo-Sumatra-Papua) is far less fertile
and is very scarcely populated. For example, although Madura-Bali-Java
make up only approximately 10% of Indonesia’s landmass, they contain
90% of its entire population (Osborne, 1985, 128).

The Dutch colonial policy of sending landless Javanese to the outer is-
lands to increase the amount of land under cultivation was re-purposed
by the post-colonial state as a strategy for knitting the fractious new
Indonesian nation together. After independence, Sukarno and his suc-
cessor Suharto dramatically increased the amount of transmigration.
In Java and other core islands, the state widely advertised free plots of
land and free transportation to the outer islands. Those who elected to
resettle would receive title to 3.5 hectares of land, agricultural training,
and subsidized income support over their first year. Sukarno’s initial

120As a subsequent International Commission of Jurists (1985, 14) investigation sum-
marized, “there is strong evidence that a fairly widespread plan had been made by ethnic
Melanesians to attempt to take over the administration by force and that it was aborted.
There followed fairly substantial disturbances at widely scattered places along the border
by members of O.P.M. and by Indonesian armed forces."

121This statement may have been coerced or sardonic, as in November 1984 the Gov-
ernor was questioned by security forces — the government apparently believed him to
be a potential OPM supporter (Osborne, 1985, 140)
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Figure 3.1: The total transmigrant population in West Papua. Source: original
data

plans in 1949 would have redistributed over 48 million people from the
core. The costs involved necessitated a reduction in scale but, by 1990,
over five million people had indeed moved to peripheral islands from
the Indonesian core (Fearnside, 1997). And the evidence suggests that
settling peripheral areas with transmigrants has indeed been an effective
nation-building tool in Indonesia. Using cross-sectional data from the
2010 census, Bazzi et al. (Forthcoming) show that more diverse areas
settled by transmigrants are characterized by substantially more ethnic
intermarriage and fluency in the Indonesian national language.

Given its secessionist tendencies, West Papua remained the largest
single provincial target for Indonesian transmigration throughout the
late 1980s and 1990s. However, transmigration to West Papua abruptly
ceased in the late 1990s. Indonesia was hit hard by the Asian financial cri-
sis of 1997. Facing widespread protest and a collapsing currency, Suharto
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was unable to maintain the support of the military. Following his resigna-
tion, Indonesia liberalized substantially and it held its first free and fair
elections in 1999. Given the unpopularity of transmigration, provincial
governments in the outer islands across Indonesia took advantage of
this political opening to lobby for an end to mass resettlement (King,
2004). By 2000, formal transmigration to West Papua had ceased.

Economic migration to West Papua from the rest of Indonesia, how-
ever, continued unabated into the new millenium. Throughout the 1990s,
the state had complemented transmigration with a broader suite a poli-
cies designed to encourage economic migration to West Papua. The ‘Go
East’ program led to ambitious expansion in roads, airports, hotel and
tourism infrastructure across the province (McGibbon, 2004). Many eco-
nomic migrants followed, and Papua continued to receive substantial
government fixed asset investment per capita throughout the 2000s.
Unlike transmigration, which was predominantly rural, economic mi-
gration during the 1990s and 2000s was directed towards West Papua’s
urban centers. Economic migrants moreover tended not to come from
Java but rather from the poor province of Sulawesi (Barter and Côté,
2015). As a result of substantial economic migration and the movement
of transmigrants into towns, Papua today is characterized by a demo-
graphic division which maps neatly onto a geographic division. Its high-
land and rural areas remain predominantly Papuan whereas its towns
and industry are migrant dominated.

What has Indonesia gained from coercively securing control over
West Papua? Most centrally, it has secured a source of foreign exchange
and tax revenue. The Indonesian state was desperately strapped of rev-
enue for most of the 20th century. With little tertiary industry, the vast
bulk of foreign exchange — over seventy percent in the 1970s — was
earned through natural resources and expanding the amount of for-
eign exchange available to the state was a first-order priority in Jakarta.
Papua, richly endowed with timber, oil, gold, and copper, was seen as a
potential boon to state coffers.

