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With this translation of Pieter Drooglever's Een Daad van Vrije Keuze,1 the English- 
reading world now has access to the single most important book ever written on the 
history of broken promises and failed dreams that continues to haunt Indonesia's 
easternmost provinces. In late 1999, the Netherlands' Minister of Foreign Affairs, J. van 
Aartsen, commissioned the independent research study that culminated in the 2005 
Dutch-language original "to provide sound information on the subject [of the 
decolonization of western New Guinea and the Papuans' right to self-determination] to 
a wide audience."2 The initiative came at a time when Irian Jaya, as the Indonesian 
province covering western New Guinea was then known, was in the news. President 
Suharto's resignation in May 1998 had rekindled longstanding hopes among the 
province's indigenous inhabitants that their homeland might become its own separate 
nation-state.3

After the violent suppression of pro-independence demonstrations in July 1998, 
provincial leaders who had seemed like loyal beneficiaries of Suharto's New Order lent 
their support to a broad-based movement calling for dialogue on the territory's 
political future. In an attempt at reconciliation, then-President Abdurrahman Wahid

1 See Pieter J. Drooglever, Een Daad van Vrije Keuze: De Papoea's van Westelijk Nietav-Guinea en de Grenzen 
van het Zelfbeschikkingsrecht [An Act of Free Choice: The Papuans of Western New Guinea and the Limits of 
the Right of Self-Determination] (Den Haag: Instituut voor Nederlandse Geschiedenis, 2005).
2 Pieter J. Drooglever, ed., "Papers Presented at the Seminar on the Act of Free Choice" (The Hague: 
Institute of Netherlands History, 2008), p. 7. That seminar was held in The Hague on November 15, 2005, 
on the occasion of the launch of P. J. Drooglever's 2005 book, Een Daad van Vrije Keuze.

The idea for commissioning the study arose in the context of a debate in the second chamber of the 
Netherlands' parliament about the budget for the department of foreign affairs; two members, 
representing small Protestant political parties, had approached the minister with the proposal that he 
commission "an independent research study into the international developments preceding, during, and 
after the Act of Free Choice of 1969." As Drooglever points out, they argued that "the dialogue announced 
by President Wahid would only profit from the availability of an honest and complete survey of the 
historical events that had resulted in the incorporation of the former Netherlands New Guinea into the 
Indonesian state. They were of the opinion that such a study would also serve to answer the question of 
whether the right of self-determination had been given a fair chance during this process." See Drooglever, 
An Act o f Free Choice, pp. xi-xii.

J. van Aartsen's father was a member of the Dutch department of foreign affairs during the period that 
Drooglever discusses. Ironically enough, Bernard Bot, who was the foreign minister when Drooglever 
released his study in 2005, is the son of Th. H. Bot, the deputy minister for overseas territories who played 
a prominent role in the heady events of the early 1960s. Bernard Bot refused to attend the launch of 
Drooglever's book; the ministry of foreign affairs wanted nothing to do with the study. In part, this is 
because matters have changed in Indonesia. The idea behind the book was to further the dialogue that 
then-President Wahid had offered to open with the Papuans. That opportunity is now closed. See Pieter 
Drooglever, ed., "Papers Presented at the Seminar on the Act of Free Choice."
3 See Danilyn Rutherford, "Waiting for the End in Biak," Indonesia 67 (1998): 115-40, reprinted in an 
expanded form in Benedict R. O'G. Anderson, ed., Violence and the State in Indonesia (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
Southeast Asia Program Publications, 2001), pp. 189-212; and "Why Papua Wants Freedom: The Third 
Person in Contemporary Nationalism," Public Culture 20, 2 (2008): 361-89. See also Eben Kirksey, Freedom 
in Entangled Worlds: Lived Experiences of Possibility in Papua (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
forthcoming).
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officially changed the province's name to Papua on December 31, 1999,4 Now people 
could call themselves Papuan, a usage forbidden since the 1950s and early 1960s when 
this former fragment of the Netherlands Indies remained in Dutch hands. The leaders 
who took charge of the Papuan movement in early 2000 had a keen sense of the 
ongoing relevance of this history. When five thousand supporters from across the 
province met for the Second Papuan National Congress on May 29, 2000, they gathered 
under a banner that read "Let's Put History Straight." By the time Drooglever's 
findings saw the light of day, the Dutch government had distanced itself from the 
initiative.5 But at the time, Papuan activists were quick to welcome the so-called 
Drooglever study as a sign that the world was taking up their cause.

