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Das Projekt richtete sein Augenmerk auf indige-
ne Medienräume in Indonesien und wie diese 
zu einer Transformation struktureller wie kultu-
reller Gewalt beitragen können. Es ging darum, 
anhand konkreter Fallstudien in Bali (Wider-
stand gegen Landgewinnung) und den Moluk-
ken (Widerstand gegen Großplantagen) zu zei-
gen, wie Indigene in einem weiten Sinne kon-
zeptualisierte Medien nutzen, um für ihre Rech-
te zu kämpfen und wie dadurch bestehende 
Machtverhältnisse herausgefordert bzw. konso-
lidiert werden. Methodisch fand eine Annähe-
rung durch ethnographische Feldforschung vor 
Ort und im Internet im Sinne einer Teilnahme an 
diesen Medienräumen und eine Untersuchung 
ihrer sozialen wie politischen Einbettung statt. 
Dies ermöglichte einen kulturell informierten 
Blick von unten und einen originären Beitrag 
zur Friedens- und Konfliktforschung. Im Zuge 
von vier Feldforschungsaufenthalten in Bali und 
den Molukken (2015-2017) habe ich Aktionen 
der Widerstandsbewegungen beobachtet und 
daran teilgenommen sowie mit unterschiedli-
chen Akteurskategorien Gespräche und Inter-
views geführt. Die sehr unterschiedliche infra-
strukturelle Ausstattung der beiden Provinzen, 
Bali und Molukken, und die jeweils sehr unter-
schiedliche Ausprägung von Indigenität, ma-
chen einen Vergleich interessant. Ein weiterer 
wichtiger Bestandteil des Projekts war die Ana-
lyse der im Zusammenhang mit diesen Fällen in 
sozialen Medien geführten Diskurse und Aktio-
nen. Die dritte Projektsäule schließlich war, Be-
obachtungen und Analysen im Rahmen von in-
ternationalen interdisziplinären wissenschaftli-
chen Foren zu diskutieren sowie diese in Akti-
ons- und policy-orientierte Debatten jenseits 
der Wissenschaft einzubringen. 

Die Ergebnisse leisten zu folgenden For-
schungsfeldern Beiträge: 1) Konzeptualisierung 
von Indigenität, 2) Medienaktivismus und sozia-
le Bewegungen, 3) divergierende Ökologien, 4) 
Vermittlertum, und 5) Widerstand und kreative 
Friedensbildung. Im Bereich 1) wird ein kriti-

scher Umgang mit dem Indigenitätsbegriff ge-
fordert als Voraussetzung, die Vielschichtigkeit 
und Komplexität der Fallstudien erfassen zu 
können. Im Forschungsfeld 2) fordert das Pro-
jekt ein Umdenken in der Konzeptualisierung 
und dem Set-Up von sozialen Bewegungen mit 
einer Reorientierung auf kollektive Identitäten, 
auf Kontext, Hierarchie (im Gegensatz zum 
scheinbar egalitären Web) und einer breiteren 
und inklusiven Konzeptualisierung von Medien 
(convergence oder transmedia approach). Ana-
lysen im Bereich 3) zeigen, dass Widerstandbe-
wegungen und involvierte Inkompatibilitäten 
vor dem Hintergrund divergierender Ökologien 
und Ontologien auf Seiten der unterschiedli-
chen Interessengruppen untersucht werden 
müssen – seien es die sogenannten Indigenen, 
Mittelsmänner, NGOs, Wissenschaftler, Investo-
ren oder die Regierung. Unterschiedliche Welt-
anschauungen und ökologische Auffassungen 
erfordern unterschiedliche Technologien, um 
mit Umweltproblemen umzugehen, von mo-
derner Extraktionstechnologie hin zu Techni-
ken, die eine Kommunikation mit der Welt der 
Götter und Ahnen ermöglichen, was oft in 
scheinbar unlösbaren Konflikten mündet. Hier-
für muss ein besseres Bewusstsein geschaffen 
werden, um effektive Translationsprozesse zu 
ermöglichen. Teil 4) beleuchtet die Schlüssel-
funktion von Vermittlern und Brückenbildnern 
aus dem lokalen Kontext (jenseits der typischen 
lokalen Eliten) mit lokalen, nationalen und inter-
nationalen Fertigkeiten und Netzwerken für Wi-
derstandsbewegungen und langfristige Frie-
densbildung. Er fordert die Untersuchung der 
damit verbundenen Friktionen zwischen dem 
Lokalen und dem Globalen sowie Prozesse der 
Translation, Vermittlung und Repräsentation. 
Beiträge zum Bereich 5) zeigen, inwiefern akute 
Widerstandsbewegungen und Kreativität Teil 
von längerfristigen Bemühungen um Frieden 
und soziale Gerechtigkeit sind, und eröffnen 
Perspektiven für zukünftige Forschung.

4

III. Abstract (Deutsch)  



The project focused on indigenous media -
scapes in Indonesia and the way they can help 
transform both structural and cultural violence. 
The aim was to use concrete case studies in Bali 
(resistance to land reclamation) and Maluku (re-
sistance to large plantations) to show how in-
digenous people use media conceptualised in a 
broad sense to fight for their rights and how this 
challenges and consolidates existing power re-
lations. Methodologically, an ethnographic ap-
proach was chosen. Field research was con-
ducted on the ground and on the Internet 
through participation in these media spaces 
and an analysis of their social and political em-
beddedness. It enabled a culturally informed 
view from below and an original contribution to 
peace and conflict research. During four field-
work stays in Bali and Maluku (2015-2017), I ob-
served and participated in resistance move-
ment activities and held conversations and in-
terviews with different stakeholder groups. The 
very different infrastructural equipment of the 
two provinces, Bali and Maluku, and the very 
different expressions of indigeneity make a 
comparison interesting. Another important part 
of the project was the analysis of the discourses 
and actions in social media. Finally, the third pil-
lar of the project was to discuss observations 
and analyses in international interdisciplinary 
scholarly forums and to bring them into action- 
and policy-oriented debates beyond science. 

Results contribute to the following research 
fields: 1) conceptualisation of indigeneity, 2) 
media activism and social movements, 3) di-
verging ecologies, 4) intermediaries, and 5) re-
sistance and creative peacebuilding. In field 1), a 
critical engagement of the indigeneity concept 
is required as a prerequisite for being able to 
grasp the complexity of the case studies. In re-
search area 2), the project calls for a rethinking 
of the conceptualisation and set-up of social 
movements with a reorientation towards collec-
tive identities, context, hierarchy (as opposed to 
the seemingly egalitarian web) and a broader 

and inclusive conceptualisation of media (con-
vergence or transmedia approach). Analyses in 
field 3) show that resistance movements and in-
compatibilities involved have to be examined 
against the background of divergent ecologies 
and ontologies on the part of the various inter-
est groups – be it so-called indigenous people, 
middlemen, NGOs, scientists, investors or the 
government. Different worldviews and environ-
mental understandings require different tech-
nologies to deal with environmental issues, 
from modern extraction technology to tech-
niques that enable communication with the 
world of gods and ancestors, often resulting in 
seemingly unsolvable conflicts. Here, a better 
awareness needs to be created to enable effec-
tive translation processes. Part 4) highlights the 
key role of mediators and bridge builders from 
within the local context (beyond the typical 
local elites) with local, national and interna-
tional skills and networks for resistance move-
ments and long-term peacebuilding. It asks for 
the investigation of the associated frictions be-
tween the local and the global as well as pro-
cesses of translation, mediation and representa-
tion. Contributions to part 5) show how acute 
resistance movements and creativity are part of 
longer-term efforts for peace and social justice 
and open up perspectives for future research.
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This project set out to look at emerging indigen-
ous mediascapes in Indonesia and at how far 
they contribute to transforming structural viol-
ence that is deeply rooted in the Indonesian 
state’s treatment of indigenous peoples. More 
specifically, it was looking at cases in which so-
called indigenous people use media to fight for 
their rights and challenge existing power rela-
tions.  

Indonesia has long been afflicted by the auth-
oritarian Suharto regime (1966-1998). To foster 
economic development and construct an In-
donesian national identity, Suharto imposed a 
uniform administrative and political structure 
that affected all units down to the village level 
and initiated transmigration programs. The 
large-scale transfer of people from over-popu-
lated islands like Java to the outer islands had 
major impact on the latters’ sociopolitical struc-
tures. The national motto ‘Unity in Diversity’ only 
superficially accommodated the hundreds of 
different cultures, ethnic groups and languages. 
It essentially folklorised local cultures and ig-
nored or eliminated their political and legal di-
mensions such as traditional leadership, cus-
tomary law or traditional land management and 
resource use. Indigenous peoples were labelled 
as primitive and backward and thus seen as ‘ob-
stacles’ to economic development and the gov-
ernment’s and related businesses’ efforts to ex-
ploit local resources. They often became victims 
of land dispossessions, evictions and marginal-
isations. Media developments and output were 
under constant supervision. Indigenous 
peoples for a long time had no voice in the 
media and their production. They were mostly 
absent in national and regional media coverage 
or were depicted in rather stereotypical ways, 
that is as backward and trapped in their tradi-
tions, as carriers of colorful cultures and rituals 
or as stubborn trouble makers.  

After the step-down of Suharto in 1998, long 
suppressed economic, political, social, ethnic 

and religious conflicts erupted and new funda-
mentalisms, both religious and cultural, 
emerged that challenged the very idea of the 
nation. However, the implementation of laws on 
decentralisation from 2001 onwards also led to 
democratisation and the reconstitution of local 
autonomy. Indonesian people began publicly 
asking for justice, truth and peace and triggered 
historic events such as the East Timorese people 
successfully voting for independence. The inter-
national promotion of collective human rights 
and the adoption of the Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples by the United Na-
tions General Assembly in 2007 (UNDRIP) gave 
extra impetus to the reempowerment of local 
communities and indigenous groups. The In-
digenous Peoples’ Alliance of the Archipelago 
(AMAN) was founded in 1999, with the strong 
inauguration statement: ‘If the State Doesn’t 
Recognize Us, We Don’t Recognize the State.’ 
However, a law for the recognition and protec-
tion of indigenous peoples was only drafted in 
2013. The draft made a shared history, a special 
relationship to the land, traditional artefacts 
and the existence of traditional systems of gov-
ernance and law the defining criteria, which is 
not unproblematic in view of the destructive 
forces of colonial and neo-colonial powers and 
current business conglomerates’ interests. How-
soever, the law has not been finalised until 
today, despite all promises of current President 
Joko Widodo, elected in 2014 and re-elected in 
2019, to push Indonesians to ‘mend broken rela-
tionships’ and work towards a reconciled nation 
(Jakarta Globe, 23.7.2014). 