The biggest single source of this revenue, however, was not to be
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petroleum but rather gold from the southern highlands. In 1967, Suharto
had signed a contract with the American mining company, Freeport
McMoRan, to explore the potentially rich copper and gold resources in
the remote Cartensz Range. The first deposit of gold discovered, however,
proved disappointing and was largely depleted by the mid-1980s. In 1988,
however, Freeport found their El Dorado — the Grasberg reserve, which
is the world’s largest known deposit of gold and second largest deposit of
copper (Figure 3.2). The mine opened for operation in 1990 and Freeport
quickly became the nation’s largest taxpayer. By the mid-1990s, the mine
was responsible for over 50% of Papua’s gross domestic regional product
(GDRP) (Leith, 2002).

Figure 3.2: The Grasberg mine in 2013. Source: Family and Friends of Grasberg,
Facebook

Hard currency extracted from West Papua has been critical to Jakarta’s
finances. As then Vice-President B.J. Habibie put it in 1992, “the future of
our nation is very much dependent on our ability to exploit the potential
of Irian Jaya" (Elmslie, 2002, 73). West Papua experienced a resource
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boom throughout the 1990s as the Grasberg mine came on tap and log-
ging increased more than 1000% in the decade to 1996.122 Papua was
one of the three provinces that accounted for the bulk of Indonesia’s
export earnings during the 1980s and 90s (Webster, 2001). Indeed, Singh
(2017, 96) estimates that over the Suharto-era over forty percent of na-
tional budgetary revenue was derived from the exploitation of natural
resources in Papua alone.

Reflecting this rich resource base, Papua was one of the wealthiest
Indonesian provinces according to gross regional domestic product per
capita during the 1990s. Yet, very little of the wealth obtained from re-
source extraction remained in West Papua — for example, whereas West
Papua’s GDRP per capita was US$1717 in 1996, its per capita expenditure
was a paltry $312: less than a dollar a day (Elmslie, 2002). Conditions
were even worse in rural areas where indigenous Papuans remained
largely locked into subsistence agriculture — only 3 percent of Papuans
in 2001 were employed in industry, trade, services, or transportation
(McGibbon, 2004). This disjuncture in wealth has not changed since
the new millennium. Disturbingly, although Papua today is one of the
wealthiest Indonesian provinces according to GDRP per capita, it has
the highest poverty rate, the worst infant, child, and maternal mortality
rates, the lowest life expectancy and the lowest literacy rate in Indonesia
(Farhadian, 2005; Vujanovic, 2017). Almost all of West Papua’s resource
wealth has been monopolized by outsiders.

Research design

Recall in the theoretical section that I predicted generally that tim-
ing of settler colonialism is shaped by the onset of conflict with

disloyal minority groups and the location of colonization is shaped by
the location of valuable natural resources and non-natural borders. But

122Indeed, 66.3 percent of the land area of West Papua was made available for to
timber companies for logging (Elmslie, 2002, 87).
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do patterns of Indonesian settler colonialism in West Papua actually
reflect the importance of these factors? Translated to this context, the
1984 Jayapura uprising constitutes the start of a major secessionist threat
in West Papua and the perceived disloyalty of indigenous Papuans. The
PNG-Indonesia border is highly mountainous in the middle of the island
but is otherwise low-lying. The two regencies of Jayapura and Merauke
share this low-lying and non-natural border with PNG and so I hypoth-
esize that Javanese settlement and ethnic cleansing of Papuans were
particularly extreme in these regencies after 1984 (Figure 3.3).

!(

Cenderawasih

Grasberg Mine

Merauke

Jayapura

0 150 30075 Kilometers

Fak-Fak Regency
Nonnatural Border Regencies
West Papuan Regencies (1969)

Figure 3.3: The province of West Papua, its nonnatural border regencies with
Papua New Guinea, and the location of the Grasberg mine in Fak-Fak regency.

The discovery and opening of the Grasberg mine in 1990 also provides
a uniquely powerful setting to test whether Indonesian colonization has
been shaped by the presence of valuable natural resources. So, I secondly
hypothesize that Javanese settlement was particularly extreme in the area
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around the Grasberg mine after 1990. Grasberg and the major mining
town immediately south of the mine, Timika, are both located in Fak-Fak
regency (Figure 3.3).

