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Introduction  

Indonesian history reflects a dynamics of political power that begins with 
Dutch and Japanese colonialism.. Krishna Sen (1994) breaks Indonesian cinema 
history down into three periods. Each period signifies political turmoil that 
influences the content of the films made within the particular era. The first period 
from the early 1900s to 1956 reflects early Indonesia under the colonialization of the 
Dutch and the Japanese until its early period as an independence state. The second 
period is defined as cinema during “political polarisation,” from 1956 to 1966. This 
period marked the time of the Old Order regime in Indonesian politics. During the 
third period, 1967 to 1994, Indonesia was under an authoritarian regime, the New 
Order regime,1 and Indonesian cinema was used as a political tool by the government 
to construct the state’s value of nationhood and citizenship.  Due to its political 
agenda, the New Order regime had several restrictions that limited Indonesian 
filmmakers to minimalize political resistance, such as pre-censorship of film 
scenario, censorship policy, and strict approval for directors (Sen, 1994).  In 1998, 
the New Order collapsed and the Reform Order government took the control through 
democratic election. The Reform Order unleashed several restrictions and created 
some freedom for film production. However, several challenges remained. These 
restrictions included prohibition to portray sensitive social issues, such as religions 
and ethnics, and political issues, such as communism ideology and political conflict 
in some areas of Indonesia.   

Indonesian cinema has produced a number of films that present children in 
the story, including the first feature film made in Indonesia, Loetoeng Kasaroeng in 
1926. The film, based on local folktale, tells the story of two girls competing for their 
lives. However, few scholars have discussed child characters in Indonesian films.  
Furthermore, those few works that do focus on the representation of children in 
Indonesian film suggest that Indonesian films utilise the image of innocent children 
in order to decrease potential of political threats (Strassler, 1999; Spyer, 2004). 
These images of children project an idealised citizen who represents the value of 
nationhood, according to Kitley (1999) and Allen (2011). This use of the figure of the 
child dominated cinema during the New Order period. Lyn Parker (1992) argues that 
the New Order insisted on developing children as idealised citizens through the 
school and the family because “the state assumes that its inhabitants are not 
necessarily born as good citizens” (p.42). The New Order defined the Indonesian 
‘good citizen’ as an individual who is knowledgeable and prioritizes his/her 
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commitment to Indonesian national development (Kitley, 2000). The New order 
government also depicted the family and the school system as instruments to 
cultivate the proper model of citizen.  

Javanese culture strongly influenced the New Order’s concept of the family 
system, which reflected an unequal structure, centred on hierarchy and the father as 
the primary decision maker (Shiraishi, 1997; Mulder, 1996). Mother figures were 
portrayed as “appendages of their husbands and casts female dependency as ideal” 
(Suryakusuma, 1996:98). Mothers served their husbands as a leader of the family 
and, at the same time, as nurturing mediums who represented the father’s power to 
their children. Children were placed at the lowest level in the family hierarchy, 
controlled by the father who applies top down communication—commands with no 
space for questioning the order. Children were constructed as passive members who 
had no authority in the family. The depiction of children in cinema was thus utilised 
by the New Order to frame the state’s ideologies of nationhood.  
 Garin Nugroho is one among very few filmmakers who challenged these 
political restrictions. Nugroho produced his films during the political period of peak 
authoritarian New Order government. Nugroho’s first film, Love in a Slice of Bread 
(1991), introduced him as one of the most prominent film directors in Indonesia. 
Since then, Nugroho has released several films, such as Letter to an Angel (1993), 
Leaf on a Pillow (1997) and The Poet (1999), that mark him as one of only a few film 
directors who projected their own political views on contemporary Indonesia during 
the New Order regime. Most of his films have been internationally acknowledged but 
failed in their domestic market or were banned for political reasons. Scholars claim 
that Nugroho additionally chose unusual themes and used uncommon techniques in 
filmmaking and storytelling2 that make his films even less market friendly and hardly 
acceptable to most of the Indonesian domestic audience.3 His filmmaking style, 
which combines documentary footage with narrative storytelling, has become his 
personal signature. Nugroho also selects an ordinary, non-professional person for 
the leading roles in his films. These signatures resemble the Italian neorealism style, 
which is highly uncommon in the contemporary Indonesian film industry. 
Furthermore, as part of his signature, Nugroho often featured children as the main 
characters or childhood as part of the story in most of his films. One of his films that 
features children in the main story is the Birdman Tale (2002).  