The loosening of authoritarian constraints upon 
the media and its subsequent liberalisation in 
post-Suharto Indonesia resulted in exploding 
numbers of dailies, journals, radio and TV sta-
tions. Internet access rapidly increased. Indone-
sians are among the top-users of social media 
such as Facebook and Twitter. Media – once the 
cornerstone of national unity – became increas-
ingly used by different groups to push through 
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their political and economic interests and as 
weapons in the post-Suharto regional conflicts. 
The new power dynamics also led to a strong 
imbalance concerning the development of 
media and communication infrastructures. 
Whereas the media and communication indus-
try makes enormous investments in Indonesia’s 
centre, foremost on Java, Indonesia’s eastern is-
lands, for example, those at the margins, are al-
most completely left out. The concentration of 
media power on Java implies two things for in-
digenous people: 1) that news on indigenous 
peoples who live outside of Java (which is the 
vast majority) become Jakarta-biased and 2) 
that those indigenous people have only very li-
mited access to media infrastructure. In those 
media depictions, they are either romanticised 
or trivialised as tourist attractions and helpless 
victims rather than right holders and active 
fighters. The Indonesian government has not 
come up to article 16 of the UNDRIP that stipu-
lates that ‘indigenous peoples have the right to 
establish their own media … and to have access 
to all forms of non-indigenous media without 
discrimination’. Instead, mass media now stra-
tegically combine old and new media and are 
still dominated by media conglomerates in Ja-
karta. They continue stereotyping indigenous 
peoples, only spread Jakarta-biased news and 
make no effort to improve indigenous peoples’ 
media access beyond Jakarta or Java (Cahyadi 
2014, UNDP 2012: 4).  

At the same time, however, representatives of 
the indigenous movement strategically use new 
communication technologies, including social 
media, mobile communication and SMS. They 
use it for exchange of information, promoting 
their culture, countering news in mainstream 
media, raising awareness, putting pressure on 
officials and seeking (international) support for 
and solidarity with their struggle for rights. 
Media are increasingly adopted and used by in-
digenous people or their representatives to ‘talk 
back’, to continue their age-old struggle with 
other means, against the state, but also for posi-
tioning themselves against other interest 

groups such as corporate businesses, and to 
strengthen the links to the global indigenous 
movement. As indigenous people elsewhere, 
they become critical media producers and new 
media such as YouTube videos are becoming 
major means of self-representation, of ‘witness-
ing’, of documenting human rights abuses and 
struggles, conveying them to a broader public 
and policy makers (McCallum, Waller & 
Meadows 2012: 103, Salazar 2009: 507-509). 
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Ethnographic research provided the empirical 
base to develop my argument. It allowed me to 
unravel the complexities and intricacies of 
media use and depictions, the different actors 
involved and how this is embedded in broader 
sociopolitical fields, including broader media 
and communication ecologies, social relations, 
legal frameworks and bureaucracies, cultural 
principles and complex sociocultural negoti-
ations and power struggles (see also McCallum, 
Waller & Meadows 2012: 104). This project thus 
went far beyond a mere media analysis. Ethno-
graphic fieldwork was conducted in media -
scapes created by and around so-called in-
digenous peoples and in the sociocultural fields 
in which those mediascapes are produced and 
embedded.  

I have chosen two cases for this project, where 
indigenous people and their advocates resist 
outside intrusion into their territories for re-
source exploitation. I have chosen them based 
on criteria such as accessibility, existing research 
experience and material (either my own or sec-
ondary sources) and diversity that would allow 
for interesting comparison between the cases: 
Bali and Aru. Bali profits from the vibrant media 
and transport infrastructure hub of central In-

donesia, Aru lies at the margins of Maluku prov-
ince in Indonesia’s east and is pretty much left 
out of everything, despite its long-standing en-
tanglement with global trade (e.g. pearls). In 
both cases, protest movements emerged in 
2013 for similar reasons: to stop the intrusion of 
outside investors, who are supported by the 
government. In Bali, PT. TWBI wants to reclaim 
700 ha of land in Benoa Bay, mainly meant to 
open up new tourist infrastructure in an already 
oversaturated area in Bali’s south.  

In Aru, the business consortium Menara Group 
wanted to turn major parts of the archipelago’s 
main islands (ca. 500.000 ha out of 640.000 ha) 
into sugarcane plantations. This would not only 
destroy an ecologically vulnerable landscape 
consisting of mangroves, forest, grassland and 
water channels, but also the livelihoods and an-
cestral domains of Aru people.  

The #SaveAru movement was very active for 
about a year and the project license was re-
voked in mid 2014; members are engaged in ac-
tivism until today. The Bali-Tolak-Reklamasi 
movement (Bali Reject Reclamation) is still on-
going after five years of hard work. Despite each 
cases’ specificities, there are a number of com-
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mon features. In both cases, people were facing 
massive capitalist intrusion into their lifeworlds 
that threatened their livelihoods through envi-
ronmental and cultural destruction. Intermedi-
aries played crucial roles in translating and 
travelling between the different spaces and 
places involved and in organising virtuoso resis-
tance against the impending interventions. On 
Bali and in Maluku, massive resistance had 
formed through small media such as banners 
shown at street performances or demonstra-
tions and through concerted use of new and so-
cial media including websites, online petitions, 
Twitter and Facebook that attracted national 
and international audiences. However, as my re-
search clearly showed, such outside pressure 

and assistance is only effective if there is a 
strong internal basis for resistance.  

Those most affected in these cases are what is 
called masyarakat adat (adat communities) in 
Indonesia, that are communities that still live ac-
cording to their traditions and customary law, 
which shall not imply that they are isolated from 
the capitalist world, which is neither true for Bali 
nor Aru. Masyarakat adat is also the official 
translation of ‘indigenous peoples’ in Indone-
sian. The fact that they were not involved in the 
decision-making and planning process of the 
investments, contrary to national legal require-
ments, triggered enormous outrage. In both 
cases, protest is directed against outside inves-
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Image 2: Benoa Bay reclamation plans by PT. TWBI, Bali

Image 3: Traditional resource use in Aru’s forests and mangroves 
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tors and the government that not only supports 
the investor for the sake of economic develop-
ment, but also provides the legal foundations. In 
this project, I followed those indigenous resis-
tance movements online and offline; I tracked 
their histories, their set-up and their embedded-
ness in a broader sociocultural and political con-
text. Given their commonalities and differences, 
these case studies are exemplary for current in-
digenous social movements in Indonesia and 
beyond and provide a window to look at the 
conflict transformation and peacebuilding po-
tential of media.  

The following analyses are results of multi-sited 
fieldwork conducted over different periods 
from 2015 until 2017 and in different spatialities, 
online and on the spot in Bali and Maluku (Aru 
and Ambon, Maluku’s capital). I conducted par-
ticipant observation in online media spaces and 
offline movement events, but also joined move-
ment members in their daily activities. It was im-
portant to see what people in particular socio-
cultural settings actually do in relation to a 
movement’s objectives and the various media 
on offer (see e.g. Barassi & Treré 2012, Bräuchler 
& Postill 2010, Mattoni & Treré 2014) to avoid de-
terministic views and to study how collective 
action and media use are embedded in peoples 
everyday lives and broader protest settings and 
how they cross cultural, media, generational 
and ontological boundaries. I conducted 
hundreds of semi-structured and narrative in-
terviews and conversations (and some group 
discussions) with activists, government repre-
sentatives, supporters of the investment pro-
jects, journalists, media strategists, environ-
mentalists (including NGOs), lawyers, aca-
demics, students, farmers and fishermen, 
priests, spiritual leaders, adat and temple offi-
cials. I also analysed movement texts, texts pro-
duced by the pro-parties and the government, 
mainstream media texts and social media con-
tent.  

Such methodology helped to develop a com-
prehensive and culturally informed perspective 

from below and make innovative contributions 
to the broader field of peace and conflict 
studies. Given the limited time frame of this pro-
ject, my previous research on conflict and peace 
dynamics in Indonesia more generally and Ma-
luku in particular, proved to be essential to 
smoothen access to the research field and to 
grasp the complex dynamics underlying those 
cases.
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Research findings allowed me to develop inno-
vative arguments in the following fields: 1) con-
ceptualising indigeneity, 2) media activism and 
social movements, 3) plural ecologies and onto-
logies, 4) intermediation, and 5) long-term 
peacebuilding and social justice (the last two 
being currently developed further into a follow-
up research project). For a full discussion of the 
arguments made in this overview, please see 
(Bräuchler 2016, 2018a, c, 2019a, b, tbd). First, 
we need to briefly reflect on one of the project’s 
key concepts: indigeneity. 

 
VI.1. Conceptualising indigeneity 

In both protest cases, Bali and Maluku, environ-
mental knowledge is central and indigenous 
people have to provide proofs against ‘scientific 
knowledge’ as represented in the government’s 
and the investor’s feasibility studies of the re-
spective projects. However, indigeneity is far 
from an essential given and we need to address 
the problematic nature of the concept. We need 
to look at how indigeneity is translated into 
local contexts to stop the intrusion of outside 
investors (who are supported by the govern-
ment) for cultural and environmental reasons, 
and what mechanisms of inclusion and exclu-
sion this produces.  