When the Dutch foreign minister approached the Institute of Netherlands History 
in The Hague, Drooglever and his colleagues were engaged in a long-term project 
editing state and private papers on the decolonization of Indonesia. A well-respected 
historian of the late-colonial Netherlands Indies, Drooglever energetically applied 
himself to the task.6 The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs opened its archives and 
helped Drooglever gain entry to other collections in the Netherlands, the United States, 
and Australia.7 Drooglever also drew on documents from the Institute of Netherlands 
History's decolonization project and on conversations with Papuan exiles and former 
Dutch officials, missionaries, and military personnel. The book that Drooglever wrote 
on the basis of all this research is riveting. It is also long. In 764 pages of smallish print, 
An Act of Free Choice covers a great deal of ground.

Drooglever begins in the sixteenth century, a period when Spice Islands sultans 
maintained the trade and tributary relations in the northwestern islands and coastlines 
that became a basis for Dutch claims to the entire western half of New Guinea. He 
surveys the expansion of Dutch rule in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
and offers fascinating portraits of officials who shaped Dutch policy on New Guinea 
after World War II.8 But the book's center of gravity rests in the period between 1945, 
when the Indonesian revolution erupted, and 1969, the year of the Act of Free Choice. 
The broad strokes of Drooglever's history of this period will be familiar to readers 
versed in the literature on West Papua.9 The Dutch managed to get New Guinea

4 Note that Irian Jaya did not become West Papua, the name preferred by Papuan nationalists, which dates 
back to the late 1950s, when some Papuan leaders and Dutch administrators envisioned western New 
Guinea gaining independence as part of a federation of Melanesian states. See Drooglever, An Act of Free 
Choice, pp. 335-43. Confusingly enough, the territory is now divided into two Indonesian provinces:
Papua and West Papua. This new nomenclature arguably makes it harder for West Papuan nationalists to 
present their case to nonexperts, who tend to have trouble keeping all these names straight.
5 See footnote 2.
6 Drooglever's previous book was a meticulous study of right-wing political activism in the Indies during 
the 1930s. See De Vaderlandse Club, 1929-1942: Totoks en de lndische politiek (Franeker: Wever, 1980).
7 Drooglever did not receive permission to work in the Indonesian national archives or visit Papua, 
although he was able to consult Indonesian records from the period in other collections.
81 was parti eularly taken w i th the depiction of Jan van Eechoud, the so-called "Father of the Papuans," the 
police commissioner who opened the first colonial post in the highlands in 1938 and served for five years 
as Dutch New Guinea's chief administrative officer after the Allies expelled the Japanese in 1944. Van 
Eechoud was something of a loose cannon and often touchy about his humble roots—but he was devoted 
to the Papuans with whom he served. See Drooglever, An Act of Free Choice, pp. 243-309 passim.
9 See Robin Osborne, Indonesia's Secret War: The Guerilla Struggle in Irian Jaya (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 
1985); Richard Chauvel, "West New Guinea: Perceptions and Policies, Ethnicity, and the Nation State," in 
Australia in Asia: Episodes, ed. Anthony Milner and Mary Quilty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998);
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excluded from the 1949 Round Table Agreement, which transferred sovereignty over 
the former Indies to Indonesia, with the proviso that New Guinea's status would be 
decided within a year.10 The Dutch argued that an extended post-war period of Dutch 
rule was necessary to prepare the Papuans for decolonization, ideally as an 
independent polity with ongoing ties to The Hague. Led by the Indonesian Republic's 
charismatic first president, Sukarno, Indonesia resisted, claiming that western New 
Guinea was an integral part of the sovereign nation-state of Indonesia. In an effort to 
prevent Sukarno from falling into the Soviet camp, the United States finally pressured 
the Dutch into signing the New York Agreement, which provided for the transfer of 
western New Guinea to a United Nations Temporary Executive Authority, then to 
Indonesia, in advance of a plebiscite that would determine whether the territory would 
remain part of Indonesia or become a separate polity.11

Upon taking control in May 1963, Indonesia immediately began violating the terms 
of the New York Agreement. The security forces suppressed the Papuans' right to free 
speech and free assembly, jailing and torturing dissidents, and strafing villages where 
Papuan rebels had taken up arms. For his part, Sukarno did everything he could to 
cancel the Act of Free Choice, which would have called into question the premise that 
Indonesia had had sovereignty over West Irian from the start. Eager to attract 
international aid and investment, Indonesia's second president, Suharto, reversed 
Sukarno's policy and held the plebiscite, but under conditions in which Indonesia 
stood no chance of losing the province. Under the Indonesian military's watchful eyes, 
a thousand-odd bribed and threatened "tribal chiefs" publicly affirmed Indonesia's 
claim to the province. The Netherlands, the United States, and the United Nations 
avoided embarrassment by declaring the conflict resolved.