In order to contextualize the film analysis in this paper, I divide my discussion 
into two sections. First, I analysis how Birdman Tale is positioned within the context 
of political conflict in West Papua. Second, I discuss the way in which the film 
represents on the West Papuan’s racialised positions among Indonesia’s identity 
politics. I argue that through the depiction of a child’s transition into adolescence the 
film symbolises the political struggle of West Papuans and, ultimately, opposes the 
forced national identity.  
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A Forgotten West Papua: An Allegory of West Papua’s Resistance 
 
The Birdman’s Tale,  “Aku Ingin Menciummu Sekali Saja,”4  tells the story of Arnold, 
a teenage Papuan boy who falls passionately in love with a female stranger. Arnold’s 
obsession drives him into West Papua’s political turmoil. Meanwhile, his girlfriend, 
Sonja, feels neglected and jealous of the female stranger closeness with Arnold. Sonja 
expresses her jealousy through a reflection of the social political discrimination. 
Their childhood becomes a political allegory for contemporary West Papua.  

The Birdman Tale is recorded as the first Indonesian film which presents the 
story of the political conflict between the Indonesian government and the West 
Papuan people. West Papua is an Indonesian province that experienced escalated 
political violence since the referendum in 1969. West Papua used to be the Dutch 
colony until 1968. After the independence war 1945-1949, The Netherlands 
acknowledged Indonesian sovereignty in most of the former Dutch East Indies’ 
territories except for Western New Guinea. After a series of political negotiations, the 
Netherlands agreed to renounce west Papua to United Nation administration and 
signed the New York Agreement. This agreement required the Indonesian 
government to conduct a referendum in West Papua. This referendum offers two 
options for West Papua: become an independence territory or integrate with 
Indonesia.  The result was that West Papua was in favour of integrating as part of 
Indonesian territory instead of being independent. Later, the referendum was widely 
acknowledged as political abuse of the West Papuan people.5  Since then, West Papua 
has been one of Indonesia’s territories and has become part of a global political 
discourse, particularly after the attempted peace agreements and political unrest in 
Aceh and Timor Leste.6 Unfortunately, after that, West Papua witnessed a series of 
political violent acts, mainly in the form of military operations against the West 
Papuans who reject the referendum and demand independence. The violence along 
with the controversial referendum make West Papua a sensitive topic in Indonesia. 

Birdman Tale is one among a few films that represent the story of Indonesia 
in non-Javanese culture during the New Order, when the government centralised its 
development programs in Java Island, including the film culture7. In fact, Birdman 
Tale is the first film in Indonesian film that used West Papua as its main location. It 
is also acknowledged as the first film to feature the story of West Papua, and the first 
to cast West Papuans in its main narrative. For instance Nugroho includes the 
compelling image of the Chairman of the Papuan Council Presidium, Theys Hiyo 
Eluway, during the opening of the first West Papuan congress in 2000 and the 
Papuan declaration of Independence in 2001, as part of the film narrative8. Eluway, 
the respected leader of the West Papuan Independence Movement, was later found 
shot dead in November 2002. The film also features the cultural richness, traditional 
music, local dialects, and geographical landscape of West Papua, as well as a Catholic 
ambience, which is rarely seen in Indonesia’s media.  
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 The film tells the story of a West Papuan family—Arnold and his parents, 
Berthold, and Mama. Berthold is a local high school art teacher and also a member of 
a political movement called the Movement for Papuan Independence. Arnold is a 
student at the local high school and has three close friends: Sonja, Minus, and 
Dickson. These teenagers experience a complex childhood. The children live within 
political turmoil, all having lost their parents to political violence. Sonja adores 
Arnold; however, Arnold falls in love with a woman he met at the city wharf. His 
feelings for the woman are so intense, that at some point, his desire to kiss the 
woman leads him to guilty feelings against his faith and his friendships.  