The definition, of what indigeneity implies and 
what kind of people are ‘authorised’ to be in-
digenous, is hotly debated in academia and pol-
icy-making. In international discourse, four 
criteria suggested by UN Special Rapporteur 
Cobo in 1987 are considered most relevant for 
being recognised as indigenous: 1) prior occu-
pation of a territory, 2) voluntary perpetuation 
of cultural distinctiveness, 3) self-identification, 
and 4) experience of subjugation, marginalisa-
tion, dispossession or discrimination. Efforts to 
meet these criteria, by indigenous people and 
others advocating for them or simply claiming 
to portray or represent them, risk reifying in-

digeneity though which contradicts its relation-
ality. As Ellen (2002: 237) argues, the essential-
ised category of indigenous knowledge was ‘in-
vented in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury’ and ‘emerged out of a “postmodern” dis-
course on development, one looking for ways 
which allowed other voices to speak for them-
selves, and was critical of established institu-
tional, scientific and economistic models’. In line 
with Frederik Barth’s (1969b) notion of collective 
identities existing not as essential givens, but as 
relational constructs, indigenous people only 
identify as such in relation to a state or to other 
groups (and their respective claims). Li (2000: 2-
3) describes the self-identification as indigen-
ous as a process of positioning and articulation, 
‘which draws upon historically sedimented 
practices, landscapes and repertoires of mean-
ing and emerges through particular patterns of 
engagement and struggle’; none of the criteria 
for indigeneity are intrinsic or self-evident, but 
are matters of changing ‘boundary politics and 
epistemologies of blood and culture, time, and 
place that define who will or will not count as in-
digenous in the first place’ (Cadena & Starn 
2007: 3). The main difference to other minorities 
is the assumed close relationship to land that is 
often collectively owned. Land right issues as 
well as so-called indigenous knowledge how to 
manage it figure prominently in the UNDRIP 
and in indigenous peoples’ fights for their rights.  

Although the Balinese fulfil all four Cobo criteria 
as listed above, they usually feel there is no 
necessity to join the national and global in-
digenous movement as they have a strong 
enough identity already (for similar perceptions 
in Aceh and Papua see Tsing 2007: 36). On first 
sight, the actors behind the Balinese resistance 
movement also do not seem to be indigenous: 
mainly youths who use big demonstrations, 
punkrock concerts and a combination of tradi-
tional and modern art and old, new and social 
media to articulate their environmentalist con-
cerns with the reclamation project. Whereas 
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adat elders in most villages still prefer face-to-
face communication (Hauser-Schäublin 2013: 
146), younger village heads and the village and 
urban youth more generally are keen on using 
in particular mobile technology to organise 
their social and business life as well as the 
movement; and they seem to be able to grad-
ually win over the older generation, whom they 
criticise for remaining silent. Those youngsters 
‘are improvising new ways to be native: through 
articulations, performances, and translations of 
old and new cultures and projects’ (Clifford 
2007: 198). For the Bali movement environ-
mentalism came first, indigeneity – or masyara-
kat adat – was the trump card to be played in a 
later stage of the process, to achieve a better 
legal standing, nationally and internationally. 
Again, indigeneity is nothing essentially pre-
given, and every generation may redefine what 
their indigenous identities are (Cadena & Starn 
2007: 13-14). In Aru, Maluku, it is the rights of in-
digenous people to their ancestral domains that 
are at stake; these people and their lifestyle fit 
well into the international image of indigeneity. 
Resistance led to the emergence of a movement 
including Aruese indigenous people and their 
non-indigenous supporters who strategically 
translate the Aruese lifestyle into the interna-
tional rhetoric of indigeneity through images 
and narratives in advocacy videos and social 
media.  

 
VI.2. Media activism  
and social movements 

The relational character of indigeneity and the 
often narrow conceptualisation of media, 
mainly as mainstream media, the Internet or so-
cial media, make a straightforward definition of 
‘indigenous media’ impossible. Moreover, ‘in-
digeneity’ and new media have both become 
integral parts of national and international de-
velopment policies. Media are seen as the trans-
formative power that can help indigenous 
people to escape their seeming backwardness 
according to a unidirectional evolutionary de-

velopment scheme – often ignoring the prob-
lematic nature of indigeneity as outlined above. 
Only a close ethnographic engagement with 
the emerging indigenous mediascapes can 
grasp the evolving complexities. Whereas the 
Bali movement is extremely media savvy and 
makes heavy use of media convergence, access 
on Aru is difficult and people had to rely on so-
called intermediaries, mainly from the provin-
cial capital, to be detailed in VI.4.  

Protests against land grabbing and land recla-
mation in Maluku and Bali resonate with the 
anti-capitalist and performative character of re-
cent transnational protest movements such as 
the Arab Spring, the Indignados movement in 
Spain or the Occupy movement. At the same 
time, however, people’s resistance is closely en-
tangled in local culture and religion. Analysing 
strategies to set up and maintain a long-lasting 
protest movement thus requires a culturally in-
formed media ecological and transmedia ap-
proach that looks at the different media and cul-
tural layers involved in shaping a specific move-
ment identity – from the transnational, to the 
national and the local. It argues against deter-
ministic approaches that claim that the deploy-
ment of social media was not only decisive for 
setting up leaderless democratic networks and 
the revolutions’ success, for instance the Arab 
Spring, but that they could not have taken place 
without such technologies (for critique see also, 
e.g. Barassi 2013). This study rather supports ap-
proaches that emphasise the close interlinkage 
of online and offline media action as promoted 
by scholars such as Juris (2012) and Gerbaudo 
(2015), and that highlight the diversification of 
protest strategies and a new kind of protest aes-
thetics.  

In my research I thus link an integrative ap-
proach with a strand of literature that aims to go 
beyond the notion of ‘connective action’ – col-
lective action enabled by social media with a 
focus on the individual (Bennett & Segerberg 
2012) – by refocusing on collective identity as a 
crucial foundation for successful movements 



(see e.g. Gerbaudo & Treré 2015). With a diversi-
fied culture approach, however, it aims to go 
beyond existing studies on collective move-
ment identities with a focus on human agency, 
a movement culture or a specific culture a 
movement is drawing on (see e.g. Baumgarten, 
Daphi & Ullrich 2014, Kavada 2015, Treré 2015) 
and identify the various cultural layers at work in 
and around a protest movement. What is largely 
missing in this literature is the role of more silent 
and spiritual aspects of movement organisation 
and mobilisation and how these become part of 
its transmedia spaces, with the body being an 
important mediator of religious experience and 
with protest support provided by nonhuman 
agents such as ancestors, spirits and gods. Di-
verted by the virality of social media, protest 
aesthetics, the powerful visibility and the unex-
pected force of contemporary protest move-
ments (Werbner, Webb & Spellman-Poots 2014), 
my Indonesian cases clearly show that we have 
to provide those aspects more space in our ana-
lyses.  

 
Social movements and culture 

Whereas the importance of collective identity 
was emphasised in earlier studies on digital so-
cial movements, that interest has increasingly 
vanished in later studies that focus on organisa-
tional dynamics, technological affordances and 
transnational connections and tend to neglect 
internal communicative dynamics (Treré 2015: 
904). Collective identities can be locally rooted 
relational identities such as ethnicity or religion 
(see e.g. Barth 1969a, Sokolovskii & Tishkov 
2002) or identities created through joint (medi-
atised) action or globally circulated hashtags, 
pictures, slogans and memes, such as the global 
justice movement or global environmental ac-
tivism (Diani 1992, Gerbaudo & Treré 2015, Me-
lucci 1995). Ontologies are important parts of 
locally rooted cultures. They tell us how 
members of a cultural group conceptualise the 
nature of being and becoming, how they ident-
ify relevant categories of being (such as the 

human and the nonhuman) and what relations 
exist between them – something to be explored 
in more detail in VI.3.  

When looking at culture and collective identity 
as analytical tools, it is decisive to note that both 
culture and collective identity (like indigeneity) 
are not fixed entities, but processual and con-
stantly reconstructed, contested and negoti-
ated. As Melucci (1996: 67) outlines, we need to 
look at both ‘the inner complexity of an actor, its 
plurality of orientations’ and ‘the actor’s relation-
ship with the environment (other actors, oppor-
tunities/constraints)’. Social movements in turn 
are an analytical concept to look at networks of 
informal interactions between a plurality of in-
dividuals, groups and/or organisations, en-
gaged in conflict with an adversary for the ap-
propriation of resources, and all this on the basis 
of shared collective identities and solidarity, em-
bedded in specific political systems and appar-
atus of social control (Diani 1992: 1, 17, Melucci 
1996: 29-30, 78). Preparing the ground for mo-
bilisation and the elaboration of a joint world-
view, they circulate essential resources for ac-
tion and the formation of collective identity 
(Diani 1992: 7-8) such as relevant information, 
expertise, material resources, symbols, cultural 
or religious values, geographical references, or 
normative and formative texts (Assmann 1999: 
139-142) – with their meanings being handed 
down, adopted or ascribed over generations or 
through collective action, in villages or in trans-
national activism.  

Social movement literature has so far mainly 
looked at the culture of a social movement, its 
communication culture, or specific decontex-
tualised cultural elements that a movement is 
drawing on (see e.g. Baumgarten, Daphi & Ull-
rich 2014, Klandermans & Roggeband 2010). 
The shaping of a collective identity is central in 
both movements that I have been looking at, 
both for mobilising people and resources and 
organising activities. Drawing on Balinese and 
Aruese cosmology respectively, it involves 
human and nonhuman agency, an aspect that is 
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glaringly missing in debates on social move-
ments and culture (see e.g. Della Porta & Diani 
2006, Downing 2011, Johnston & Klandermans 
1995), where environment is usually concep-
tualised as passive entity, with few exceptions 
(see e.g. Lockie 2004: 42, Nash 2014: 75). In my 
research, I looked at the evolving culture of the 
movements and the various cultures and collec-
tive identities they drew on and are embedded 
in – from a (trans)national activist culture, to 
local youth culture to local Balinese or Aruese 
culture. I conceptualised culture both as strat-
egy to strengthen and legitimise the move-
ments’ cause, but also as context that provides 
specific values and beliefs that shape move-
ments (cf. Kavada 2013, Salman & Assies 2010: 
211-212) but also challenge their unity due to 
frictions between different cultures.  

 
Media ecology 

Due to ontological and cultural specificities, 
media need to be conceptualised in a broad 
sense, both in Bali and Aru, including social 
media and banners, traditional dance and the 
human body. The latter is essential not only as a 
loudspeaker for human protest but also as facili-
tator of religious experience such as the com-
munication with ancestors, trance and pos-
session that serve as channels to convey the 
nonhuman agents’ stance on the intrusion. 
Here, the notion of religion as mediation is im-
portant as it links humans with the divine, spiri-
tual or transcendental (Meyer 2011: 28). A trans-
media approach, combined with the notion of 
an information ecology, allows for an integrative 
and non-deterministic look that bridges the gap 
between human and nonhuman agency, the 
younger and the older generations and the di-
verging ways they make use of different media.  