But the devil is in the details. In vivid, often witty prose, Drooglever tells us about 
the factors, factions, and personalities in the Dutch government and wider society that 
shaped Dutch policy when it came to New Guinea. He also tells us about the factors, 
factions, and personalities that led Indonesian leaders to contest the Netherlands' 
claims, first by lobbying the newly founded United Nations, then by way of a military 
build-up that shaped Indonesia's subsequent history in important ways. We learn 
about the factors, factions, and personalities in the United States, Australia, and the 
United Nations that determined the conflict's outcome in the brave new world of 
decolonization and the Cold War. We learn about the impact of the Netherlands' post
war administration in New Guinea and how it spurred the creation of a Papuan elite.

Month by month, often day by day, Drooglever charts the course of the conflict. 
Business associations, then the Protestant church, and finally the labor party came to

Richard Chauvel, "Constructing Papuan Nationalism: History, Ethnicity, Adaptation," Policy Studies 14 
(2005); John Saltford, "United Nations Involvement with the Act of Self-Determination in West Irian 
(Indonesian West New Guinea) 1968-1969," Indonesia 69 (April 2000): 71-92; John Saltford, The United 
Nations and the Indonesian Takeover o f West Papua, 1962-1969 (London: Routledge Curzon, 2002); and Dirk 
Vlasbloom, Papoea: Een Geschiedenis (Amsterdam: Mets and Schilt, 2004).
10 Initially, some Dutch policy makers envisioned using the territory as a homeland for mixed race 
Europeans. But the Papuan's imagined interests soon took center stage. See Danilyn Rutherford, 
"Trekking to New Guinea: Dutch Colonial Fantasies of a Virgin Land, 1900-1940," in Domesticating the 
Empire: Race, Gender and Family Life in French and Dutch Colonialism, ed. Frances Gouda and Julia Clancy - 
Smith (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 1998), pp. 255-71.
11 See Saltford, The United Nations and the Indonesian Takeover of West Papua.
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question whether the Netherlands' project in New Guinea was worth the cost of the 
conflict with Indonesia. Dutch support for the mission drained away as Indonesian 
leaders skillfully navigated international waters. The Indonesian armed forces girded 
themselves with both United States and Soviet ships and weaponry and threatened to 
invade New Guinea. In United Nations circles, Indonesian diplomats took the moral 
high ground by demanding West Irian's "liberation" from Dutch colonial chains. The 
Netherlands' erstwhile allies soon lost patience with the Dutch leaders' obsession with 
what US President Dwight D. Eisenhower called a "fetish of the old empire."12 
American diplomats and politicians initially placated their Dutch counterparts with 
vague assurances of support. But the failure of CIA-backed rebellions in the Outer 
Islands to topple Sukarno contributed to a shift in the United States' policy towards 
Indonesia (p. 351).13 The goal now was to curry favor with the ruling regime. The 
Kennedy administration soon was pressuring the Dutch to give in to Sukarno's 
demands by refusing to promise to defend Netherlands New Guinea in the case of an 
Indonesian attack.

As all this unfolded, prominent Papuans of the day debated strategy and struggled 
to have their voices heard. In April 1961, the Dutch convened a multiethnic advisory 
body, the New Guinea Council, to counsel the government on the question of self- 
determination. Those involved in the conversations ranged from the rival senior 
statesmen, Nicolaas Jouwe and Marcus Kaisiepo, who both called for an extended 
period of Dutch oversight before the Papuans gained independence, to Eliezer Bonay, 
who was willing to entertain the idea of an Indonesian future for the territory.14 15 
Leaders on both sides initially accepted the New York Agreement at face value, 
however disappointed many of them were with the outcome. In October 1962, council 
members involved in Jouwe's National Committee, which less than a year earlier had 
chosen a flag, anthem, and coat of arms for the West Papuan nation-to-be, held a 
National Congress where representatives from across the territory formulated 
recommendations on how to implement the Act of Free Choice so that the plebiscite 
would be free and fair.