However, this is not a simple romance story. Arnold’s conflicted feelings lead 
the story to the wider and more complex perspective of West Papua. Several rare 
pieces of documentary footage obtained by Nugroho are integrated into the fictional 
narrative, which gives the film a surreal aesthetic. The biggest West Papuan people’s 
congress in Indonesian history is featured as the context of this teenage love story, as 
well as the arrest of Theys Hiyo Eluway, an important community leader, and 
ultimately the violent situation that followed Theys’s murder and his subsequent 
emotional burial. Arnold tries to understand his feelings by questioning his own 
faith, while Sonja expresses her feelings of neglect and of being discriminated 
against.  
 Arnold’s love story signifies Nugroho’s understanding of West Papua’s issues. 
Love is connoted by the desire to kiss in this film, as is implied by the Indonesian 
title of this film: Aku Ingin Menciummu Sekali Saja or in English literally means “I 
want to kiss you once”. Nugroho intentionally chooses to have the Indonesian title 
appear in the opening credits at the very moment he depicts the Papua movement’s 
leader kissing the West Papuan flag. The short appearance of the West Papuan flag, 
which is forbidden by Indonesian authorities as it assumedly symbolises separatism, 
reminds us of Frank Kessler’s argument that “a fleeting image on the screen could 
become an image of the national in a brutally simple way.”9 In this context, Kessler’s 
idea of national could reflect West Papua’s demands for independence. The 
Indonesian title of this film actually signifies several discourses within the narratives. 
Although it seems the English title of this film would reduce the symbolic connection 
between the narratives, the title Birdman Tale directs the attention of the story to 
Berthold, Arnold’s father. He is a cassowary dancer, which is significant within West 
Papua’s historical context. Since the Dutch colonisation of Indonesia, the West 
Papuan movement for independence has used the cassowary bird as their symbol.10 
Therefore, the use of cassowary in this film is a symbol for the movement against the 
Indonesian government.  There is a long shot where Berthold’s figure is 
superimposed onto his cassowary costume when he is hiding. His wife, Mama, visits 
him and begins having a conversation with him. During the conversation, it looks as 
if Mama is talking to the cassowary rather than Berthold. At the same time, the 
cassowary voices Berthold’s dreams for West Papua.    
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There is a moment when the militia think they have caught and killed 
Berthold in his cassowary costume, only to realise that they have killed a real 
cassowary. Indonesia military, during the conflict with Papuan’s movement, used the 
term “hunting” to describe their war in field. They “hunted” the West Papuan militia. 
Kivimaki and Thorning describe how the use of the term “hunting” helped soldiers 
feel less guilty for killing their enemies and “normalise[d] the killing of enemies”11. 
Soldiers hunted and killed their enemies as if they were simply hunting cassowary 
birds.  

While Berthold’s story of West Papua’s political violence is depicted as a 
terrifying metaphor of a seasonal hunt, Arnold’s story has a romantic side: kissing. 
Birdman Tale uses kissing as an allegory for political issues in West Papua like 
adolescence is for children: it is a hard time, complicated and difficult to understand. 
Through the politics of kissing and the figure of Arnold, Nugroho positions several 
religious symbols in several shots to remind the audience that, although Muslims 
comprise the majority of Indonesia, West Papuans are largely Catholic devotees. And 
Arnold is religious; he attends church on Sundays, helping the priest during the 
event. Arnold’s adolescent journey starts when he sees a young woman at the local 
wharf. She is physically different compared to the stereotypical West Papuan: she has 
light skin and straight hair. While she looks sad, Arnold feels in that moment that he 
falls in love, and at the same time, a Christian cross appears in the background. 
During their accidental meeting, Arnold finds the woman’s rosary, and this motivates 
Arnold to find the woman, who is by then lost from his sight. While the church, the 
priest, the Christian cross, and the rosary seem banal, in the context of Indonesian 
geo-politics when the film was made, they are strong symbols against the dominant 
Islamic symbols in the media and Indonesian films at the time.  

