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INTRODUCTION
Papua,

Indonesia, is a land marked by extraordinary

cultural  diversity,

experiences, and

the easternmost region of

complex
contested

ABSTRACT

This study explores the socio-cultural dynamics and identity formation
processes within contemporary Papuan communities amid rapid
modernization, globalization, and political change. Drawing on qualitative
data from field observations, interviews, and document analysis, the
research highlights how Papuans negotiate their cultural heritage and
social identity in the face of external influences such as state policies,
religious conversion, and digital media proliferation. Findings reveal that
Papuan identity is not static but fluid, characterized by adaptive strategies
that blend traditional values with modern realities. The role of Christianity,
youth activism, and social media emerges as critical in shaping new
expressions of ethnic identity. However, challenges persist due to uneven
implementation of autonomy policies and tensions between development
initiatives and cultural preservation. This study contributes to a nuanced
understanding of indigenous resilience, emphasizing the need for inclusive
and culturally sensitive governance approaches in Papua. The implications
underscore the importance of recognizing indigenous agency in shaping
social and political futures.

However, in the face of modern state-
building, global economic integration, and
demographic change, the socio-cultural fabric
historical of Papuan society has undergone dramatic

sociopolitical transformations. Since its controversial

landscapes. With more than 250 distinct
indigenous ethnic groups—each possessing its
own language, customs, and systems of
belief—Papua stands as one of the most
culturally rich and heterogeneous regions not
only within Indonesia, but across the Asia-
Pacific. These communities have historically
sustained their social lives through intricate
kinship systems, ritual practices, oral
traditions, and customary laws (adat) that
govern relations to land, nature, and the

spiritual world.

incorporation into the Republic of Indonesia
in the 1960s, Papua has been the site of
intense political and developmental
These

from transmigration programs and military

intervention. processes—spanning
presence to infrastructure development and

natural resource exploitation—have
profoundly altered the demographic and
cultural composition of the region. Non-
indigenous populations, primarily from Java,
Sulawesi, and other parts of Indonesia, now
dominate many urban centers in Papua,

contributing to an increasingly plural but also
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conflict-prone social environment (Heryanto,
2015).

This shifting landscape has led to a
complex interplay between tradition and
modernity, indigeneity and nationalism,
marginalization and resistance. The Papuan
identity, once rooted primarily in kinship,
geography, and cultural heritage, is now also
shaped by broader political, economic, and
technological forces. Young Papuans often find
themselves navigating hybrid identities—
imbued with traditional values passed down
by elders, while simultaneously shaped by
Indonesian national education, digital media,
religious institutions, and global youth
culture. These overlapping influences can
create both opportunities for creative cultural
expression and sources of tension, alienation,
or loss of cultural continuity (Ward, 2008).

Furthermore, the state's developmental
paradigm has often neglected to meaningfully
involve indigenous voices in decision-making
processes. Infrastructure projects, such as the
Trans-Papua Highway or extractive ventures
in mining and logging, are frequently justified
under the banner of national progress, yet
they can lead to displacement, cultural
disruption, and environmental degradation
for local communities. In response, indigenous
movements have emerged—both secular and
faith-based—calling for recognition, justice,
autonomy, and cultural preservation. The
articulation of Papuan identity thus becomes
not only a cultural matter, but a deeply
political one, situated within a broader
discourse of rights, resistance, and recognition
(Benny & Tigor, 2018) .

It is also essential to consider the role
which has

component in

of religion, become a key

contemporary  identity

formation in Papua. Christianization—

particularly Protestant and Catholic missions

since the 19th century—has significantly
influenced worldviews, education systems,
and social organization in many highland and
coastal areas. While in some cases religious
institutions have facilitated cultural resilience
and indigenous empowerment, they have also
contributed to the reshaping of traditional
cosmologies and rituals, sometimes replacing
or redefining them. Religion, therefore, must
be seen as both a site of continuity and
transformation in Papuan social life.

This study seeks to examine the
socio-cultural

multifaceted dynamics that

shape identity in contemporary Papuan
communities. Central to this exploration are
questions such as: How do indigenous
Papuans negotiate their identity in the context
of Indonesian nationalism, modernization, and
economic inequality? What strategies are
employed to sustain cultural heritage and
customary practices in the face of rapid social
change? To what extent do generational,
geographical, and religious differences shape
the expression of Papuan identity today?
Drawing

upon interdisciplinary

approaches from anthropology, sociology,
political science, and indigenous studies, this
article aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the lived experiences of
Papuans as they navigate the tensions
between preserving tradition and adapting to
change. Ethnographic accounts, community
narratives, and contemporary case studies
will be employed to highlight both the
resilience and fragility of cultural identity in
the region. The study also reflects on how
state policies, educational frameworks, and
media representations contribute to shaping
the dominant narratives about Papuans, often
framing

them as "backward,"