Drooglever's treatment of this initial period of transition is poignant, given what 
actually happened when Indonesia took control of the territory. Pushed to the 
sidelines, high-ranking Papuan officials stood by as their Indonesian replacements 
spirited away equipment and supplies intended for the province and resold them for a 
profit on Java.1" The leaders who had seemed most optimistic about the Papuans'

Interestingly enough, the political scientist Arend Lijphart had the same to say in his 1966 study of the 
conflict. See The Trauma o f Decolonization: The Dutch and West New Guinea (London and New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1966).
13 See also Audrey R. Kahin and George McT. Kahin, Subversion as Foreign Policy: The Secret Eisenhower and 
Dulles Debacle in Indonesia (New York, NY: New Press, 1995).
1 1 In December 1961, Kirihio, then one of a handful of Papuan college students studying in the 
Netherlands, incurred the hatred of many in Hollandia when he met with Sukarno, who touched on the 
special form of autonomy within Indonesia that West Irian could possibly enjoy. See Drooglever, An Act of 
Free Choice, pp. 563-64.
15 In 1966, when a visitor from Australian New Guinea remarked that the hospital on Biak seemed like an 
exception—i t was remarkably well-supplied—one of these officials pulled him aside and explained that 
the furniture and machines had recently been in a warehouse, ready for the trip to Jakarta. "For the 
occasion of his visit, the stuff was temporarily put back in its old place." See Drooglever, An Act of Free 
Choice, p. 635.
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prospects within Indonesia in the early 1960s received no better treatment than their 
Dutch-leaning friends. Eliezer Bonay, who became the first governor of West Irian, 
quickly fell from favor. When preparations for the Act of Free Choice officially began 
in August 1968, Bonay had just been released from jail (p. 699).16 Drooglever is correct 
in noting that this is not a story that can be told or read "without feeling or emotion" 
(p. 764). As Fernando Ortiz Sans, the Bolivian diplomat tasked with assisting in the 
plebiscite, noted in the report submitted to the General Assembly on November 6,1969 
(p. 739), “an Act of Free Choice" took place in western New Guinea in 1969. But this 
was not the Act of Free Choice that the New York Agreement required.

There is no denying the value of An Act of Free Choice to scholars and activists in 
Papua and beyond. Academics with a serious interest in the history of Papua's troubles 
should read the book from cover to cover. Although we can scarcely expect legislators 
or policy makers to do the same, An Act of Free Choice will serve as an invaluable 
resource for advocates of Papuan self-determination, who will now be able to speak 
with the assurance that there is a strong body of evidence supporting their claims. And 
yet, this important book is not perfect. What I found most compelling about An Act of 
Free Choice is not captured in Drooglever's description of his task: "to provide as 
faithful an account as possible of the complex process of the entry of the population of 
western New Guinea into the world of the twentieth century" and "to enhance readers' 
awareness of the inadequacies of the philosophies and techniques employed by 
international society as a whole to accomplish the task of introducing a backward 
people to the wider modern world" (pp. 764, xiv). As I read it, the book tells two other 
stories. One is about the nature of sovereignty. The other is about the baneful effects of 
the assumption that Drooglever reproduces in the passages that I just quoted: the 
assumption that different peoples live in different times.

One could begin the story about the nature of sovereignty with Drooglever's 
account of the so-called "Karel Doorman affair" (pp. 383-85).17 The year was 1960, and 
the conflict between the Netherlands and Indonesia was coming to a head. An 
Indonesian invasion seemed imminent. The Dutch foreign minister and the diplomats 
negotiating in Washington were calling for restraint; they still hoped that the United 
States would commit to supporting the Dutch. The governor of Netherlands New 
Guinea was calling for protection in the form of fighter planes and troops. Dutch 
leaders knew that they could not defend Netherlands New Guinea (and maintain their 
commitments to NATO) without outside aid. American policy makers needed to know 
that their Dutch counterparts trusted their assurances, but they also needed to know 
that the Netherlands would fight to keep the colony if push came to shove. And so 
Dutch leaders decided to send "the showcase of their navy," the aircraft carrier Karel 
Doorman, on a voyage to Dutch New Guinea, intended, as Drooglever puts it, to "show 
their teeth" and "show the flag" (p. 384).