Arnold’s obsessive desire to kiss the strange woman becomes his own battle 
between sinfulness and curiosity. He keeps a picture that shows a man kissing a 
woman, an inappropriate picture according to his Mama. “This is a porn,” Mama 
scolds Arnold. He disagrees and goes to church to find answers where he discovers 
that the Bible recognises two types of kissing, as explained by the priest: “There are 
two kissing events. First, the betraying kiss of Judas Iscariot. And, second, the kiss 
from Jesus when he washed the feet of Peter, His student.” Unfortunately, neither 
event fits with his desire, which prompts Arnold to question the priest directly. 
Arnold’s battle with his budding adolescence is reminiscent of the classical children’s 
concept of the European Protestant Christian tradition, which Bazalgette & 
Buckingham explain as: 

  
Children used to be seen as marked with original sin, and it was 
thought by most that they needed to be disciplined – sometimes 
savagely – into acceptable adult behaviour.12  
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The way Mama “judges” Arnold for keeping the picture reflects how adults measure 
their moral values with their children. Meanwhile, children are set up as “sexual 
beings, resulting in the perception that children require constant adult surveillance 
at all cost.”13 Robinson argues that classical Protestant discourse frames sexual 
activities as sinful and immoral and therefore need to be controlled by adults.14 In 
this context, Arnold’s desire, which reflects a normal adolescent feeling, is judged by 
Mama as against adult authority. Only adults can decide a proper sexual desire 
because children are socially constructed as “innocent and asexual beings.”15 The 
issue of adult authority also appear in the conversation within Arnold’s family. 
Arnold’s parents urge him to pay more attention to West Papua’s political problems 
instead of his own personal issues. For example, Berthold asks Arnold to get closer to 
the people around him. He says: “Arnold, do not lock yourself in the room. Come out 
and see what is going on in your country. Arnold, if you want to be a leader then you 
should come and find out about your people’s problems.” 
 In a political context, Seaton explains that children are “political actors-in-
waiting” to understand the argument between Arnold and his father, Berthold.16 
While children may experience the politics of nations within their community or 
family, the conversation implies that children are not capable to choose, and should 
be directed by adults. Children are defined as a humans who have a “temporary 
disability form that is defined by its inabilities and [in] immanent need of 
correction.”17 Consequently, the status of adults gives them social privilege as 
“political community has an exclusive adult membership with children unable to 
provide qualification for entry.”18  

Aside from Arnold’s desire to kiss the woman, Birdman Tale also proposes 
that the act of kissing symbolises loyalty for different purposes. The opening scene 
that shows Theys kissing the West Papuan flag instead of Indonesia’s official flag 
signifies West Papuan’s loyalty to the motherland. The “kissing” implies a political 
rejection of Indonesia’s official flag, which is forbidden by the Indonesian 
government. Disrespectful behaviour to the national symbol, including the national 
flag, is considered a serious offence, and the perpetrator framed as a national traitor. 
While kissing can be politically offensive, Birdman Tale also suggests that kissing is 
part of loyalty to God and humanity. Arnold shows his loyalty by kissing Jesus 
Christ’s statue, while Sonja and Minus have a conversation about how kissing will 
eliminate war and hatred: 

 
Minus: “You never know that actually I care about you. And I also 
have a feeling like Arnold. I want to kiss a girl” 
Sonja: “What do you mean, Minus?” 
Minus: “Don’t fight Sonja. Wise men say, when couples kiss each 
other, there will be no fighting or war”  
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In a way, children are chosen to generate the politics of kissing in this film, which 
suggests that the film is about how West Papuan children see their land and 
themselves within the bigger discourse of Indonesia. 
 