In my research, I conceptualise the resistance 
movements as emerging information ecologies 
(Nardi & O’Day 1999) and analyse their en-
tanglements with local identities, national 
power politics and global activism through a 

transmedia approach as coined by Jenkins 
(2003) and applied to social/protest movement 
research by scholars such as Costanza-Chock 
(2012, 2013). A transmedia approach challenges 
‘a static reading of media … opportunity struc-
tures that shifts the focus away from the agency 
of social movement participants’ (Costanza-
Chock 2013: 99). It also caters to the fact that 
(prospective) movement participants have dif-
ferent skills and access to different kinds of 
media, which as well changes in the course of 
the protest dynamics. Looking at Occupy, Cos-
tanza-Chock (2013) describes the systematic 
and participatory making and circulating of 
media elements across media platforms as 
transmedia mobilisation. It allows for a much 
wider circulation of a movement’s message and 
the co-creation of a movement identity, includ-
ing its social base and movement leaders. How-
ever, it is not only activists making use of media 
convergence, but also big mainstream media 
corporations incorporating social media this 
way co-opting and reaching out for a broader 
readership. Or national governments make 
them part of their machines of surveillance or 
suppression, which, among others, led to the 
criminalisation of some of the Bali activists 
(Bräuchler 2018a). 

A media ecological approach takes a holistic 
view on media usage that does not isolate any 
specific media and focuses on their embedded-
ness in broader sociocultural and political fields. 
Arguing against a media-deterministic perspec-
tive, Nardi and O’Day (1999) define information 
ecology as ‘a system of people, practices, values, 
and technologies in a particular local environ-
ment’. It is a complex system of parts and rela-
tionships that experiences continual evolution 
and requires diversity ‘to permit the system to 
survive continual and perhaps chaotic change’ 
and a variety of skilled people, for the effective 
use of technology and others (ibid). Social 
media that we have initially been looking at are 
thus deeply ingrained into a much larger trans-
media space and information ecology. Media 
from traditional theatre, movement T-Shirts to 
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social media are important forms of nonviolent 
resistance and provide for an elaborated protest 
aesthetics, in Bali, Aru and elsewhere (see e.g. 
Werbner, Webb & Spellman-Poots 2014). Protest 
is both mediatised and embodied by real 
people; the logics of networking and aggrega-
tion in physical space are mutually constitutive 
as Juris (2012: 260) has argued for the Occupy 
movement. The use of social media allows for 
mobilisation, the coordination of action, the 
real-time documentation of unfolding protest 
events, the extension of the movement’s reach, 
a global web-based engagement and the 
countering of coverage in mainstream media 
(Dahlgren 2013: 67-68, Poell & Dijck 2015: 529). 
Offline networks and the getting together of 
large numbers of individuals in the streets allow 
for the embodiment of protest and a visibility 
far beyond the circle of social media users. Such 
strategies allow for the unification of large 
numbers of diverse people, be it on Bali or in 
New York (Juris 2012: 265, Kidd 2015: 457). In ad-
dition, the movements on Bali and Aru make 
use of global platforms such as change.org to 
write petitions. They write official letters and 
statements to local and national government 
institutions or the investor and present them to 
a global public via social media. They also or-
ganise meetings with provincial and national 
government representatives. They meet in 
closed settings, but also conquer and occupy 
wider public space through demonstrations or 
concerts, thus embodying and locally rooting 
globally articulated protest. On Bali, one of the 
biggest processions so far brought the traffic 
around Bali’s airport to a halt for several hours in 

February 2016. In Aru, several hundred people 
joined the so-called ‘blood demonstration’ that 
put an end to a 30-days protest sit-in and was 
marked by the signature of SaveAru posters 
with the participants’ blood.  

Where activists are not able to mobilise a large 
and diverse base, protests tend to fail. This be-
came very clear in a case in eastern Seram (Ma-
luku), where protest emerged against large-
scale logging in local people’s ancestral do-
mains, but has not been successful. An impor-
tant reason why resistance failed in the Seram 
case, something that is often overlooked in so-
cial movement research, are local power politics 
and struggles among local communities about 
the ownership of the land at stake that make an 
effective movement and a concerted media ac-
tion almost impossible as this would trigger 
more substantive conflicts on the ground. Other 
reasons are the missing media infrastructure 
and skills. Whereas these ‘indigenous people’ or 
other marginalised groups, who have the op-
portunities and the skills to adopt the global 
rhetoric about indigeneity and to access media 
may profit from them, others, who have no ac-
cess or proper skills are not only excluded but 
even further marginalised that way.  

Many analyses of Occupy and related move-
ments depict them as open decentralised net-
works that have developed consensual demo-
cratic means, in which everybody has an equal 
say. This is an ideal that at least the movement in 
Bali has adopted too. However, ‘networks are 
not inherently democratic or egalitarian, and 
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they may be used for divergent ends’ (Juris 
2008: 17), which calls for closer investigation. 
Kavada (2015: 881-882) asks to bear in mind 
that ‘social media platforms are designed in 
such a way that once a page or an account is set 
up …, the activists administering the account 
have to speak in the collective voice’. This is true 
for Occupy, Bali and Aru, whose social media ac-
counts are managed by a handful of people. Al-
though Occupy members stressed that Occupy 
social media did not represent the movement, 
they ‘had a significant role in shaping the collec-
tive voice’ (ibid.). Consensus is the ideal, but 
who, in the end, takes part in strategic decision 
making are ‘the few who could attend the physi-
cal meetings’ (Kavada 2015: 848). Our Indone-
sian movements are engaged in a difficult bal-
ancing act between what Kavada (2013: 85, 87) 
called horizontals, who aim to promote partici-
patory democracy and openness, and verticals, 
who deem a top-down process of content pro-
duction and communication necessary. The In-
ternet and social media provide the means for 
both styles (see also VI.4.).  

VI.3. Diverging ecologies

In Bali and Maluku, issues of land grabbing and 
reclamation have brought different ecological 
and ontological conceptualisations of nature to 
the fore. The government and the investor make 
use of a techno-interventionist argument, while 
movement activists draw on an environmental-
ist and human rights repertoire, at the same 
time increasingly joining hands with religious 
and adat figures who seek to maintain cosmic 
balance. Drawing on modern interventionist 
technology and the ethics associated with it, 
(natural) scientists and developers want to man-
age environment and normalise ecologies for 
economic benefits or environmental protection, 
through reclaiming land in the Bali case or 
through opening up ancestral lands for planta-
tions in the Aru case. In contrast, religious and 
adat actors in Bali and Aru, for whom the en-
vironment includes the dwelling places of an-

cestors, spirits and gods and places where they 
need to conduct certain rituals, make use of 
their bodies as means of mediation to com-
municate with the nonhuman and restore the 
balance between the human and the nonhu-
man. A third kind of technology, a broad mix of 
media, from traditional theatre to new social 
media, is meant to mediate between locally 
rooted ontologies and global activism, com-
municate resistance to a broad public, and thus 
save a (sacred) environment (see Bräuchler tbd). 

Following Eriksen (2015: 252), technology lit-
erally means ‘knowledge about technics’ (or 
techniques) and generally ‘consists of the sys-
tematised acquired skills and man-made ma-
terial implements humans reproduce and apply 
in their dealings with nature’, including the or-
ganisation of relations with other humans. 
Scientific and technical knowledge is often seen 
by its proponents as objective and universally 
applicable (Sismondo 2010: 203-204). It is seen 
to exert control over nature, either through 
more effectively exploiting natural resources or 
through alleged environmental protection. In 
this view, scientific knowledge is considered to 
embody a universal ethics and produce true 
facts, independent of any social and cultural 
specificities and dynamics (Niewöhner, So-
rensen & Beck 2012: 25), which assumes a di-
chotomy between technology and society or 
culture (see also Hamelink 2000: 6). Anthropol-
ogists, however, have argued that technologies 
and techniques are ‘cultural products which 
form part of ongoing processes in society and 
can therefore not be studied separately from 
those relationships’ and vice versa (Eriksen 2015: 
253). Pfaffenberger redefines technology as ‘a 
set of social behaviours and a system of mean-
ings’ – ‘a total social phenomenon’ – that is ma-
terial, social and symbolic at the same time 
(1988: 236). Taking an anthropologically in-
formed approach in my research, I was looking 
at the interlinkage of science, technology and 
society or culture in everyday life and analysed 
how different knowledge systems, technologies 
and techniques ‘competed for interpretive auth-
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ority and efficacy (Deutungshoheit und Wirk-
macht)’ and thus challenge or reproduce spe-
cific power constellations (Niewöhner, Sorensen 
& Beck 2012: 9, 24) and environmental relations. 
As Ingold (2000) emphasises, human-environ-
ment relations are integral to society. They 
range from exploitative to protective modes to 
‘the rejection of any radical distinction between 
nature and society and between science and 
practical knowledge’ (ibid.: 16). The latter is 
exemplified by Balinese ethics and trance tech-
niques that appear to integrate humans, nonhu-
mans and nature on equal terms into their 
moral ecology.  

The regional government and the investor in 
Bali clearly take the view that the environment 
can be managed, regulated and thus saved by a 
universal human technology with its implied 
universal morality. Through the creation of ar-
tificial islands in Benoa Bay that are supposed to 
accommodate resorts, residential clusters, en-
tertainment and Balinese theme parks, they not 
only claim to revitalise a polluted ecosystem but 
also to open up thousands of jobs, turn Benoa 
Bay into a new trademark and introduce high-
end quality tourism that offers water sports and 
nature, luxury and exotic culture, entertainment 
and tranquility, connectivity and sustainability. 
They claim to do all this in an ethically sound 
and environmentally friendly manner, while 
valuing Bali’s customs and culture. They hubris-
tically assume that there is societal consensus 
about what the ‘common good’ is, which is 
usually defined to be in harmony with the aims 
of the most powerful groups in society (Hame-
link 2000: 4). 

Diverging ontologies result in the irreconcilabil-
ity of the respective ecologies, with each ecol-
ogy involving different sets of human and non-
human beings, including the technologies as 
described above, which, in turn, triggered such 
massive protest in Bali and Aru (for a full version, 
see Bräuchler 2018c). An ontological perspec-
tive and the acknowledgement of an ontologi-
cal dimension (not the essentialisation of any 

ontologies or ecologies) help observers to 
understand movement dynamics better and as-
sist the marginalised to enter politics on their 
own terms (that is rights that people claim on 
ontological grounds) in a country where culture 
is instrumentalised or unified, indigenous rights 
are not granted and the marginalised and their 
ontologies are not taken seriously. It allows for 
the acknowledgement of the agency of meta-
physical entities such as spirits and gods and of 
the importance of their involvement in deci-
sion-making processes related to their realms 
that, in the Bali case, include both invisible and 
physical places and spaces. Their involvement 
made resistance in Bali grow from a handful of 
activists to a mass movement of several thou-
sand people.  