To recover the history of Indonesian colonization, I compiled a new
panel dataset capturing all transmigration and demographic change in
West Papua’s nine regencies between 1964-1999 — the first and last years
that West Papua was subject to state-sponsored transmigration. These
data have never been compiled before and are based on the internal
statistical yearbooks for West Papua.123

These data contain information on both transmigration numbers
and the religious composition of each regency in each year. Given its po-
litical sensitivity, publication of statistical data on religion and ethnicity
was prohibited in Indonesia during the Suharto and Sukarno regimes
(Ananta, Utami and Handayani, 2016). Detailed data on transmigration
numbers is also extremely sensitive and not publicly available. As such,
these data were intended only for internal use.124 The data on trans-
migrant numbers also only report the total number of new settlers in
each regency in each year. Only by compiling the entire set of yearbooks
between 1964-1999 are we able to calculate the total number of transmi-
grants resettled to West Papua over the 20th century. From these data, I
find that the total number of transmigrants resettled to West Papua was
297, 026.

These data constitute the best available data on historical popula-
tion changes in West Papua and, because they were never intended for
public release, there is little evidence of deliberate manipulation.125 For
example, the data reflect politically sensitive changes in population such

123Papuan regency boundaries have changed substantially since they were first stan-
dardized in 1969. However, because new regencies have only ever been created through
sub-division it was relatively straightforward to aggregate the data to consistently reflect
regency boundaries from 1969. The data on transmigration prior to 1969 was reported at
the project level which, combined with information on where the projects were located,
allowed me to recover total transmigrant numbers for each regency between 1964-69.

124The only library worldwide that possesses all of these yearbooks is the National
Library of Australia — these data have been hiding in plain sight.

125The demographic data were compiled by village heads in West Papua (kepala desa).
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as the precipitous fall in the indigenous Papuan population in the West
Papuan borderland following the Indonesian military’s ethnic cleansing
campaign in 1984, and its estimates of religious composition are consis-
tent with publicly available data on ethnicity collected after the fall of the
New Order in 1998.

My main outcomes of interest are the number of transmigrants
and the proportion of the population that is Muslim in each year. As
indigenous Papuans are 96% Christian (McGibbon, 2004) and over 95%
percent of transmigrants to Papua were Muslim,126 the percentage of
the population that is Muslim is a useful proxy for the demographic
predominance of settlers relative to indigenous Papuans.127

Of course, by measuring the change in the proportion of Muslims
in West Papua, I am capturing the effects of both transmigration and
‘spontaneous’ or economic migration to West Papua from the rest of
Muslim-majority Indonesia. More than half of the settler population
in West Papua today are actually spontaneous migrants not transmi-
grants (Barter and Côté, 2015) — meaning that they were not given free
transportation or were recorded as part the transmigration program.
Yet, it is an analytical mistake to presume that spontaneous migration
is apolitical. Transmigration, by creating new infrastructure and in-
vestment in frontier lands, begins a process of chain migration through
which the relatives and friends of initial transmigrants often follow to

Villages are the smallest administrative unit in Indonesia and contain on average sev-
eral thousand people. The village head is mandated to maintain a logbook of people’s
activities including population changes, and reports these figures annually to the local
full-time government official, the sub-district administrator (camat) who in turn reports
the figures to higher levels.

126This figure and the precise religious composition of transmigrants is only available
from the first decade of the program (Herdito, 1973) but all subsequent yearbooks show
that the vast majority of transmigrants were from the island of Java, where the vast bulk
of the population is Muslim. There are, of course exceptions, such as the some 1500
Christians from Flores who were resettled to Merauke in 1987.

127As many economic migrants to West Papua since the 1990s from nearby provinces
are Christian, the proportion of Muslims actually underestimates the settler population
in West Papua; approximately two-thirds of the non-indigenous population in West
Papua are Muslim (McGibbon, 2004).

109

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3601528



Settler Colonialism inWest Papua

farm the now profitable land immediately around the transmigration
sites (Arndt, 1984). For this reason, Hardjono (1977, 30) finds in her land-
mark study that “the ultimate goal in transmigration is to set up a flow
of ‘spontaneous’ migrants" who will more comprehensively settle tar-
geted areas at no additional cost to the state. Spontaneous migration
is best understood as an intentional indirect effect of state-sponsored
transmigration.

Moreover, not all settler colonialism occurs through the provision
of free land — rather, states such as Australia and Israel often seek to
colonize contested regions indirectly by investing heavily in new in-
frastructure and encouraging business and migrants to relocate to the
periphery. Consistent with this logic, the Indonesian government has
sought to encourage economic migration to West Papua through pro-
grams such as the ‘Go East’ program of the 1990s. By examining patterns
of change in the proportion of Muslims, we are usefully capturing both
transmigration and ‘spontaneous’, but nonetheless political, migration
to West Papua. Finally, to measure the incidence of ethnic cleansing, I
also measure the change in the number of non-Muslims in each regency
in every year.