16 West Irian's second governor, Frans Kaisiepo, reportedly played an advisory role in the Free Papua 
Organization (Organisasi Papua Merdeka, OPM)—an Australian intelligence report even mentions him as 
the OPM chairman—but he escaped arrest in May 1969, when a rebellion erupted in the Wissel Lakes 
region. See ibid., p. 691.
171 also discuss this episode in the preface to a manuscript under review at the University of Chicago 
Press, Laughing at Leviathan: Essays on Sovereignty and Audience in West Papua.
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The Karel Doorman set out from Rotterdam in late May with two submarine chasers, 
a cargo of fighter jets, and an oil tanker for refueling. The trip did not go well. 
Indonesia broke diplomatic ties with the Netherlands upon learning of the scheme. 
Uneasy about the consequences of appearing to support the Dutch, the government in 
Madagascar canceled a planned visit. The stevedores' union in Fremantle, Australia, 
where the Karel Doorman was scheduled to dock, refused to provide tugboat assistance. 
Only by using the fighter jets' engines to create lateral thrust was the crew able to 
maneuver the aircraft carrier into its berth. After a brief respite in New Guinea, the 
squadron headed north toward Japan, where the Dutch had arranged for a fleet visit to 
celebrate the 350th anniversary of Dutch-Japan relations. Indonesia pressured the 
Japanese government to withdraw its invitation to the Dutch, and the trade unions in 
Yokohama threatened to use force to prevent the ships from mooring. The fleet visit? 
Cancelled. The squadron turned back to New Guinea, then sailed home via Cape Horn, 
calling at New Caledonia, Australia, Chili, and Brazil on the way. The Karel Doorman 
reached Rotterdam in late December, nearly seven months after setting out.

This tale comes midway through a detailed account of the twists and turns of what 
Drooglever calls "the dispute in international perspective" (p. 310). He tells us of 
dealings within and among the various governments with a stake in the conflict, their 
representatives' constant efforts to save face and save their jobs, and the strategies they 
used to make each other perceive their respective countries' interests and animosities 
as identical. Drooglever's description of this Cold War-era game of image-management 
prepares readers to see the voyage of the Karel Doorman for what it was: a carefully 
staged performance, designed with specific spectators in mind. Yet, Drooglever's 
detailed description of the ill-fated trip leaves one struck by the hollowness of the 
power put on display. Picture that aircraft carrier, floating awkwardly in an Australian 
harbor, the air filled with the smoke and noise of jet engines. Picture the newspaper 
and television coverage of the crew's desperate efforts to turn the mammoth vessel 
around. One would think that a sovereign state would have the right to put its military 
hardware where it pleased within its own territory. But then there's the getting there, 
and the impression that getting there makes on onlookers, great and small. Sovereignty 
appears in Drooglever's study as the elusive product of performances, ranging from 
cynical displays like the Act of Free Choice to more straightforward military 
demonstrations like the sending of aircraft carriers around the world. The dispute over 
western New Guinea boils down to a contest between two performances of popular 
will: the Indonesian Proclamation of Independence of 1945, which Sukarno claimed 
gave Indonesia sovereignty over western New Guinea, and the West Papuan 
Proclamation of Independence, which the Dutch promised would occur when the 
Papuans were ready to assert sovereignty over the territory on their own.

But An Act of Free Choice also tells the story of how the cards become stacked 
against particular performers of sovereignty, performers like the Papuans, in whose 
interests both the Dutch and the Indonesians claimed to be acting. For this second 
narrative, consider Drooglever's account of another, related incident, described a 
hundred pages later, when we come to the events of 1962. A small team of Papuan 
notables, including Nicolaas Jouwe, managed to get themselves included in the Dutch 
delegation to the 1961 UN General Assembly session. The conflict over western New 
Guinea was the first item on the agenda. The Luns Proposal, which would have 
transferred sovereignty over western New Guinea to the indigenous population,
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placed the territory under an international administration, and set up a UN committee 
to gauge the population's wishes, did not pass, but neither did an Indian proposal that 
demanded that the Dutch and the Indonesians hold immediate bilateral talks (pp. 428, 
430). Jouwe was appalled by the emotional tone of the anticolonial rhetoric that 
prevailed during the debate—and by the fact that so many delegates felt qualified to 
pronounce on western New Guinea without having "any knowledge of the facts or any 
expertise" (p. 561). The attitude of the delegates from a handful of French-speaking 
West African nations was the one bright spot on a grim horizon: they seemed to take 
seriously the Papuans' rights.18 In hopes of cultivating these potential allies, the Dutch 
government, with the full support of Jouwe and his circle, invited two diplomats from 
the so-called Brazzaville Group, Frederic Guirma from Upper Volta (Burkina Faso) and 
Maxime Zollner from Dahomey (Benin), to see Dutch New Guinea for themselves.