The most visible actor is the Balinese Forum 
Against Reclamation or Forbali (Forum Rakyat 
Bali Tolak Reklamasi), founded mid-2013. It is an 
alliance of students, NGOs, musicians, artists, 
environmentalists, lawyers, village represen-
tatives and youth. Former democratisation ac-
tivists and WALHI Bali, the largest environmental 
NGO in Indonesia, play prominent roles. These 
activists are thus locals and members of 
(inter)national networks at the same time and 
have the skills to translate between these 
worlds (see VI.4.). Through the language of 
music, solidarity and resistance they were able 
to bring youths from hundreds of banjar (tradi-
tional settlement units) together. As an early 
member told me, they are fed up with the Bali -
nese people’s passivity, enforced apoliticism 
and the government’s sales policy. The move-
ment had to make strategic decisions on how to 
make a strong case against the overpowering 
might of the investor and the government, and 
how to mobilise people. First, they argued along 
legal and environmentalist lines, which put 
them in a weak position as the government had 
better means to manipulate legislation and all 
parties claim to restore and protect Benoa Bay, 
with different means though. In particular when 
the investor began commissioning feasibility 
studies from various academics based in univer-
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sities on Bali and in Java to get the results they 
wanted, movement activists shifted focus to 
pushing those in charge of culture and religion 
in Bali to the fore of the protest, that is the tradi-
tional villages or desa adat. Taking on board 
adat proved to be crucial in turning resistance 
into a mass movement. It needed a perspective 
that went beyond an analytical outsider’s view, 
a perspective from within, that takes local onto-
logies seriously. At the same time, the move-
ment tapped into an international discourse on 
indigenous rights, in which the right to re-
sources plays a prominent role.  

However, getting to this point was preceded by 
a long process, in which Forbali mobilised the 
village youths through music and education, 
the village youth their banjar heads, and all of 
them the village heads (Bendesa Adat). In line 
with adat, decision-making was bottom-up and 
consensus-led and the villagers and Bendesa 
Adat had to reach a common position in terms 
of land reclamation. On top of that, the spirits 
and gods needed to be invited to join the deci-
sion-making process (cf. Ramstedt 2014a: 72). 
Given the rising pressure, village heads had to 
break the silence and stand up for their people. 
To attract the government’s attention, they 
needed to join hands with the more aggressive 
and outspoken youth in Forbali. In particular, 
the adat youth are in a challenging position, as 
they have to negotiate with their elders who ask 
them to be patient and quiet, the activist world 
and its rhetoric, and a neoliberal system that 
threatens to destroy their livelihoods and 
further marginalise them.  

Both activists and desa adat rely on each other 
and for both, adat is the last bastion (benteng 
 terakhir), religion the trump card to be played in 
the struggle against outside intrusion and im-
perial imposition (cf. Warren 1998a: 99). Being 
part of different ecologies, they are aware of 
their involvement in and dependence on a glo-
bal tourism industry, but they want to have 
more control over the use of cultural and envi-
ronmental resources, development and the dis-

tribution of benefits (Reuter 2009: 866, Warren 
1998b: 253-54). Therefore, the reasons to reject 
reclamation are twofold, involving both sekala 
and niskala, the rational/visible and the spiri-
tual/invisible. As I was told by various village 
heads, they are aware of the environmental and 
economic harm the project will cause; like the 
activists, they have learnt from a previous recla-
mation case that destroyed coral reefs, led to 
erosion and markedly changed the religious 
and cultural landscape of one of Bali’s big sea 
temples, Pura Sakenan. They have also learnt 
from previous projects, where the investor or 
government had promised to open up work-
space for the Balinese, such as the toll road and 
the airport, but where many jobs are now given 
to outsiders.  

To substantiate their claims about the sacred-
ness of Benoa Bay, Balinese activists and reli -
gious figures draw on a mix of orthodoxic and 
orthopractic arguments. As laid down in the 
Vedas and as confirmed by various government 
regulations and decrees of the Indonesian 
Hindu Council, mountains, hills, springs, 
beaches, lakes, the sea, and the confluence of 
rivers or river and sea (campuhan or loloan) are 
believed to be sacred (see e.g. Perda Provinsi 
Bali No. 16/2009 and Bhisama No. 11/Kep/I/ 
PHDI/1994). The sea and the beaches, where 
Hindus get holy water for their ceremonies and 
conduct rituals, are of special importance. To 
compile the knowledge about sacred sites and 
areas in and around Benoa Bay, Forbali set up a 
student research team who consulted lontar 
(palmleaf manuscript) experts and conducted 
six months of field research in the villages 
around the bay, talking to village priests, adat 
figures and spiritual leaders. They identified 
seventy sacred sites that they visualised on a 
map, including visible and invisible temples, lo-
loan, and muntig, submerged land that appears 
at low tide. As Bendesa Adat Kuta explained, 
muntig symbolise the mountain and the mascu-
line, whereas the sea stands for the feminine. 
Both, segara-gunung, male and female, father 
and mother, lingga and yoni are needed for a 
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prosperous and harmonious world. Where they 
meet, spiritual energies emerge. 

One of the main reasons why the resistance 
movement against reclamation in Bali’s south 
could grow so big is because Benoa Bay has 
been turned into or is taken as the very essence 
of Balineseness due to its historical importance 
and its religious significance. Some dismiss this 
as a myth, but most people, pro or contra, ac-
cept that Benoa Bay or certain parts of it are be-
lieved to be sacred. Ideas on how to implement 
and protect this sacredness differ tremendously. 
The pro-party accuses individuals and NGOs 
such as WALHI of manipulating local people and 
making use of ‘sacredness’ to secure projects 
and funding; the accused take efforts to em-
power people to develop their own argument 
and engage in a political struggle (for similar dy-
namics in Sulawesi, see Li 2007: 176-78). The of-
ficial representative body for Hindu religious af-
fairs (PHDI) has tried to mediate in this and in 
other cases between a capitalist world and a 
world that grants agency to both the visible and 
the invisible, most prominently through its 1994 
decree. The decree has variously raised critique 
as it aims to quantify sacredness through stan-
dardised measures of sacred places that used to 
be more flexible in the past, and thus simplifies 
the concept of the holy and rationalises reli -
gious feelings. The government has willingly ac-
cepted and integrated the resolution into its 
regulations, as it allows for better control of 
space (Ramstedt 2014a: 73-73, 2014b: 60, War-
dana 2015: 115). At the same time and enabled 
through Indonesia’s decentralisation process, 
we find an opposed trend to resacralise space 
on Bali, among others through government 
regulations such as Perda No. 16/2009 on the 
Spatial Planning of Bali Province for 2009–2029 
(Ramstedt 2013: 118).  

The muntig are what Cadena (2010: 351, 355) 
calls ‘sites of equivocation’ that allow partially 
connected worlds to fight for the same territory. 
For villagers at Benoa Bay, Sakenan Temple and 
others, muntig are sacred land and knowledge 

about their position, meaning and names is 
handed down from generation to generation. 
For many scientists, capitalists and adherents of 
a rationalised religion, they are simply the result 
of sedimentation and bad environmental man-
agement. As a chemistry professor from 
Udayana University explained to me, this can be 
proved through yearly statistics. For many 
people who were in support of the project, 
sacredness is tantamount to cleanliness. A pol-
luted (or even dead) bay and ailing mangrove 
forests cannot be sacred and it would be an of-
fence not to restore that sacredness through 
what they call the ‘normalisation’ of the bay and 
the rivers, through environmental management 
and land reclamation as expressions of univer-
sally applicable technologies. Besides, a new 
temple would be built at Benoa Bay to satisfy re-
ligious needs. This is very much in line with a 
scientific argument in which sacredness and re-
ligious feelings can be measured, demarcated 
and standardised. It allows for the positioning of 
artificial islands in Benoa Bay, in between these 
sacred spots, ignoring how this would interfere 
with their radiation, their non-measurable aura, 
the interconnectedness of sacred sites and the 
way the visible and the invisible communicate 
with each other in unpredictable ways. ‘It simply 
cannot be measured’, as the head of the Sake-
nan Temple Committee firmly exclaimed.  

Without wanting to belittle the importance of 
adat for the empowerment of the Balinese in 
the reclamation case, the strong focus on adat 
and religion (and indigeneity) is a double-
edged sword and a difficult balancing act (also 
see my work on the ambivalence of a revival of 
tradition for peace, e.g. Bräuchler 2015). It 
helped mobilise people, but it also excludes 
those who are not Hindu or from outside Bali 
(compare Bräuchler 2010, 2017a). This is 
counterproductive in two ways. First, the resis-
tance movement relies on wider support from 
non-Balinese and national organisations such as 
WALHI and the National Human Rights Commis-
sion. As the head of WALHI Bali and several vil-
lage representatives argued, it needs collabora-



tion on all fronts, between the youths and the 
elders, adat and NGOs, musicians and priests, 
and Balinese and non-Balinese. None of Forbali’s 
core group members I talked to ever made use 
of an authenticity or purity argument. Second, 
the movement and the adat/religion argument 
can easily be hijacked by groups who interpret 
resistance as an exclusivist Hindu enterprise and 
mobilise against foreign infiltration. In that case, 
an ontological legitimation of claims could be 
used to foster xenophobia. 

At the core of the diverging ecologies described 
here is the clash between two extremes: at one 
end, the technocratic approach by the govern-
ment and the investor who claim that sustain-
ability is an issue of rational calculations, thus 
objectifying environment; at the other end, a 
worldview that is based on human-nonhuman 
relations as meaning-, place- and spacemaking 
interactions, thus (at least ideally) taking the en-
vironment on board as an equal partner. An on-
tological perspective on the reclamation case 
on Bali allows both observers and activists to 
grasp the intricacies of movement dynamics, ac-
knowledge such diverging ecologies based on 
different conceptualisations of environment 
and nature (i.e. ontological differences), and 
thus better understand claims made by the Bal-
inese people. An ontological perspective 
allowed them to express their concerns and 
claim their rights in their own terms. At the 
same time, we need to not only step back as 
analysts, but also as activists, scrutinise the in-
terlinkage between ecologies, their exclusion-
ary potentials and how this informs movement 
dynamics and power politics.  