Specification

I model the effect of conflict and natural resources on settler colonialism
and ethnic cleansing using a first-difference fixed effect difference-in-
differences specification. The key effect of interest is the demographic
effect of an area being on a non-natural border or having valuable nat-
ural resources during a conflict. Although Indonesia’s hold over the
entirety of West Papua was threatened during the 1980s and so all areas
experienced some associated demographic change, we can therefore
use non-border areas or areas without natural resources as plausible
counterfactuals to identify the marginal effect of an area being on the
border during a secessionist conflict or having natural resources.
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It is difficult to credibly isolate this effect by comparing average dif-
ferences in demographic change. As noted by a number of scholars, there
is a large amount of ‘spatial heterogeneity’ (simply, differences in the
type of land across regencies) such as the suitability of land for transmi-
gration that likely also has shaped patterns of demographic change in
West Papua (Whitten et al., 1987; Manning and Rumbiak, 1989; Indonesia,
Ministry of Transmigration Staff, 1991). If these factors also correlate
positively with proximity to a non-natural border or the presence of nat-
ural resources, then our estimates will be biased upward. For example,
the regency of Merauke is both a strategically important regency on the
PNG border as well as the area of West Papua that is best suited to rice
cultivation. Simply showing that Merauke was subject to more trans-
migration on average than other areas does not allow us to distinguish
between these two explanations for the incidence of transmigration.

The advantage of panel data over cross-sectional data is that we can
control for this kind of time-invariant spatial heterogeneity. For example,
it is much stronger evidence in favour of the importance of geopolitics
if transmigration shifted to Merauke relative to the rest of West Papua
immediately after the uprising of 1984. Spatial heterogeneity — the suit-
ability of Merauke for rice cultivation, for example — cannot explain
the timing of such a shift because suitability for rice cultivation does
not vary over time. Similarly, it is much stronger evidence in favour of
the importance of natural resources if transmigration shifted to Fak-Fak
immediately after the opening of the Grasberg mine relative to the rest
of West Papua. So, in each period, I look at the change in regency demog-
raphy.128 The identifying assumption is parallel trend. This means that I
am assuming that, if the Jayapura uprising in 1984 had never occurred,
the change in transmigrant numbers or Muslim proportions from 1983
to 1984 would have been the same on average across regencies bordering

128First-differences and ordinary fixed effect estimation are very similar, the major
distinction is that first-differences is more efficient when there is serial correlation
in the error term. The Wooldridge first-difference based test indicates that there is
serial correlation in the first derivative error term (p value < 0.000) so I will employ
first-differences rather than fixed effects.
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and not bordering Papua New Guinea. Likewise, I am assuming that if
the Grasberg mine had not opened in 1990, the change in transmigrant
numbers of Muslim proportions from 1990-1991 would have been the
same on average in Fak-Fak and other regencies in West Papua. These
may seem strong assumptions but I can verify these assumptions by, for
example, illustrating the similar trends in demographic change across
non-natural border regencies and other regencies pre-1984.

Finally, in all specifications, I conservatively cluster observations at
the regency level using Arellano’s covariance matrix (Arellano, 1987) to
account both for general heteroskedasticity and serial cross-sectional
correlation in the error term.

Patterns of Indonesian settler colonialism

Figure 3.4 illustrates the rise in Muslim demographic predominance
between 1972-1999129 as well as the geocoded locations of Indonesian

transmigration sites. As is immediately appearent, the areas with both
the greatest increase in Muslim predominance and the largest amount
of transmigration are the two non-natural border regencies of Jayapura
and Merauke. Otherwise, transmigration sites tend to be located around
the petroleum-rich Cenderawasih Bay and the town of Timika south
of the Grasberg mine. This provides initial evidence that Indonesian
colonization has indeed been driven by the twin imperatives of securing
natural resources and securing a demographic cordon sanitaire with Papua
New Guinea.

The timing of settler colonialism in the borderland is perhaps even
more revealing. If we compare patterns of demographic change in the
two nonnatural border regencies with the rest of West Papua over time
we can see that actually, prior to 1984, Jayapura and Merauke looked
very much like the rest of the province — they experienced only small
increases in Muslim demographic predominance in the decade prior to

1291972 is the earliest date with regency-level religious data.
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Figure 3.4: The province of West Papua, its transmigration sites, and the increase
in the percent of the population that is Muslim by regency between 1972-1999.