Seeking the Motherland: Papuan Children and the Politics of Race  
 
 West Papua has experienced political violence under the Indonesian 
government since 1962. Since that time, West Papua has been a military operation 
area in the name of Indonesian political and security stability. This military 
operation has caused casualties on both sides and caused political trauma for the 
victims in particular and the people of West Papua in general. Thus, for decades, the 
changing generations of West Papuan lives is intimately connected with political 
turmoil as depicted through the characters of Arnold and Sonja. Arnold’s father is 
chased by the Indonesian militia due to his involvement in the West Papua Freedom 
movement; Sonja lost her father during the conflict; and Minus never had a chance 
to know his father.  
 Arnold and Sonja build their friendship through mutual feeling of loss. Then, 
when Arnold is occupied with his obsession for the woman he met at the wharf, it 
leads Sonja to feeling neglected.  Sonja’s mixed feeling of sadness, anger and loss is 
reflected through her confession time at the church. Sonja’s confession goes beyond a 
simple love story to a story of oppression:  
   

Sonja: “Father, why when we have nothing, being oppressed, being 
abandoned, does the hatred rise up?” 
 
Priest: “My child, your father loved to talk about Mussolini, the 
fascist leader. Before Mussolini had many followers, he always 
swore to help all of his poor people. However, after he became a 
leader, he forgot his promises. He oppressed his own people. 
That’s why his lover left and critiqued him: ‘I would not ever want 
to be with you anymore, because you have done nothing for your 
own people. What you have done, you have done only for yourself. 
You never talk from your heart to your people. You use your power 
and violence against your own people.”   

 
Her conversation with the priest is an allegory for West Papuans’ feelings of being 
oppressed by the Indonesian government’s decades long military operations in West 
Papua. Sonja’s expression of hatred both because of her feeling of being oppressed 
and being neglected signifies West Papuans’ feelings under the Indonesian regime.  

In this context, the priest connects the West Papuan’ position to the story of 
Mussolini, who is deliberately used to criticise Indonesia’s policy, which has 
drastically changed since President Soekarno insisted that West Papua join the 



 

Red Feather Journal Volume 10 issue 1 Fall 2019 
 
Standard Periodical Directory Publisher ID# 480178658  
ISSN: 2150-5381 
OCLC Number: 429903332 
 

8 

Republic of Indonesia as historically part of the nation’s territory.19 President 
Soekarno, in his speech in 1963, assured West Papuans that race would not be an 
issue under Indonesian authority:  
  

“A nation is not only a matter of race or the colour of skin… Are 
Americans all white[?]… The Hawaiian are another race, and black 
Negroes are another race; the Papuan – yes – they, too are another race, 
and so are the Dayaks. But the Dayaks are happy as Indonesians”20 
 

However, while President Soekarno underlined that race would not be an issue, the 
Indonesian government’s political strategy has shown a contradictory policy. The 
formal discourse about West Papua addresses minorities as part of the nation and is 
still being utilised by the Indonesia government, while, in contrast, discrimination is 
evidenced by outbursts of political violence.21  