VI.4. Intermediaries

As indicated in previous sections, intermediaries 
play crucial roles in the set-up and the dynamics 
of the Bali and the Aru movement. They draw, at 
the same time, on a global rhetoric of human 
rights, environmentalism and indigeneity and 
local cultural identity markers, and mediate the 

respective struggles, locally, nationally and glo-
bally. Such brokers play crucial roles in required 
translation processes – translation that goes far 
beyond the transfer of words into another lan-
guage, but is rather about the local adoption, 
negotiation or rejection of global (and national) 
policies and concepts and the translation of 
local values and ideas into global rhetoric (for a 
full account see Bräuchler 2019a).  

Brokers are agents of diffusion and change. 
They borrow ideas and practices from interna-
tional law and global discourses such as envi-
ronmental sustainability, human rights or social 
justice and install them in their own cultural en-
vironments (Malets & Zajak 2014: 251). Transna-
tional ideas require cultural contextualisation, 
adaptation and embedding, a process that 
Merry (2006: 39) has called vernacularisation. In 
order to mobilise and generate solidarity 
beyond a local context, brokers also need to 
translate local concepts such as the sacredness 
of space or ancestor worship into a universal 
language. They need to be aware of both the 
dynamic nature of cultures and their often es-
sentialist depiction as these processes require 
their conscious and creative efforts to bring 
about change, not only of local cultural prac-
tices (Malets & Zajak 2014: 252), but also and 
foremost of the way global ideas such as neolib-
eral capitalism are imposed on local commu-
nities. Brokers not only mediate between the in-
side and the outside, the national and transna-
tional, the local and the global, but also inter-
nally, to forge broad coalitions for the broadest 
possible mobilisation across various spaces. As 
our case studies show, brokers need to mediate 
and bring together a broad and hugely diverse 
variety of people, from farmers and fishers, 
youth groups and musicians, to environmental 
and human rights activists, students and 
scholars, traditional and religious functionaries, 
politicians and business people, to nonhuman 
agents and ancestors, and an international audi-
ence, which necessarily raises representational 
issues. 
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Translation is far from a straightforward result. 
Following Callon (1986), translation is a process, 
involving continuous negotiations and adjust-
ments. He describes translation as ‘the mechan-
ism by which the social and natural worlds pro-
gressively take form’ and in which certain en-
tities control and represent others (Callon 1986: 
224). The paradox with human rights, for in-
stance, is that human rights are the product of a 
liberal (and Western-centric) global community 
that promotes individual choice and provides 
the basis for resource exploitation and environ-
mental destruction of indigenous lands, which 
turns translation into difficult balancing acts 
(Merry 2006: 48). To be successful, brokers not 
only draw on existing cultural repertoires of the 
worlds between which they mediate (Merry 
2006: 40), but they creatively adapt, manipulate 
and develop them further (Lindquist 2015: 872). 
Brokers both in Bali and Maluku make use of the 
frictious relations between the global and local 
(Tsing 2005), embracing transnational concepts 
and media platforms and at the same time re-
jecting neoliberalism and promoting the local. 
Analysing such merging of global concepts, 
performative protest, negotiations of indige-
neity and authenticity, and locally lived (or con-
structed) cultural realities, my research throws 
light on the creative aspects and the spatial in-
tricacies in contemporary protest culture and 
brokerage, which is largely missing in the litera-
ture on intermediation and peacebuilding. 
Popular arts have become important means in 
peace processes and struggles for social justice, 
and brokers figure importantly in opening up 
such creative spaces, which is rarely discussed in 
the literature – something to be explored here 
and in more detail in my follow-up research pro-
ject. Popular arts, often expressed in and circu-
lated through a broad variety of media from 
posters to social media, allows them to cre-
atively and critically engage with contradictory 
challenges in their lifeworlds. 

In both case studies, intermediaries strategically 
drive the movements and serve as prominent 
and articulate figureheads. In the Seram case 

mentioned earlier, an important intermediator 
had passed away, which heavily contributed to 
the failure of resistance in that case. Clearly not 
all protesters are using new media, but their use 
by core group activists leads to the emergence 
of new dynamics of activism (Juris 2012: 260-
261). This also triggers criticism as such core ac-
tors are not necessarily representative for the 
wider majority (Juris 2012: 265). They hail from 
within the indigenous communities or from 
sympathisers and they mediate between differ-
ent worlds, the world of neoliberal economy, in-
ternational human rights, global activism and 
local culture; they help to translate between dif-
ferent legal systems and power structures (cf. 
Bremen 2017). They are thus in a quite challeng-
ing position, negotiating and translating be-
tween different cultures, world views, ethics and 
moralities, generations and ways to express pro-
test; combining conservation, empowerment 
and creativity; connecting global protest aes-
thetics and local tradition; and facing strong op-
position by the government, investor and their 
supporters. 

Brokers are highly mobile figures, in an idea-
tional and a physical sense. To mediate and 
translate, they need to cross different places and 
spaces. As we have learned from Halbwachs 
(1980), places can be important carriers of long 
inscribed cultural and historical meanings or 
political symbolic power and are important for 
the development of collective memory. When 
neoliberal economic and political forces pen-
etrate localities, space and place are turned into 
sites and objects of contentious politics. How-
ever, social movements also create new, cul-
turally and symbolically loaded social spaces 
(Melucci 1996: 8). Taking off in specific localities 
they often inspire or influence each other on a 
global scale with regard to shared values or ac-
tion frames (Givan, Roberts & Soule 2010). 
Meaning can be ascribed through conflict, 
trauma and memory politics, through land right 
controversies or collective action (see e.g. Boya-
rin 1994). Such identity markers can be handed 
down and adopted over generations or, as in re-



cent transnational movements, specific (his-
toric) places such as Tahrir Square (Cairo) or Gezi 
Park (Istanbul) are ascribed new symbolic sig-
nificance through protest activities. Transna-
tional movements are based on a plurality of 
 intersecting spaces that provide different 
 contexts and different means for communi -
cation (Daphi 2013). This is also true for locally 
rooted movements such as my Indonesian case 
studies that draw on both local, national and 
transnational repertoires to construct a move-
ment identity. Indigenous social movements 
draw on existing collective identities in which 
land and local ontologies figure prominently, 
but at the same time they need to develop a 
more inclusive movement identity that allows 
taking on board national and transnational 
mediators and brokers. They draw on local 
 cultural resources and global discourses, what 
Escobar (2001: 161, 163) calls ‘a politics of scale’, 
that allows for translocal coalition making with 
other place-based struggles and engaging with 
global networks, framings and struggles. 

There are various places and spaces between 
which brokers in our case studies have to me-
diate. As mentioned before, exploitative intru-
sion can turn places of cultural meaning into 
‘sites of equivocation’ (Cadena 2010: 351). In 
Aru, it is the forest as ancestral domain and pro-
vider of livelihood for the indigenous popula-
tion and as site for exploitation for outside busi-
nesses. In Bali, it is Benoa Bay as a sacred space 
for the Hindu community and an economic 
asset for tourism development for government 
and investor. In both cases, environmentalists 
are concerned with the destruction of nature. 
Included in these tangible spaces are the invis-
ible worlds inhabited by ancestors, spirits and 
gods. Movement events make use of such cul-
tural and historical places, but also ascribe new 
meaning to places and spaces, where specific 
protest activities take place. At the same time, 
the movements are embedded in a national 
space where they have to deal with national 
legislation, economic development and internal 
migration policies (that also need to be trans-

lated into local contexts). They are also em-
bedded in and actively reach out for transna-
tional spaces for better mobilisation, to estab-
lish links to international knowledge regimes 
and the ideational and behavioural frames of 
other movements. The active usage of these dif-
ferent spaces is a matter of mobility and new 
means of communication that can keep pace 
with an ‘overheating world’ (Eriksen 2014) and 
constitute new spaces that allow for the reterri-
torialisation of dispersed people and events, the 
real time engagement of those living afar, es-
tablishing links between social movements, and 
the construction of a collective identity (see e.g. 
Bräuchler 2013). Intermediaries’ skills and net-
works are crucial here. Each one of these spaces 
provides different ‘contentious repertoires’ (Tilly 
1994: 246), or different forms of collective claim-
making, protest and resistance that change over 
time due to successes and failures, and due to 
changes in political opportunity structure (248). 

Let’s take a closer look at people who are able to 
(easily) move between these various places and 
spaces, who can make use of the different reper-
toires because they know the rules of the game, 
and who have the skills, resources and motiva-
tion to mediate and translate for those who can-
not cross ‘the borders’. In Bali and Maluku, it is 
important to look at the wider context. Medi-
ators or brokers did not arise out of nothing. In 
Bali they emerged out of established activist 
networks, related to environmental activism, 
the democratisation movement of the late 
1990s, and efforts of coming to terms with the 
1965/66 massacres that marked the beginning 
of the Suharto regime. For them, the anti-recla-
mation movement is part of a larger struggle for 
human rights in Indonesia. Forbali’s coordinator 
is a Balinese lawyer and former head of WALHI 
Bali, Indonesia’s oldest and largest environ-
mental advocacy NGO. He is an experienced 
strategist, influential among the youths. He is 
driving the movement together with a group of 
activists that populate various teams in charge 
of the development of strategies, mass mobil-
isation, sociopolitics, social media, law, popular 
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events, documentation, film, and others. 
Brokers with no previous related experience 
and local rootings, be it in Bali, Maluku or other 
sites of social struggle, fail. 

The SaveAru movement emerged in Maluku’s 
post-conflict environment. Efforts to prevent 
the recurrence of violence after a so-called relig-
ious war had torn Moluccan society apart from 
1999 until 2004 and to foster reconciliation has 
mobilised many youths and adat figures. It 
made people in the villages aware of the fragil-
ity of their livelihoods and the risks attached to 
outside interventions as the Moluccan conflict 
was mainly blamed to have been initiated by 
outside provocateurs (Bräuchler 2015). In 
Ambon City, the province’s capital, a thriving 
arts scene emerged over the last ten years, in-
cluding musicians, poets and painters that are 
engaged in restoring amenable relationships 
between Christian and Muslim youths. One of 
the coordinators of the SaveAru movement, 
Jacky Manuputty, a reverend and activist, is key 
in promoting interfaith dialogue in Maluku. He 
has experienced and studied conflict and peace 
and is an award-winning peacebuilder. He had 
no difficulty in motivating the arts scene and 
blogger community in Ambon City to join the 
fight against environmental and sociocultural 
destruction. They work closely together with 
brokers in Aru, with NGOs, youths and adat fig-
ures in Ambon and Aru, environmental activists 
and artists, students and journalists. With his ex-
tensive personal and professional networks, 
Jacky’s brokerage is crucial in internationalising 
the movement. But, he could not do so without 
a main coordinator and broker in Aru, who is a 
civil servant, which does not keep him from op-
posing the government. His deliberateness, his 
rhetorical skills and his respect for Aruese tradi-
tion earned him respect from both youngsters 
and elders, despite his young age.  