1984 (Figure 3.5). However, after the uprising of 1984, the percentage of
Muslims in West Papua’s nonnatural borderland precipitously jumped
from 15% to 25% and has risen steadily ever since. The difference-in-
difference specifications bear out this statistically significant rise in
Muslim demographic predominance in Merauke and Jayapura after 1984
relative to the rest of West Papua (Appendix Table 3.1).

This precipitous rise in Muslim presence after 1984 was driven by
both the ethnic cleansing of indigenous Papuans and a substantial rise
in transmigration to Jayapura and Merauke. The motto of the Indone-
sian military at the time was “let the rats run into the jungle so that
chickens can breed in the coop” (Anderson, 2015, 15) — referring to the
cleansing of indigenous Papuans in order to make way for new migrants.
The favoured tactic for OPM was ‘curtain of the masses’ (tirai massa)
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Figure 3.5: Comparison of Muslim predominance in the two non-natural border regen-
cies (Dashed) and the rest of West Papua (Solid)

in which guerrillas would launch attacks on Indonesian soldiers and
subsequently melt back into the population (Osborne, 1985, 77). Unable
to distinguish between combatants and non-combatants, following the
February uprising, Indonesian troops carried out a number of brutal
clearance operations (operasi turun) to remove all indigenous Papuans
from the borderland. For example, between April 18th and April 20th,
Indonesian soldiers entered the villages of Woropko and Tinika close to
the Papua New Guinea border and indiscriminately shot people hiding in
the church and school grounds. The villages were emptied of people and
their domestic animals killed in a scorched earth policy designed to deter
any future return (International Commission of Jurists, 1985, 37). As
such, the non-Muslim population in the borderland disproportionately
fell after 1984 and I estimate, in total, that approximately 13,000 indige-
nous Papuans were displaced in each regency as a result of this ethnic
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cleansing campaign — over 2% of the entire indigenous population of
West Papua (Appendix Table 3.1, Column 3).130

These clearance operations paved the way for Indonesia to settle the
borderland with new, non-Papuan, and so politically "loyal", migrants.
The 1984 uprising is estimated to have led to an additional 25% increase
in transmigration to each non-natural border regency (Figure 3.6), whilst
it had little effect on transmigration to the rest of West Papua. The coeffi-
cient on ’Secessionist Conflict’ is the average increase in transmigration
across West Papua after 1984, whilst the coefficient on ’Secessionist Con-
flict x Nonnatural border’ is the additional increase in transmigration in
the two nonnatural border regencies after 1984.

Figure 3.6: The effect of the 1984 uprising and subsequent conflict on the log
transmigrant population by contiguity with West Papua’s non-natural border
with 95% confidence intervals

The demographic logic of the cleansing operations was clear to its
victims at the time. For example, the village of Ninati near the border was

130Given that only 10,000 refugees were recorded as entering Papua New Guinea
over 1984 (International Commission of Jurists, 1985), I estimate that approximately
16,000 Papuans were killed, forced to flee to the forest (where they would not have been
recorded in the statistical data), or forced to flee to other regencies of West Papua.
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cleared of its some 700 residents following indiscriminate shooting by
the Indonesian military on April 13th. As a panel of Australian jurists who
conducted interviews with these refugees in PNG in 1985 summarized:

The people [from Ninati] related the troubles to the February
flag-raising in Jayapura. . . .[and] there was a rumour that
Javanese transmigrants were to move into the now empty
villages (International Commission of Jurists, 1985, 39).

Although the Indonesian state was clearly effective at colonizing
its border with Papua New Guinea after 1984, we should not, however,
presume that the Indonesian state could settle absolutely anywhere at
will. Recall that settler colonialism only occurs when state demand for
colonization equals settler supply. On the supply-side, Jakarta faced great
difficulty in making farms along the border profitable for new migrants
as the farms were located in areas far from existing markets and regular
transport.131 Even Salor, a relatively close transmigrant site some 60
kilometres from Merauke, was completely cutoff to vehicles from the
town during the wet season as the road flooded. This presented a major
challenge for the Javanese transmigrants relocated to Salor as rice is
harvested during the wet-season. The farmers could walk over two days
to Merauke to sell their produce but, as they complained to investigative
reporter George Monbiot, they could not carry any meaningful quantity
of rice to sell (Monbiot, 1989, 29). Moreover, the grain that stayed in Salor
rotted. In what was actually quite a common phenomenon, most of the
transmigrants in Salor had abandoned their plots by the late 1980s and
left to become fruit sellers or minibus conductors in Merauke.

