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For Anthropological Forum 

 

Visser, Leontine (ed.), Governing New Guinea: An oral history of Papuan administrators, 

1950-1990. KITLV Press, Leiden, 2012, 358 pp., maps, bibliography, index. ISBN: 978-90-

6718-393-2 (paperback).  

 

 

Governing New Guinea comprises seventeen captivating narratives by Papuan assistant public 

servants telling the ways in which they navigated their position between the Dutch 

administrators, local circumstances, ideas of development, and expectations of constituting a 

Papuan nation amid growing pressure from Indonesia to oust the Dutch from West New 

Guinea. These public servants made up more than half of the colonial administration and 

during the time of the transfer of the territory to Indonesia in 1962-63 their ranks had 

expanded to some sixty well-trained young men. The thoughts and feelings of the Papuan 

public servants provide clues that help to deepen our understanding of the attitudes, actions 

and negotiations taking place in the period of Dutch governance of Papua.  

 

This book is a translation of Bakti Pamong Praja Papua di Era Transisi Kekuasaan Belanda 

ke Indonesia (‘The Work of Papuan Public Servants in the Period of the Transition of Power 

from the Netherlands to Indonesia’) by Visser and Amapon Jos Marey, published by Kompas 

in Jakarta in 2008, with a new introduction and more footnotes. It is presented as a companion 

volume to the 1996 KITLV publication entitled Besturen in Nederlands-Nieuw-Guinea 

(‘Governing in Netherlands New Guinea’), a collection of twenty-five narratives by seventeen 

former Dutch public servants about their life and work in West New Guinea from 1945 until 

1962. While the Europeans who contributed to that volume tend to suggest that they were 

quite confident about what mattered about developing Netherlands New Guinea, the 

narratives of their Papuan assistants recounted in Governing New Guinea portray journeys of 

discovery and self-discovery.  

 

Papuan public servants were not only involved in complex translations between Papuan 

realities and the Dutch government (p. 6) but they also began to appreciate the contact with 

other people, even of the same culture. In that way their duties as public servants became 

journeys of both discovery and self-discovery. For example, in Chapter 2 Dolf Faidiban writes 

that “the basic problem in positioning oneself as a public servant lay in knowing the people 
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around me: were they primitive people, or people with education, farmers, fishers, teachers, 

health officers, doctors, government officials, controllers or HPBs [Hoofd Plaatselijk Bestuur 

or District Heads], village chiefs, or poor people? All of those were environmental factors that 

influenced the government administration and the leadership psychology of a tuan bestir 

[‘government master’] or administrator. As a consequence of such varied environmental 

factors, I had to learn and understand the relationships and linkages and influences of the 

system and subsystems among human beings, the people, the officials, with each other, and 

the environmental influences” (p. 59). 

 

Since Governing New Guinea is positioned in relation to Governing in Netherlands New 

Guinea I expected an attempt to match European written accounts with the Papuan memories 

collected half a century later. As reflected in Schoorl’s volume the Dutch officers could be 

certain about dates and areas, but, as reflected in the narratives in Visser’s volume Papuans 

often still know exactly where they went, where they camped and which routes they walked 

or sailed. Another interesting difference that I discern is that Dutch public servants have a 

vision of ‘neutral’ public service; of men who avoid controversy and advise on and execute 

development policy irrespective of their personal opinion. The Papuan public servants show 

more personal opinion and convey a mixture of influence by what the Dutch have attempted 

to tell them and doubt about what is not told and what they thought the Dutch wanted to tell 

them. This level of uncertainty and mystery is not explored in the book despite the fact that it 

contrasts with the current situation in which Indonesian administrators are hardly admired let 

alone assumed to be beyond Papuan control (despite them being accompanied by heavy 

military presence). 

 

The narratives were collected over a decade and during a time that the public servants were 

getting old (in fact, in January 2009 when Visser and Marey went back to Papua to return 

copies of Bakti Pamong Praja they found that seven of the contributors had already passed 

away). All suggest to have become keenly aware of the problems involved in development 

and seem unanimous in their opinion that the political education of Papuans will inevitably be 

a slow process. Partly reflecting what they must have thought before 1962 and partly with the 

knowledge of hindsight, they believe that the close partnership between the Netherlands and 

Papua should have been maintained. In their imagery they see that relationship as one 

between father and son and look to the Netherlands for a father’s guidance, counsel and help. 

Obviously much of this reflection is shaped by political developments in Papua and still 
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growing resentment towards Indonesian governance after five decades of intermittent 

painfully quelling paternalism. It is thus no surprise to often come across passages in the 

narratives in which contrasts with the Indonesian way are sketched. At the same there are 

many continuities of which some are also noted by Visser: “the political power of kinship 

relationships, adat [‘customary’] rights, claims to land and forest resources, and the public 

distrust toward ‘government’” (p. 12). 

 

This is a valuable addition to a relatively small body of literature of governance of 

Netherlands New Guinea and the accounts of Papuan public servants often make for fantastic 

reading. Scholars and a wider public interested in the history of New Guinea, in particular 

aspects of governance during the colonial period will find this book of interest.  

 

 