Being lawyers, social scientists, human rights ac-
tivists, musicians, bands, fans, artists, youth 
leaders, event managers, filmmakers, IT special-
ists, journalists, or experts in citizen journalism, 

all these people contribute their individual skills 
and resources to the movement’s success. This 
allowed for the strategic division of tasks and 
strategic networking. It is mostly educated 
youth and activists who have a university de-
gree, some of them even studied abroad or had 
the chance to spend time outside of their home 
country; some have been engaged in activism 
for many years. All of them engage in various 
translation processes, drawing at the same time 
on the languages of human rights (including in-
digenous rights), environmentalism, and 
democracy, local culture and the latest com-
munication tools. Whereas protest had already 
taken shape on the ground in both Bali and Aru, 
independently of these brokers, it was only their 
support that turned them into inclusive and far-
reaching movements. In Aru, the movement 
could only take off after a substantive base had 
been built through intensive lobbying among 
the local population to unite against their com-
mon enemy: investor, government and military. 
In Bali, despite all the technical and human re-
sources, it was only hard work in the commu-
nities that made the movement grow. The argu-
ment here thus clearly distances itself from a 
hype in the new media literature that promotes 
connectivity as the key enabler of successful 
collective action (Bräuchler 2018a: 2). Essential 
in both cases was that brokers constantly devel-
oped and adapted their repertoires in order to 
maintain their mobilising force. Key is that 
brokers needed to find the lowest common de-
nominator of all those resisting the investor’s 
plans so that they can all pull together without 
giving up their respective identities. In the Bali 
case, for instance, they were thus able to include 
those who were openly expressing their resis-
tance and those who rather opted for a more si-
lent resistance through, for instance, prayer and 
meditation. What movement coordinators face 
is a difficult balancing act between an ideally 
consensual and inclusive movement and the 
necessity to make strategic decisions and speak 
with one voice, with a clear risk of being exclus-
ive or contradicting some members’ strategic 
choices (Bräuchler 2018a, c).  
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VI.5. Resistance and
creative peacebuilding

Putting intermediation and the movements I 
was looking at into context allowed for some in-
teresting conclusions on creative peacebuild-
ing, in particular in the Moluccan case (for a 
more detailed account, see Bräuchler 2019b). 
Here it is important to note that for more than a 
decade I have engaged with the cultural dimen-
sion of peace and what I have provisionally 
called a cultural turn in peace research 
(Bräuchler 2018b). The empirical basis for those 
anthropologically informed theoretical and 
conceptual innovations in the interdisciplinary 
field of peace and conflict studies was my long-
term research in (post-)conflict Maluku. One 
outcome of this research was that peace re-
search disciplines have to deconstruct nor-
mative notions of, for instance, conflict, peace, 
reconciliation, justice or truth, and open up to-
wards local conceptualisations (Bräuchler 2015), 
and that the building of peace needs to become 
an endeavour that goes beyond the usual tools 
that are limited in time and rather engages in 
everyday forms of peace in which local agency, 
activism, culture and creativity figure promi-
nently (Bräuchler 2019b). Such local and cultural 
embedding and contextualisation are crucial, 
but cannot possibly be imposed from the out-
side. The following provides a brief outline of 
how peace in Eastern Indonesia is evolving over 
time, thus informing and anticipating important 
paradigm shifts in peace and conflict studies. 
After a brief sketch of the Moluccan conflict, I 
outline the main pillars of peacebuilding in Ma-
luku, that, over the last years, transformed into a 
much broader struggle for social justice in the 
area – something I picked up in this research 
project and will develop further in future re-
search.  

Maluku provided the scene for one of the most 
protracted conflicts that broke out shortly after 
the step-down of Indonesia’s authoritarian 
president Suharto in 1999 and that resulted in 
thousands of deaths, hundreds of thousands 

displaced people and an ideologically and 
physically segregated society. This conflict tore 
apart villages, families and other kin groups. The 
scale of violence took most by surprise, as Ma-
luku and its roughly half Christian, half Muslim 
population used to be praised for interreligious 
harmony in a majority Muslim country. As it was 
mainly carried out between Muslims and Chris-
tians, the clashes were commonly called a com-
munal or religious conflict, which disregards the 
less visible structural violence that was crucial 
for its emergence. Among others, colonial 
powers and neo-colonial unification policies 
had substantially manipulated and weakened 
traditional conflict resolution mechanisms and 
imposed on its regions a hierarchy that grants 
very unequal access to power and decision-
making, resulting in land grabbing and resource 
exploitation through outside forces. Ever since 
the arrival of the colonial powers in Maluku, re-
ligion has become a politicised subject. All this 
played out in the Moluccan conflict. The central 
government, however, mainly blamed Moluc-
cans themselves for the violence and refused to 
set up formal transitional justice (TJ) mechan-
isms. Moluccans had to find means themselves 
to reconcile and restore peace, without formal 
justice and ‘truth’ (Braithwaite et al. 2010, 
Bräuchler 2015). Interestingly, from very early 
on in the conflict, I heard local voices that re-
minded people of their tradition to live as 
brothers and sisters, traditions that were in 
place before the arrival of the world religions 
and that would allow them to rebuild bridges 
and restrengthen social relations.  

It took some years for this movement to ad-
vance and have impact. Exhausted by the long-
lasting violence, Moluccans had to develop a 
narrative that allowed for the reintegration of 
society and the restoration of social relation-
ships with their neighbours, which is crucial for 
their livelihoods. As most of them were involved 
in the violence, one way or the other, it made no 
sense to look for culprits in their own ranks. 
They knew they were all guilty, but they also 
knew that they had been living in harmony be-
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fore. The unifying narrative that most Moluc-
cans can identify with was that outside provoca-
teurs triggered the unrests and used religion to 
turn Moluccans against each other. The many 
Moluccans I spoke to over the years were con-
vinced that reconciliation and restoration of so-
cial relations occurred rather naturally, from the 
bottom-up, by drawing on local resources and 
institutions, cultural capital and social ties. Mo-
luccans endeavoured to revive institutions such 
as traditional alliance systems and traditional 
leadership to rebuild interreligious bridges, but 
also to counter structural violence that had 
weakened or destroyed those systems in the 
first place (see e.g. Bräuchler 2009, 2011, 
Bräuchler 2015).  

Some Ambonese scholars explicitly called for 
‘social engineering’ (e.g. Pariela & Soumokil 
2003). They were aware that an unreflected re-
vival of past traditions or feudal structures could 
foster exclusivism and exacerbate conflict; they 
needed to be adapted to the scale of the viol-
ence, which required the creation of a pan-Mo-
luccan identity and the scaling up of existing 
traditions. They also needed to be adapted to an 
increasingly heterogeneous Moluccan society. 
Such scaling up, of course, is highly ambitious 
and there is a lot of construction, adaption and 
invention going on, which raises questions of 
representation. It helps to conceptualise social 
engineering in that context in Karl Popper’s 
(1971) sense as a piecemeal approach and bot-
tom-up. That approach allows countering of 
prevalent top-down notions of social engineer-
ing in Indonesia with an approach that takes 
local agency and context seriously. As Popper 
emphasises, ‘piecemeal social experiments can 
be carried out under realistic conditions, in the 
midst of society’ and allow for continuous read-
justments (280), which is obvious in the Moluc-
can case. For such bottom-up social engineer-
ing experiments to be successful, I argue, all 
parties need to get involved in defining goals 
and directions that are not out to idealise tradi-
tion, but to identify shared and integrative cul-
tural values and norms that provide enough 

space to allow for cultural difference (Bräuchler 
2017b).  

From early on, religious leaders were also in-
volved in peace efforts. Moluccan peace activ-
ists in Ambon like Jacky Manuputty (2014) and 
Abidin Wakano saw an urgent need to build a 
profound interreligious dialogue and empathy 
with the other’s religion, beyond mere coexist-
ence. They were taking great efforts to involve 
the youth and contributed to the emergence of 
a thriving youth culture in ‘post-conflict’ Maluku 
that used arts as creative means to engage with 
Moluccan tradition, to restore, build or 
strengthen social relations and to establish con-
nections to a broader social justice discourse. 
Their long-term commitment, I argue, took 
peacebuilding in Maluku to the next level, by 
addressing not only the recent visible violence, 
but also the more hidden structural violence 
that greatly contributed to the Moluccan con-
flict. That’s where we need to get away from no-
tions of TJ as primarily concerned with formal in-
stitutions such as truth and reconciliation com-
missions or criminal trials and initiatives that di-
rectly respond to legacies of past violence (Jef-
fery, Kent & Wallis 2017: 380). We need an under-
standing of TJ, not primarily as transitional, but 
as transformative and performative, not only 
looking into the past and legacies of violence, 
but also looking into past legacies of harmony 
and peace and into the emergence of new inte-
grative means in the future. As Gready and Ro-
bins (2014: 350) pointed out, we need to con-
ceptualise TJ as ‘a future-oriented approach to 
the past’ that creates ‘the conditions for a sus-
tainable peace, and … is an intrinsic part of 
peacebuilding’. They describe transformative 
justice as a social project that is continuously in 
the making, prioritises local agency and relates 
to both acts of past violence and continuing in-
justices and structural violence (Gready & Ro-
bins 2017: 957, 972).  

Whereas peace scholars have acknowledged 
the role of performative approaches and arts in 
dealing with a violent past in divided societies 
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(Szablewska & Bachmann 2015: 349), they rarely 
reach beyond short-term interventions and for 
an inclusive approach, looking at programs set 
up by outsiders or only one kind of art. They are 
very much yet another tool for the cookie-cutter 
peace industry, which does not do justice to the 
power of creativity as encountered in places 
such as Maluku. Arts can be used as critical in-
tervention to open up alternative spaces for TJ 
that can trigger debates about how to best rec-
oncile a society and foster social change 
(McLeod, Dimitrijevic & Rakocevic 2014: 26-27). 
Premaratna and Bleiker (2016: 82-83) highlight 
that arts are inherently political, but ‘they en-
gage the political in very different and more cre-
ative ways than conventional approaches do’. 
Arts can turn space into performative sites of 
local struggles, resistance, the resignification of 
meaning and the expression of collective feel-
ings (Jamal & Hales 2016: 178, Siddique, Marifat 
& Kouvo 2014: 130). They allow performers and 
audience to engage with peacebuilding, with-
out explicitly talking about peace (Pruitt 2013: 
9).  