These infrastructural challenges were, of course, even greater in the
highlands of West Papua. Indeed, these areas simply could not be settled

131Indeed, during the 1960s and early 70s, many transmigrant farms across Indonesia
failed due to poor drainage, erosion, lack of water, and inadequate transportation infras-
tructure (Arndt, 1984). As the state began to invest far more money into detailed surveys
of potential farmland and agricultural training, the estimated costs of resettlement per
transmigrant family rose tenfold to $5,000 per family by 1981 (Van Der Wijst, 1985).
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in the first place — sedentary farming is impossible in areas with steep
slopes due to erosion. Accordingly, there was almost no transmigration
in the highlands of West Papua. For example, the hilly area of Senggi
on the Papua New Guinea border south of Jayapura was initially slated
to receive almost 10,000 households after 1984. However, the state was
ultimately forced to abandon this site after surveys revealed that the
area was unsuited to sedentary agriculture (Manning and Rumbiak,
1989, 48). Transmigration along the geopolitically sensitive Papua New
Guinea borderland only occurred in the nonnatural border areas that
could sustain economically viable agriculture.

In sum, internal government statistics reveal that transmigration
in the Indonesia-PNG borderland over the 20th century clearly had a
geopolitical logic. The substantial rise in Muslim demographic predomi-
nance in West Papua’s nonnatural borderland only occurred after the
1984 uprising and was driven by the tandem expulsion of the indigenous
Papuan population and the mass resettlement of Muslim transmigrants
who quickly took their place. Indonesia’s transmigrant program has
been used to defeat secessionist insurgents and secure control over In-
donesia’s contested frontiers.

Transmigration for resource extraction

Yet, not all transmigration occurred in Jayapura and Merauke —
approximately half of transmigrants settled elsewhere in West Papua.
Between 1980-84, most transmigration was actually directed to the re-
gency of Sorong, the heart of West Papua’s oil and gas industry. It is
difficult, however, to move beyond suggestive evidence and more defini-
tively prove that Indonesian transmigration has been used to secure
control over resources in West Papua. The discovery of the enormous
Grasberg gold and copper deposit in the 1980s and the opening of this
mine in 1990, however, provides a kind of ‘natural experiment’ to see
whether Indonesian settler colonialism is responsive to the location of
valuable natural resources.

The data reveal that, indeed, after the opening of the Grasberg mine
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in 1990 transmigration to the regency of Fak-Fak increased dramatically
(Figure 3.7). There was almost no transmigration to Fak-Fak prior to
1990. However, after the opening of the mine, transmigration to Fak-
Fak increased by over 60% (Figure 3.8) and Fak-Fak became one of the
leading recipients of transmigration in the whole of Indonesia, receiving
almost 20,000 transmigrants in the 1990s alone. Although Fak-Fak is
a large regency, the only transmigrant site in Fak-Fak is the site south
of the mine (see Figure 3.4). So, all this recorded transmigration in Fak-
Fak occurred in the area around Grasberg. The difference-in-difference
results bear out this statistically significant increase in transmigration
and Muslim demographic predominance in Fak-Fak after 1990 relative
to the rest of West Papua (Appendix Table 3.1).
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Figure 3.7: The total transmigrant population in Fak-Fak and the opening of
the Grasberg mine in 1990

Transmigration was used to secure a pliant workforce for Freeport
and lock potential indigenous saboteurs out of the mine. OPM had
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Figure 3.8: The effect of the opening of the Grasberg mine in 1990 on the log
transmigrant population of Fak-Fak regency, the area where the mine is located,
relative to the rest of West Papua with 95% confidence intervals

notoriously disabled the main Freeport pipeline in 1977. To prevent
future attacks, indigenous Papuans were not to access the mine. As
one Freeport employee put it, “Freeport was told it must employ staff
from other parts of Indonesia. Say, 300 from Menaldo, 300 from Ujung
Pandang, 2,899 from Java." (Leith, 2002, 199). Freeport secured a cheap
and pliant workforce whereas the Indonesian government secured a
loyal population in a site of national importance subject to attacks by
minority insurgents. As such, the vast bulk of the workforce at Freeport
were transmigrants — of the 3,500 mine workers at Freeport in 1990,
only 20 were indigenous Papuans (Ibid.).