Birdman Tale suggests that West Papua still has issues of race discrimination 
through the contrast of the strange woman and Sonja, The stranger woman is 
positioned as physically different from the main cast, who mostly have dark skin and 
curly hair. The woman’s presence, with her straight hair and light skin, creates a 
visual contrast that represents “the spectacle of the other.”22 This whiteness of the 
female outsider opposes the Indonesian classical beauty concept for woman, 
including hitam manis (sweet black) for dark skin or kuning langsat (bright yellow) 
that is usually used to represent the royal family. Since colonialism, whiteness has 
been endorsed as the ideal construction of beauty in Indonesia while blackness is 
framed as the opposite. Yulianto explains that in Indonesian media, white is 
constructed as holy, good, and beautiful, while black is associated with ugly, dirty, 
sinful, and sadness or sorrow.23 Cheah suggests that Birdman Tale proposes “to 
invert the roles of Indonesia and Papua. . .Indonesia inadvertently becomes the 
minority culture” by the appearance of the outside woman.24  
 Nevertheless, in the politics of race, the film deliberately suggests West 
Papuans are still constructed as the minority through the conflict between Sonja and 
Arnold. Sonja alleges that Arnold desires the other woman because the woman is 
“not black,” while Sonja is:  
 

Sonja: “Arnold, why didn’t you respond to my poem? Why did you 
only remember her? Is it because she is not a black woman? Are you 
ashamed, Arnold? I am your friend. You think I don’t know what is in 
your mind? You feel inferior. You are a hypocrite, Arnold.” 
 

Sonja’s use of the phrase “not black” refers to Sonja’s claim that the other woman is 
the opposite of herself. Luke and Carrington argue that race is not merely a given 
constructed identity, but also allows a self-naming to identify themselves.25  Sonja 
points out that the other woman is not a black woman to identify herself as a black 
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woman. While West Papuans are considered as a minority among Indonesians 
because they are physically “different,” the film suggests a blackness and whiteness 
paradox. The woman in this film reflects Fechter’s idea of the “white other”:   

 
whilst ‘the gaze usually refers to white gazing at a ‘Black Other’, 
conversely it can hold for whites themselves being fixed in the gaze 
of this other – thus becoming a ‘White Other.’ 26  

 
Sonja accuses Arnold of being inferior but also is racially prejudiced against the 
woman. The woman is not a white Caucasian; however, in the context of Indonesian 
multiculturalism, she is whiter than most West Papuans. Among other ethnic groups 
in Indonesia, West Papuans have darker skin and are considered a minority. Thus, 
the woman is seen by Sonja as “the Other.” Sonja places the woman as an outsider in 
many aspects, and, at the same time, Sonja identifies herself. Sonja’s self-naming can 
be seen through Miron’s perspective that skin colour defines position in society; “the 
darker the skin, the greater the subordination.”27 This sense of inferiority is reflected 
in Sonja’s anger during her confession:  

Sonja: “My heart is suddenly filled with hatred. I hate other skins. 
I don’t feel confident anymore. What should I do? Why when we 
have nothing, being oppressed, being abandoned, the hatred rises 
up? My father taught me to love each other, staying together and 
giving forgiveness. But, every time I read a book, why did the 
word “black” always means bad, dark and oppressed? I am angry 
and hate all those things. I hate words, television and also love. 
Why wasn’t Jesus born black like me?” 

   
Dyson discusses how culture creates a conflict between blackness and whiteness 
through an ideological construction which places “whiteness as the positive universal 
versus blackness as the negative particular.”28 Sonja’s anger towards her perceived 
inferior blackness reflects Indonesia’s multiculturalism issues. Indonesia’s social 
construction continues to place whiteness as the standard of contemporary 
Indonesian female beauty, to which Arnold is inexorably drawn.29  Sonja’s anger in 
this film reflects this racial construction which is experienced by West Papuans and 
manifests as a feeling of inferiority because of their difference in skin colour. During 
the New Order, being a West Papuan was not part of nationalism discourse. Being an 
Indonesian was constructed under the domination of Javanese culture. Indonesian 
children were set under the centralised educational curriculum that endorsed 
homogeneity of citizenship. The school applied the familyism influenced by Javanese 
culture where the teacher is the leader for the class and the text book is the main 
source for the knowledge. 