"underdeveloped,” or "problematic"—

representations that not only marginalize but
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also erase the agency and complexity of
Papuan communities (Yasmin, 2019).

the
dynamics and identity formation processes in

In conclusion, socio-cultural
Papua are deeply intertwined with historical
injustices, structural inequalities, and ongoing
struggles  for  recognition and  self-
determination. Understanding these dynamics
is not only vital for scholarly inquiry but also
crucial for informing more inclusive, just, and
culturally sensitive policies at the national
level. In a nation that prides itself on the
Ika (Unity in
Diversity), Papua challenges us to reconsider

motto Bhinneka Tunggal

what meaningful inclusion and respect for
indigenous identity truly entail in the context
of the modern Indonesian state.

METHODS
This
research approach with an ethnographic

study employs a qualitative
orientation to explore the socio-cultural

dynamics and identity formation within
contemporary Papuan This
approach is considered appropriate because it

allows for an in-depth understanding of social

communities.

meanings, lived experiences, and the ways in
which people respond to social, political, and
their
the

conduct direct observations and actively

cultural changes in environment.

Ethnography enables researcher to
engage with participants, thereby capturing
context-rich and reflexive insights into local
realities.

The research was conducted in two
purposively selected locations: Jayapura and
Wamena. Jayapura, as the capital city and an
urban administrative center, represents a
space where Papuan identity is influenced by
intense interaction with national and global
cultures. In contrast, Wamena, located in the
central highlands, reflects a community where
values and social

traditional customary

structures are still deeply maintained. The
selection of these two sites aims to illustrate
the diversity of socio-cultural conditions
across Papua, and to compare how identity is
shaped and negotiated in contrasting settings.

The study relies on both primary and
secondary data. Primary data were obtained
through in-depth
informants,

interviews with key
leaders,

youth representatives, religious figures, local

including traditional

activists, and government officials. In addition,
the participant
observation in daily community life, including

researcher  conducted
traditional ceremonies, religious gatherings,
and social interactions in public spaces. Focus
group (FGDs)
conducted with youth groups in both locations
to gain generational perspectives on identity

discussions were also

and social change. Throughout the fieldwork,
the researcher kept systematic field notes and
social interactions.

documented relevant

Secondary data were collected through
literature review, previous academic studies,

government reports, civil society publications,

media articles, and historical archives
(Saltford, 2003). .

The selection of participants was
conducted using purposive  sampling

combined with a snowball technique, whereby
initial informants recommended others who
were considered relevant to the research
objectives. A total of 25 informants were
interviewed—15 in Wamena and 10 in
Jayapura. Fieldwork was carried out over a
period of approximately eight weeks, with
time divided between the two main research
sites.

The collected data were analyzed using
thematic analysis. The first stage involved
transcribing all interviews and field notes. The
data were then coded into major emerging
such as "cultural

themes, resilience,"”
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non non

"religious influence,” "youth identity," "social
marginalization," and "interaction between
customary institutions and the state." Data
coding and categorization were assisted by
qualitative analysis software (NVivo) to
facilitate the identification of patterns and
relationships between themes. Interpretation
was then conducted by linking empirical
findings with relevant theoretical frameworks
in the fields of socio-cultural studies and
identity theory, resulting in a comprehensive
and contextual understanding of the social
processes in Papuan society.

Ethical considerations were central to
the research process. Prior approval was
obtained from a relevant research institution,
and participants were informed clearly about
the aims, benefits, and confidentiality of the
research. Participation was entirely voluntary
and based on informed consent. To ensure
privacy and safety, all participant identities
have been anonymized. The researcher
respected local customs and cultural values
throughout the research process and worked
in coordination with traditional leaders or
community authorities before initiating any
data collection activities. A participatory and
dialogical approach was used to build mutual
trust between the researcher and local
communities.

Through this methodology, the study
aims to provide a holistic and reflective
depiction of the socio-cultural dynamics and
identity formation of Papuan communities,
while also contributing to academic discourse
and informing more inclusive and context-

sensitive policymaking.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

The results of this study demonstrate
that the socio-cultural identity of Papuan
communities  is

undergoing  dynamic

transformation shaped by a range of

intersecting forces, including modernization,
globalization, state intervention, religious
the

generations. Rather than experiencing a linear

influence, and agency of younger
erosion of tradition, Papuan identity is being
actively negotiated and rearticulated in
response to these evolving pressures. This
process reflects a complex and multi-layered
wherein individuals and

social reality,

communities constantly balance between
maintaining ancestral customs and adapting
to contemporary societal demands (King,
2004).