Small aircraft draped with West Papua's Morning Star flag followed the aircraft 
carrying the diplomats from the international airport at Biak to Hollandia, the colony's 
capital. Upon landing in Sentani, Guirma and Zollner were greeted by an indigenous 
dance troop that performed a war dance with a remarkable prop: a model of a canoe 
named the Karel Doorman. The African diplomats were not particularly impressed, 
although they did end their visit convinced that Papuan nationalism was for real (p. 
579). The literature on Melanesia is filled with descriptions of the exotic, even vaguely 
hokey, displays of the signs of Western wealth and power in the rituals that make up 
the indigenous protest movements that colonial observers labeled "cargo cults."19 
Drooglever's richly textured narrative invites us to consider such performances and 
the game of gestures that makes up "international relations" within the same analytic 
frame. The Karel Doorman sets sail twice in An Act of Free Choice—once manned by 
Dutch sailors and once by Papuan dancers. When it came to the pursuit of sovereignty 
in this highly charged situation, these two "fleet visits" were cut from the same cloth. 
Their efficacy depended on the qualities attributed to their performers: in one case, the 
more-or-less colonial Dutch officials; in the other case, the more-or-less genuine 
Papuan nationalists—figures judged as more or less capable of speaking for 
themselves.

The idea that the Papuans were "primitive" and "backwards" provided an alibi for 
all those diplomats and foreign leaders who refused to take Papuan leaders seriously. 
It also provided an alibi for the Indonesian leaders who insisted that the Papuans were 
primitive puppets manipulated by more civilized hands.

When Drooglever homes in on the heart of his story, the Act of Free Choice, the 
baneful effects of this vision of progress become apparent. So do the baneful effects of 
Drooglever's tendency to reproduce this vision of progress in the course of

IN The delegate from Nigeria also encouraged Jouwe when he spoke of the need for a slow, gradual 
approach to decolonization that left open the possibility of ongoing ties between former colonizers and the 
colonized. See Drooglever, An Act of Free Choice, p. 561. Named after the city in the French Congo where 
leaders of these French-speaking African countries first conferred, the Brazzaville Group included Upper 
Volta (Burkina Faso), the Central African Republic, Dahomey, Gabon, Ivory Coast, Cameroon, Congo, 
Madagascar, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal, and Chad (p. 430).
19 See, for example, Kenelm Burridge, Marnbii: ,4 Melanesian Millenium (London: Methuen, 1960). For 
critiques of the cargo cult literature, see Lamont Lindstrom, Cargo Cult: Strange Stories of Desire from 
Melanesia and Beyond (Flonolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press, 1993); and Martha Kaplan, Neither Cargo 
nor Cult: Ritual Politics and the Colonial Imagination in Fiji (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1995).
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documenting the damage done to the Papuans. The New York Agreement stipulated 
that the plebiscite be held "in accordance with international practice," which arguably 
meant "one man, one vote." Ortiz Sans, the UN representative, tried gamely to inject 
some democracy into the planned procedures, but slowly had his resolve chipped 
away by his Indonesian hosts' recalcitrance and the lack of concern shown by the 
United Nations, the Netherlands, and the United States. Instead of "international 
practice," the Indonesians insisted on "Indonesian practice": musyarawah, a form of 
public deliberation, deemed more suitable for "undeveloped" people. They created 
consultative councils on the regency level to carry out the plebiscite. With the help of 
local administrators and the military apparatus, ad hoc commissions consisting of civil 
servants, clergy, and members of the province's eight regional councils appointed the 
council members. In theory, village and tribal chiefs nominated the candidates, but in 
practice, local missionaries and, above all, the military and police played a dominant 
role. As a result, those who participated directly in the Act of Free Choice did not, 
significantly, include any of the young, educated Papuans who made up the politically 
active elite. Rather, they were mostly uneducated rural Papuans—the "tribal chiefs" 
referred to above. Drooglever makes much of this fact. As a group, the councils 
presented "a reasonably representative average of the broader society, at least of its 
least developed and most manipulable sections," as Drooglever puts it (p. 702). This 
was no accident: 'The chosen procedure left plenty of room for the Indonesian 
authorities to appoint to their consultative councils those members on whom they 
could count to follow their directives" (p. 702).