Moreover, the opening of the mine led to substantial displacement
in the surrounding area. Unlike transmigrant settlement data which
we can geolocate to a specific project, we have no ability to know where
ethnic cleansing occurred within Fak-Fak. Yet, it is highly suggestive that
after 1990, the number of indigenous Papuans in Fak-Fak (as proxied by
the non-Muslim population) fell by over 10,000 (Appendix Table 3.1). This
is much higher than the oft-quoted figure of 400 displaced persons from
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Freeport McMoRan. The reasons are twofold. First, to maximise profit,
Freeport-McMoRan did not bury or dam the waste (tailings) from the
mine. Rather, it diverted its tailings — on average over 200,000 tonnes
of runoff every day — into local river systems. The opening of mine
irreversibly contaminated local forests, turned once-pristine waterways
into turgid swamps, and created a copper-enriched wasteland stretching
all the way to the coast.132 After the opening of the mine, indigenous
Papuans have had to abandon their contaminated hunting and fishing
grounds in the area downstream of Grasberg.

Second, following the opening of the mine and unrest prompted
by the mass contamination, the Indonesian military forces conducted
clearance operations in surrounding villages, killing, detaining, and
torturing Papuans suspected of being insurgents (Ballard, 2002). It is
difficult to obtain information on violence by the military given that
outsiders had almost no access to the area at the time. However, detailed
and cross-checked eyewitness reports of violence during the mid-1990s
have been carefully recorded by Australian Council for Overseas Aid
(1995).

In one instance, they report that approximately 300 villagers protested
against Freeport in the village of Tembagapura133 on Christmas Day, 1994,
and raised the OPM flag. Not long after the demonstration started, the
Indonesian military and Freeport security surrounded the villagers and
began indiscriminately shooting into the crowd. As the ‘rebels’ fled into
the forest, the military began to round up and search nearby villages
for suspected participants. For example, the soldiers broke into the
congregation of the nearby church in Waa and stopped the Christmas
service. Operating with a logic of associative guilt based on ethnicity
and proximity, the commander warned the congregation that:

132As Elmslie (2002) notes, copper is highly toxic to fish and marine invertebrates, and
copper concentrations in the sediment around Timika during the 1990s were reported
at thirty-eight times the level at which the Australia and New Zealand National Health
and Medical Research Council recommend that a site be declared contaminated.

133Tembagapura means ‘Copper Town’ and was created by Freeport to house the
workers on the mine.
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“It is impossible for those 300 revels to have been here this
morning in Tembagapura and raise the Papuan flag if there
was no food supply to them.. . If we find out there’ll be no
forgiveness. Don’t try to cooperate with those in the forest."
(Australian Council for Overseas Aid, 1995, 6)

Seven members of the congregation were then killed or disappeared
following the service, and dozens more rounded up in the surrounding
area. Those detained were brutally tortured with electric shocks, cut
with razor blades, stabbed with knives, and repeatedly beaten until they
signed a letter accepting that they had cooperated with the rebels.

Although this incident but one of the few eyewitness reports of vio-
lence that we know about, it vividly demonstrates how the opening of the
mine led to unrest by indigenous Papuans followed by indiscriminate re-
taliatory violence by the Indonesian military. After 1990, the area around
Freeport quickly became the most heavily militarized areas in one of
the already most heavily militarized provinces in Indonesia (Kirksey,
2012). Many indigenous Papuans have been killed, detained, or have
been forced to flee to to the forest, contributing to the significant rise in
enumerated Muslim predominance in and around Grasberg since 1990.

Thus, patterns of transmigration and ethnic cleansing in West Papua
as revealed by internal statistical data are quite unambiguous. Indone-
sian colonization of West Papua over the late 20th century was driven
by the twin logics of resource extraction and territorial consolidation.
There was relatively little transmigration and ethnic cleansing in West
Papua until the start of a coordinated indigenous uprising in 1984. Since
that time, Indonesia has colonized and cleansed its porous nonnatural
borderlands in order to forestall cross-border insurgent activity from
Papua New Guinea. It has also secured control over West Papua’s natural
resources — most notably, gold and copper around the Grasberg mine
after 1990, but also petroleum around Sorong and the Cenderawasih Bay
— by settling resource-rich areas with Muslim Javanese and displacing
indigenous Papuans. Together, these policies have brought immense
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riches to the Indonesian state and its cronies and immense destruction
to the Papuan people and environment.