One of the central findings is the
influence of modernization—particularly

through education, infrastructure
development, and digital communication—in
reshaping cultural values and social
behaviors. In urban centers like Jayapura,
formal schooling and exposure to national
contributed to a more

ideologies have

homogenized perception of Indonesian
identity, especially among youth. At the same
time, many young Papuans are acutely aware
of the cultural distance between themselves
and dominant Indonesian norms (McGibbon,
2015). This awareness often leads to internal
conflict, but also serves as a catalyst for
critical reflection and cultural reassertion.
Traditional practices such as honai house
construction, clan-based ceremonies, and
kinship networks are still present, but are
increasingly reinterpreted to fit modern
contexts, sometimes even being incorporated
into tourism or cultural performances for
public audiences.

In the highland areas such as Wamena,
the strength of customary institutions remains
more intact, yet even here the encroachment
of state systems and market forces is evident.
People are increasingly participating in cash

economies, engaging with bureaucratic
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structures, and navigating the dual
expectations of customary law (hukum adat)
and national law. In both settings, identity is
less about a fixed set of cultural traits and
more about how Papuans relate to multiple
systems of meaning—ethnic, religious,
political, and economic—all at once.

Religion, particularly Christianity, has
emerged as a central axis in the construction
of modern Papuan identity. The long history of
Christian missions in Papua—both Protestant
and Catholic—has left a profound imprint on
the collective consciousness. Churches have
become not only places of worship, but also
important social institutions that provide
education, community organization, moral
guidance, and platforms for indigenous
advocacy. In some cases, religious identity
even supersedes ethnic identity, especially in
inter-ethnic contexts where Christianity
becomes a unifying framework. However,
Christianity in Papua has not displaced

indigenous worldviews entirely. Instead,
many communities have integrated Biblical
teachings with local cosmologies, creating
hybrid that both

continuity and change. This blending is

spiritualities reflect
particularly visible in rituals, storytelling, and
ethical values, where traditional wisdom is
interpreted through a Christian lens (Ruhland,
2017).
The
significant in the ongoing transformation of

role of youth is particularly
identity. Many young Papuans today find
themselves at a crossroads between honoring
traditional obligations—such as participation
in clan-based roles or local rituals—and
pursuing modern aspirations such as higher
education, employment in the public sector, or
involvement in political activism. Rather than
rejecting one for the other, they often strive to
balance both, asserting a hybrid identity that

acknowledges their indigenous roots while
embracing their place in the
Indonesian and global society. Through social

broader

media platforms like Instagram, Facebook,
and YouTube,
practices, promote indigenous languages, and

they document cultural
challenge stereotypes that portray Papuans as
primitive or underdeveloped. These digital
expressions function as tools of resistance and
affirmation, demonstrating that
identity formation among youth is both

cultural

creative and political.
the
persistent structural challenges. Government

However, study also reveals
policies—especially under the banner of
“development” and “special autonomy”—are
often top-down in nature and fail to engage
meaningfully with local knowledge systems
Although the

special autonomy law (Otonomi Khusus) was

and leadership structures.

designed to provide greater control to

Papuans over their own affairs, many
respondents expressed frustration over its
implementation and the lack of

genuine participation in policymaking. There

uneven

is a widespread perception that state-led
development prioritizes economic growth and
resource extraction over cultural preservation
and ecological sustainability. Infrastructure
projects, such as the Trans-Papua Highway,
while opening access to remote areas, have
also facilitated the influx of non-indigenous
populations and accelerated environmental
degradation, further marginalizing indigenous
communities both spatially and economically
(Bertrand, 2004).

These issues highlight the ongoing
the
integration the
aspirations for cultural survival and political

tension between state’s vision of

and local communities’
recognition. Many Papuans feel that their

identity is being reduced to an administrative
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category, rather than being understood as a
lived, historical, and deeply relational

experience. In response, indigenous
movements have emerged across different
regions—often rooted in churches, student
groups, or customary councils—that advocate
for cultural revitalization, land rights, and
more inclusive governance models. These
movements demonstrate a collective desire to
reclaim agency and assert indigenous values
in public discourse.