To issue these directives, the Indonesian authorities kept council members in 
quarantine in the days leading up to the consultation. They gave them prepared 
statements to rehearse and frightened members with threats of what would happen to 
them if they failed to comply. The statements, which each council member was 
supposed to read aloud on the day of the vote, spoke in favor of integration while 
questioning the very purpose of the exercise, since West Irian was already part of 
Indonesia. In the reports of the handful of UN observers who witnessed a few of these 
displays, we find evidence of subtle and not-so-subtle attempts at subversion. Several 
of the representatives mangled the texts in ways that changed their meaning. Others 
elaborated by adding addendums calling the current crop of Indonesian administrators 
inept and corrupt. One man in Fak Fak refused to play ball altogether. "This particular 
man declared that West Irian expected no justice from Indonesia but did expect it from 
the world. He then refused ostentatiously to be counted among the proponents" (p. 
723). Drooglever may put these "tribal chiefs'" apparent compliance down to their lack 
of "development," but it is not clear that these rural Papuans were any less 
opinionated—and daring—than their elite counterparts, many of whom proved 
equally susceptible to Indonesian pressure. In September 1962, as I noted, members of 
the New Guinea Council and National Committee were convening a National 
Congress to discuss how to ensure that the Papuans' right to self-determination was 
respected. By January 1963, after a couple visits to Jakarta, they were submitting 
petitions to the UN Temporary Executive Authority administrators in Hollandia 
demanding that the Act of Free Choice be called off (pp. 607, 615).

It may seem petty to quibble with Drooglever's characterization of this aspect of 
the Act of Free Choice. But there are important issues at stake. In the book's conclusion,
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Drooglever lays his cards on the table in summarizing his findings on the Dutch 
colonial mission (p. 763):

[The objectives of Dutch policy] were initially strategic in nature: establishing the 
eastern border of Batavia's sphere of authority. With the creation of the first 
administrative centers in 1898, the Dutch went a step further. The aim was now, 
to use the words of Commissioner Plate, "to turn savages into people." The 
terminology chosen fitted with the idea of guardianship prevalent at the time, 
which gave the colonial administration the task of educating those under its rule. 
Once Dutch rule had been established, the coastal population slowly but surely 
came under the sphere of influence of the modern world. This became much 
more urgent with the onset of decolonization. More explicitly and in modern 
language, the move towards self-determination became the main aim of Dutch 
policy in respect of New Guinea from 1945 onwards. Efforts to achieve this were 
intensified after 1950. The exclusion from the transfer of sovereignty in 1950 
resulted in an additional twelve years of Dutch rule, during which a great deal 
was done for the country and its population. The Papuan world of 1962 differed 
radically from that of 1950, let alone 1900. Broad development had taken place 
and a small but high caliber upper class had been formed, who would, if given 
the chance, be able to lead society as a whole in the long term. Under the 
Indonesian regime, this development continued in fits and starts, however 
without offering the prospect of this elite actually being able to play the leading 
and guiding role intended for it.

In this passage, the tasks of turning "savages into people" and the "move to self- 
determination" appear as part of the same overall project. Both are part of the 
"constructive work" performed by the Netherlands until 1962 as the "intermediaries" 
who guided "the entry of the population of New Guinea into modern times" (p. 763). 
The language of rule may change, but the fact remains: some people are ready to enter 
"modern times" while others need expert help.20 This vision of progress allows 
Drooglever to distinguish between the "small but high caliber upper class" of Papuans 
and the "backward" majority. Others have used it to distinguish between "clever" 
Indonesians and "stupid" Irianese, not to mention the civilized West and the savage 
Rest. Drooglever seems to share Ortiz San's disappointment that Indonesia didn't 
allow the more "advanced" urban Papuans to vote for council members in the run-up 
to the Act of Free Choice. But in doing so, he concedes a key point in the debate: to 
distinguish between "modern" Papuans and their more "manipulable" rural brethren 
is to justify stripping all Papuans of their rights.

In 1969, the Dutch swallowed the sham that Indonesia made of the Act of Free 
Choice, turning quickly to their pledge to cooperate with Indonesia in furthering the 
province's advancement (p. 760). In 2003, western New Guinea's would-be rulers 
followed their lead when the Indonesian national parliament passed a special