Both Sonja and Arnold’s lives have been troubled since the arrival of the 
strange woman. The film introduces this woman with little information. She looks 
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sad when she arrives at the wharf. She goes to the church and cries when praying. 
She keeps supporting her feeling by writing the number of a chapter in the Bible.  
Several scenes depicting the woman resemble the image of the Virgin Mary.30 
Seemingly, because most West Papuans are Catholic, the film associates religion with 
the depictions of the motherland. Ostrowska claims that “the myth of the. . . mother, 
being an embodiment of an ideal femininity, is deeply rooted in the maternal 
discourse of Christian religions.”31  Additionally, Zindar-Swartz (1992) argues: 

 
At the personal level, Mary is viewed as the nurturing, concerned 
mother who saves her children from evil and from the wrath of God. 
On a social level, particularly as reflected in her apparitions, Mary is 
seen as a leader of a mighty army of faithful who will do battle with 
evil.32 
 

The mysterious appearance of this woman, and her random depiction throughout the 
story, also suggests the idea of the Indonesian figure of ibu pertiwi or “motherland.” 
Stephens claims that the nationalist movement utilises the image of woman in 
representing the nation.33 Loomba argues that woman is constructed as a national 
emblem, as mothers or wives literally and figuratively reproduce the nation. 34  

Additionally, Innes argues that the nationalist and colonial writers construct 
the figure of the female as the motherland and as a “nurturing mother and sensual 
maid.”35 In an Indonesian context, Sunindyo explains that the figure of the 
motherland is constructed as “a suffering feminine beauty” and “a fragile feminine 
being who needs to be rescued and protected.”36 Nugroho deconstructs the image of 
the motherland by portraying her as an attractive woman. She is not depicted as a 
heroic leader or leader of the army; she is a nervous woman who is seemingly 
terrified by something. Therefore, the narrative of this film proposes the idea that 
this figure of woman depicts the motherland which is distressed because one of her 
forgotten children has a problem. She does not recognise him again. Nugroho 
symbolizes the relationship between the Indonesian state and West Papua through 
the relationship between Sonja and Arnold with the other woman. Arnold’s 
adolescent situation represents West Papua: a lonely, but growing people, looking for 
peace and eventually love. On the other hand, Sonja’s feelings of inferiority represent 
the feelings of West Papuans who are oppressed by the New Order regime. Selo 
Sumardjan, a professor of sociology at the University of Indonesia states that for 
decades, the New Order systematically created a stereotype of Papua as 
“underdeveloped, uncultured and wild.” He states:  

 
How many young people from Java have been in Papua? They 
understand the Papua people only from newspapers, from pictures and 
the image that they have from them is that the Papua men walk around 
naked—underdeveloped, uncultured and wild.37 
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West Papua, despite its political turmoil, has been forgotten as having historical 
value within Indonesian modern history. Through this film and the boy Arnold, 
Garin Nugroho suggests that West Papua needs better treatment and better policies 
if the government still considers the province as an integral part of Indonesia. 

 
Conclusion 

Buckingham (1995), Strassler (1999), and Spyer (2004), have argued that 
children’s depiction in cinema does not merely represent children’s ideas solely 
about themselves. Most of their presence in film is used to manifest adult points of 
view. I have argued that Birdman Tale’s depicts children in the narrative as a 
cinematic allegory for West Papua’s political turmoil within the Indonesian state. The 
film opposes the constructed national identity through the image of West Papuan 
children who experience unfair treatment from the state. As is his signature in his 
films, Garin Nugroho offers a surrealist approach by combining documentary footage 
with a fictional story within a strong West Papuan cultural background. Nugroho 
stands against the formal national identity of the New Order’s Indonesia by 
suggesting his own vision of West Papua. The use of children in the film also reflects 
the idea that children suffer the most from the political problems. The children might 
not be directly engaged in politics; however, ideologically, their everyday lives 
experience the politics of nations, which includes violence. The film represents 
different meanings of kissing--love of God, friendship, and also loyalty to the 
motherland—to convey Nugroho’s vision of unfair racialized positioning of West 
Papua within Indonesia.  
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