Conclusion

West Papua remains an enigma. Popular stereotypes represent
the province as a changeless land of pristine highlands popu-

lated by isolated tribes. Yet, few areas of the world have been so brutally
‘modernized’ through rampant resource extraction, military repression,
and settler colonialism in recent history. Part of its enigmatic quality is
due to an effective government blackout on information. Over the past
fifty years, nearly all foreign journalists, researchers, non-government
organizations and humanitarian agencies have been prevented from
entering West Papua. As such, primary sources are rare; social science
largely rests on titbits relayed from trusted government confidantes and
informants, local media, and second-hand reports from the Papuan di-
aspora.134 Given the absence of a shared evidentiary base, discussion of
even basic research questions — such as the causes and consequences of
Indonesian transmigration in West Papua — is characterized by much
heat but very little light.

In this chapter, I sought to overcome these challenges by taking
advantage of leaked government documents to reconstruct all Indone-
sian transmigration and demographic change in West Papua between
1964-1999. From these rich panel data, I find that Indonesian settler
colonialism in West Papua was driven by the twin logics of resource
extraction and territorial consolidation. There was relatively little trans-
migration to West Papua until an aborted indigenous uprising in 1984.
Since that time, Indonesia has ethnically cleansed and settled its non-
natural borderland in order to prevent further attacks by insurgents

134See Elmslie (2002), Ananta, Utami and Handayani (2016) and Elmslie (2017) for
notable exceptions which use publicly available decennial census data. There have also
been a number of extraordinary ethnographies based on (often legally dubious) fieldwork
(e.g. Monbiot 1989; King 2004; Kirksey 2012; MacLeod 2015)
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based in Papua New Guinea. Leveraging the timing of the Grasberg
mine opening in 1990, I also show that Indonesia has ethnically cleansed
and settled resource-rich areas in order to secure a loyal workforce in
industries critical to the national finances. Together, the revealed logic
of Indonesian transmigration in West Papua supports the claims made
by Papuan activists — Indonesian colonized West Papua in order to
defeat minority insurgents and to secure control over its rich resource
base.

Reviewing this sordid history, one cannot help but be struck by the
contrast between the ideological and practical manifestations of colo-
nialism. Indonesia’s nation-builders such as Sukarno were ideologically
committed to decolonization, Afro-Asian solidarity (Bandung), and the
elimination of racial oppression. Yet, given its extreme levels of racial
stratification, repression, and resource alienation, West Papua repre-
sents perhaps the purest form of settler colonialism in the world today.
On the other hand, the Dutch were long committed to European racial
supremacy and resource extraction in the East Indies. Yet, the Nether-
lands ruled West Papua relatively benignly and even belatedly promoted
Papuan self-rule in the mid-20th century.

This contrast between the ideology and practice of colonialism is, if
anything, even more striking when comparing West Papua and Papua
New Guinea. Australia administered Papua New Guinea for most of the
20th century at a time in which its leaders were explicitly committed
to realizing a homogeneously White Australia. Yet, Australia did not
colonize Papua New Guinea with European settlers. Moreover, much
like the Dutch, Australia actually pushed for Papuan self-rule in the 1960s
and 70s. The next chapter explains why.
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Appendix

Log transmigration Non-Muslim pop. Percent Muslim

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Secessionist conflict (1984-) 0.03 1818 1.59
(0.02) (1607) (1.00)

Secessionist conflict:
Nonnatural border 0.25∗∗∗ −13588∗∗∗ 6.64∗∗∗

(0.07) (4702) (2.15)

Grasberg mine open (1990-) 0.08∗∗∗ 2363∗∗ 2.22∗∗∗

(0.03) (1184) (0.77)

Grasberg mine open (1990-):
Fak-Fak 0.63∗∗∗ −10364∗∗∗ 2.36∗∗∗

(0.03) (1185) (0.76)

First Differences Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Regencies 9 9 9 9 9 9
Observations 333 333 198 198 198 198

Table 3.1: ∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01 Each model is a regency-level first-difference
difference-in-differences specification where treatment of secessionist threat is the inter-
action between regency contiguity with a nonnatural border (Merauke and Jayapura)
and the years following 1984. Resource richness is the interaction between the years the
Grasberg mine has been open (1990—) and Fak-Fak regency, where the mine is located.
Standard errors are clustered at the regency level using Arellano’s covariance matrix.
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