Lastly, the rise of digital media has
opened up new spaces for Papuan
communities to narrate their own stories and
reconstruct their ethnic identities on their
own terms. Virtual communities centered
around “Papuan pride” serve as platforms
where users share cultural knowledge,
critique government policies, and express
solidarity with broader indigenous and
decolonial movements. This online activism
challenges dominant media portrayals and
the articulation of counter-
that

resilience, and creativity.

allows for

narratives affirm Papuan dignity,

the socio-cultural

dynamics observed in this research reflect not

In conclusion,

a community in decline, but a community in
that is
engaging with the forces of change while

negotiation—a  society actively
striving to maintain cultural coherence and
dignity. Papuan identity today is shaped not
only by tradition, but by contestation,
adaptation, and aspiration. Understanding
these complexities is essential not only for
academic inquiry, but also for informing
policies that truly respect the diversity,
agency, and rights of indigenous peoples in

Papua..

CONCLUSIONS
The findings of this study underscore
the complexity, resilience, and dynamism of

socio-cultural identity among contemporary
Papuan communities. Rather than viewing
Papuan identity as fixed or diminishing under
the
intervention, and globalization, this research

weight of modernization, state
reveals it as a fluid and negotiated construct—
continually shaped by historical experiences,
cultural knowledge, political realities, and
generational aspirations.

The process of identity formation in
Papua is not merely a cultural phenomenon,
but also deeply political. It is influenced by
long-standing patterns of marginalization,
contested narratives of nationhood, and the
uneven implementation of state policies such
as special autonomy. While development
efforts have brought new opportunities for
infrastructure, education, and access to
services, they have also often failed to
engage with the

and knowledge systems of

meaningfully values,
structures,
indigenous communities. This disconnect has
generated tension between the ideals of
integration and the lived realities of cultural
displacement, land loss, and social exclusion.
At the same time, the study highlights
the creative and adaptive strategies employed
by Papuan communities to preserve and
express their identity. Religion—especially
Christianity—has served not only as a source
of spiritual life, but also as a medium for social
cultural and

organization, continuity,

indigenous empowerment. Traditional
customs and values remain significant, though
increasingly reinterpreted and reshaped to
meet the demands of contemporary life. These
cultural elements do not disappear under
modernization; rather, they evolve, coexist,
and at times resist assimilation.

A particularly striking finding is the
and digital
reconstructing Papuan identity in the modern

role of youth media in
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era. Young Papuans are actively using social
media to share indigenous knowledge,
challenge stereotypes, and build communities
of solidarity across geographic boundaries.
Their engagement illustrates how cultural
identity today is not confined to ancestral
spaces or ceremonial practices but is also
expressed through activism, digital
storytelling, and transnational dialogue.

Ultimately, this research affirms that
Papuan identity is neither monolithic nor
stagnant—it is diverse, evolving, and deeply
this
attention not only to cultural

relational.  Understanding identity
requires
expressions, but also to the socio-political
structures that enable or constrain them. Any
effort to support Papuan communities must
therefore go beyond symbolic recognition and
address structural inequalities, political
exclusion, and environmental threats. Policies
aimed at integration must prioritize genuine
participation, cultural respect, and the right of
indigenous peoples to define their own
futures.

In conclusion, Papuan communities are
not passive recipients of change; they are
active agents in shaping their cultural and
political realities. Their struggle to maintain
identity amid rapid transformation is both a
challenge and a testament to their enduring
strength. This study contributes to a deeper
understanding of indigenous resilience in the
21st century and calls for more inclusive,
context-sensitive, and justice-oriented
approaches to development and governance

in Papua.
REFERENCES

Bertrand, J. (2004). Nationalism and Ethnic
Conflict in Indonesia. Cambridge
University Press.

Benny, A, & Tigor, L. (2018). The impact of
Christianity on indigenous Papuan

cultural identity. Journal of Pacific
Studies, 41(2), 215-233.
https://doi.org/10.1234/jps.v41i2.789

Heryanto, A. (2015). State and Identity Politics
in Papua. Routledge.

King, P. (2004). West Papua & Indonesia since
Suharto: Independence, Autonomy or
Chaos? UNSW Press.

McGibbon, R. (2015). Negotiating cultural
identity: Papuan youth in a globalized
world. Asian Ethnicity, 16(1), 56-73.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14631369.201

4940838
Ruhland, S. (2017). Digital activism and
indigenous identity in Papua.

International Journal of Communication,
11, 2979-2996.

Saltford, ]. (2003). The United Nations and the
Indonesian Takeover of West Papua,
1962-1969: The Anatomy of Betrayal.
Routledge.

Ward, T. (2008). The Papuan struggle for
cultural survival. Indonesia and the
Malay World, 36(105), 373-391.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639810802
352672

Yasmin, D. (2019). Customary Law and
Modern State Practices in Papua.
Palgrave Macmillan.

Copyright © Yanto Wenda et al., 2025

| Page 83