20 Ideally, expert help of the sort that the Papuans would have missed if they had joined Indonesia in 1950 
rather than 1963. See page 763 for a discussion of what would have happened if Netherlands had turned 
western New Guinea over to Indonesia in 1950. "Perhaps then the mistrust and enmity, which still 
characterize the relationship between Papuans and Indonesians today, would not have arisen. This 
argument is an attractive one, but does not do justice to the scope and power of the constructive work that 
took place between 1950 and 1960."
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autonomy law that offered development as a consolation prize to Papuans demanding 
the right to make decisions on their own. Instead of a dialogue that put the Act of Free 
Choice back on the agenda, Indonesian lawmakers gave the province a greater share in 
the profits from its vast mineral wealth.21 Jakarta's strategy has resembled that 
deployed during negotiations surrounding the Act of Free Choice. In practice, the 
special autonomy law has ended up targeting what Drooglever referred to as Papua's 
"least developed and most manipulable sections" (p. 702): those making up the rural 
elite. The distribution of riches and opportunities for corruption on a local level has 
divided the Papuans and made them easier to rule.22 23 But like their predecessors in the 
1960s, many Papuans today have kept faith with the letter of the agreements made 
concerning them—and demanded that others do the same. Most recently, they have 
used a consultative body established under the terms of the law, the Papuan People's 
Council (Majelis Rakyat Papua, MRP), to review the implementation of special 
autonomy.2. On June 18, 2010, the MRP declared special autonomy a failure and 
resolved to "give it back." The consultative body also called on the central government 
to hold a referendum in which the Papuans could decide upon their future. On July 8, 
2010, some twenty thousand demonstrators marched to the provincial parliament 
building to demand a response.24 Leaders of this initiative include some of the drafters 
of the original special autonomy bill. If recent history is any indication, they may end 
up in prison or worse.25

There are no Papuans "still living in the Stone Age," as the saying long has gone.26 
Like the rest of us, Papuans live in the present, and their time is now. This is the lesson 
we should be drawing from An Act of Free Choice. The protagonists in the conflict over

21 See Rodd McGibbon, "Between Rights and Repression: The Politics of Special Autonomy in Papua," in 
Local Pozver and Politics in Indonesia: Decentralization and Democratisation, ed. Edward Aspinall and Greg 
Fealy (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2003), pp. 194-216; and Rodd McGibbon, 
"Secessionist Challenges in Aceh and Papua: Is Special Autonomy the Solution?" Policy Studies 10 (2004).
22 See "Indonesia: The Deepening Impasse in Papua," International Crisis Group Asia Briefing 108 (August 3, 
2010), available at www.crisisgroup.org/en/ publication-type/media-releases/2010/asia/indonesia-the- 
deepening-impasse-in-papua.aspx (accessed August 31, 2010). My thanks to Rupert Stasch for suggesting 
this comparison.
23 See Neles Tebay, "The Papua Question," The Jakarta Globe, July 5, 2010, available at www.thejakarta 
globe.com/opinion/ the-papua-question/ 384341 (accessed July 18, 2010). See also "Pemerintah Dalami 
Permintaan Referendum Rakyat Papua Demi Keutuhan Indonesia," Antara News, July 16, 2010, available 
at www.antaranews.com/berita/1279235891 / pemerintah-dalami-permintaan-referendum-demi- 
keutuhan-indonesia (accessed July 18, 2010).
24 See "Tuntut Referendum, Ribuan Massa Nginap di DPRD," Cendrawasih Pos, July 9, 2010, available at 
http:/ /cenderawasihpos.com/detail.php?ses=&id=1003 (accessed July 18, 2010); and "Forces, Protesters 
fill the West Papuan Parliament," The Australian, July 10, 2010, available at www.theaustralian.com.au/ 
news/ world/forces-protesters-fill-west-papuan-parliament/story-e6frg6so-l225889989044 (accessed July 
18, 2010). The demonstrators camped out in front of the building for several days before reportedly 
negotiating an agreement with parliament leaders to hold a special session on the resolution on August 3. 
See "August 3 Special Session of DPRD to Decide on OTSUS Handback," West Papua Media Alerts, July 
12, 2010, available at http:/ / westpapuamedia.info/news-alert/aug-3-special-session-of-dprp-to-decide- 
on-otsus-handback/ (accessed July 18, 2010). Meanwhile, in Jakarta, the Minister of the Interior has 
announced that the special autonomy is "final": there is no giving it back. See "Mendagri: Otsus Papua 
Sudah Final," Jawa Pos National Network Nasional, July 16, 2010, available at www.jpnn.com/index.php 
?mib=berita.detail&id=68165 (accessed July 18, 2010).
25 See Rutherford, "Waiting for the End."
26 See Lloyd Rhys, Jungle Pimpernel: The Story of a District Officer in Central Netherlands New Guinea (London: 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1947), p. 147. See also Danilyn Rutherford, Cultural Anthropology 24,1 (2009): 1-32.
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western New Guinea may have treated Papuans like children. But all too often, in the 
sordid history that Drooglever painstakingly reconstructs, they were the only adults in 
the room.