In Maluku, such political agency for peace was 
something growing from within and it took 
place in specific social, political and cultural set-
tings, in which established peace activists and 
youth inspired each other. Music and arts gave 
youngsters the opportunity to see others not 
primarily as Muslims or Christians, but as some-
one to hang out with, to help and to envisage a 
joined future that offers space to live their lives 
the way they like. Artistic expressions turned 
out to be extremely effective as bridgebuilders 
and tools of resistance and for social justice. 
Many of today’s young people in Maluku were 
born during or after the violence. They have no 
memory of it and no memory of what it was like 
for Christians and Muslims to live as brothers 
and sisters. They inherited stories of conflict and 
war and grew up in segregated environments. 
Therefore, there is an urgent need to open up 
space and opportunities for young people to 
get together, intermingle with the older gener-
ation and engage in the restoration of the Mo-

luccan tradition of basudara, which is brother- 
and sisterhood. Ambonese activists and young-
sters want to provoke Moluccans to peace, as 
peace does not come about naturally, but needs 
continuous efforts and proactive support and 
facilitation. In addition, this includes struggles 
for broader social justice.  

It was these peace provocateurs who got active 
when violence threatened to flare up again in 
2011. They set up an information filter, checked 
rumours through their mobile phones, press-
ured the national media to stick to the facts and 
could thus successfully prevent a new outbreak 
of violence. The Peace Provocateur Movement 
engages in discussions on many platforms, in-
cluding social media and national forums, 
which is an important endeavour in a country, 
where an official and public engagement with 
the past has not taken place. It attracts national 
and international attention and Moluccan 
peace campaigners received national awards 
for their efforts. Several creative communities 
emerged in Maluku over the last decade and 
joined into Ambon Bergerak, including blog-
ging, IT, film, hip-hop, literature, theatre, tourism 
and environment, photography and painting. 
These social-media-savvy youth come together 
to be creative, have fun and take responsibility 
for the reintegration of society and the restora-
tion of Moluccan values, the decline of which 
had enabled the outbreak of violence. The initi-
ators’ mission is to connect creative commu-
nities for synergy effects, to foster development 
and encourage a creative industry and alter-
native incomes for youth. They see themselves 
as a social movement reaching out for a broader 
public through activities such as trotoart (side-
walk art), street theatre, concerts, poetry read-
ings, live painting and photography. Through 
their music, poetry and painting, they express 
Moluccan voices, feelings and realities. They 
give voice to the unheard and key peace activ-
ists, national artists and their international net-
works make sure that these voices are heard.  

Ambon Bergerak members are sensitive to con-



bination of resistance in Aru, skilled intermedi-
aries, the church’s support, social media and arts 
made the movement go viral (despite the lack 
of media infrastructure in the Aru Islands) and, 
in the end, stop the project. As one of the coor-
dinators of Ambon Bergerak put it, their long-
term goal is a youth movement that builds and 
maintains peace in creative and nonviolent 
ways, through continuous activities and regular 
meetings. 
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Image 5: #SaveAruIslands poster 

flict and social issues and the most prominent 
example is probably their involvement in the 
SaveAru movement. This brings us back to one 
of the project’s case studies, resistance by Aru’s 
indigenous people and their allies against the 
opening up of huge parts of Aru’s land mass for 
sugar cane plantations. Protest emerged in vari-
ous forms and on various levels, in villages in 
Aru, in Dobo, Ambon City and Jakarta and sym-
pathisers worldwide posted their photos with 
the #SaveAruIslands slogan in social media. An 
Ambonese photographer assembled these 
photos on a giant poster that was put up in 
Ambon during a street art event and in Aru to 
let the locals know that they were not alone. The 
lyrics of the SaveAru song are a mix of Indone-
sian, Aruese and English, thus making it access-
ible for many. It denounces greedy and corrupt 
power holders who grab indigenous people’s 
land and ends with a verse about the ancestors 
calling, asking Aru people to take up their bows 
and arrows and not give up their land. The com-
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For future action and research, it is important to 
note that movements like those in Bali and Ma-
luku are no one-off campaigns, but part of 
larger struggles for peace, democracy and jus-
tice, in which creativity and arts play important 
roles. They developed into mass movements be-
cause of strategic networking, inclusiveness and 
the accumulation of various skills; due to the 
strategic involvement of stress-proved brokers 
experienced in advocacy, organising resistance 
and mobilisation, who had established net-
works of activism and trust before and who 
knew how to cross spaces and translate in be-
tween them, not only between the local, the na-
tional and the global, but also within local com-
munities. Peace workers more generally can cer-
tainly learn from their multidirectional transla-
tion strategies. They are open and accommo-
dative to change directions, depending on the 
needs of people, taking on new themes, new 
stakeholders, new places and spaces, new 
media. Media, just like place and space, need to 
be conceptualised in a broad sense and their 
high interlinkage and convergence is crucial. On 
the other hand, however, brokers can only be 
successful if movement members believe in 
them and if they are able to gather a substantive 
crowd behind them, thus overcoming represen-
tational issues. 

There are also a couple of lessons to be learned 
for the study and the set-up of protest move-
ments. The Bali movement has been active for 
more than five years now, as per 2018. Such a 
long-term engagement taken together with a 
rich and broad media landscape (here concep-
tualised as information ecology) with a high de-
gree of interlinkage between the respective 
media (analytically framed through the trans-
media approach) allowed for the continuous 
renegotiation of the movement’s identity, the 
development and adaptation of argumentation 
and the inclusion of new stakeholders (without 
abandoning key goals). This allowed Forbali to 
adapt its strategies to make the movement 

grow continuously, by taking on board a global 
audience that is familiar with a transnational 
protest rhetoric and a local population that 
needed recourse to context-specific cultural re-
sources (analytically grasped through the con-
cepts of culture and collective identity) to legit-
imise the global resistance spectacle. Move-
ment actors needed to consider Balinese onto-
logical ideas and cosmologies that require the 
involvement of invisible agency and that strive 
towards a harmonious relationship between the 
human and the nonhuman worlds.  

The interlinkages and complexities of such 
movements require a multi-sited and long-term 
research approach that follows the dynamics 
unfolding online and offline. For activists, this 
requires great staying power and a strong stra-
tegic base; it requires extensive knowledge 
about the specificities of various media forms 
across interest groups and a strong and large 
active followership with the necessary skills to 
successfully play a (transmedia) keyboard. 
Those skills enable the movement to navigate 
between the different cultures and worlds, in-
cluding invisible and nonhuman agency, and to 
facilitate the local adoption of global protest 
that implies two things at the same time: The 
global needs local legitimation, but it also helps 
mobilising and legitimising the dynamics of 
local agency against national power holders 
and a transnational activist community. An eco -
logical and transmedia approach has proved to 
be essential to avoid a media deterministic per-
spective and analyse the sociocultural embed-
dedness and the lived reality of media use that 
is as diverse as boats and kites carrying Forbali 
messages, theatre performances in Ambon’s 
streets, prayers, possessions, or the virality of so-
cial media. Movement strategists are aware of 
the limits of social media that are produced, 
controlled, watched and used by their enemy, 
corporate capitalism, embodied by the investor 
(cf. Barassi 2015, Lovink 2011). They serve a cer-
tain purpose, but are only one cog in the wheel; 
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they are certainly not the only means to com-
municate, coordinate, plan and publicise, and 
they usually have a prehistory, in which social 
media may have played no role at all (see also 
Gerbaudo 2012: 3, 9, Kidd 2015: 460), which is 
sometimes forgotten in the age of ‘connective 
action’. As my research showed, focusing on a 
narrow understanding of media is not effective, 
both from a scholarly perspective and an activ-
ist point of view. 

Every protest movement has a specific sociocul-
tural and political context (each with its specific 
cultural manifestations and forms of expression) 
that needs to be catered for if people on the 
ground shall be mobilised on large scales. In 
each such setting, it will need specific resistance 
strategies that not only resonate with global 
protest rhetoric, but also with local cultural 
requirements. Protest movements need to be 
inclusive to cross group boundaries, attract suf-
ficient attention and be successful (see e.g. Che-
noweth & Stephan 2012). Global protest rhet-
oric, effectively transmitted through social 
media channels, needs to be locally adapted 
and diversified through local media channels 
(including the human body as trance medium) 
that cater for local needs and skills. As adat and 
religious figures legitimise resistance with tradi-
tional land management and the sacredness of 
sites, their claims are not only those of individ-
uals whom capitalism has left empty-handed, 
but of a people that has been suppressed and 
marginalised by colonial powers and the In-
donesian government. Sufficient time, space, 
technical and human resources are crucial. In-
termediaries and movement followers in Bali 
and Maluku were able to cater for that, but this 
is not a given, for instance, in other cases in In-
donesia and beyond, where activists only 
learned about capitalist intrusion when oper-
ations had already begun, or where the necess-
ary educational and communication infrastruc-
ture is simply not in place. That is where trans-
media action reaches its limits and where a cul-
tural approach is all the more important. 

In the course of this comparative research pro-
ject, I have also co-organised workshops in In-
donesia (Jakarta and Yogyakarta, 2015) that 
brought together scholars, media activists and 
civil society actors, including AMAN members 
and human rights activists, engaged in the 
struggle for democratisation and against social 
inequality. Such events are like snowball effects 
and are crucial for the dissemination of knowl-
edge and knowledge sharing. More generally, 
the character of that research and my immer-
sion into these protest landscapes as a re-
searcher, required the constant (re)negotiation 
of knowledge within society at large, in which 
resistance activities and processes take place. 
Interim results and interpretations were also 
discussed in more informal settings with people 
among whom I conducted research and activist 
networks. I published and plan to publish re-
search findings in scholarly journals, but also In-
side Indonesia, a magazine with a wide reader-
ship among both academia and a broader inter-
ested public, and I keep on presenting and dis-
cussing my interpretations and analyses of em-
pirical findings on international disciplinary, in-
terdisciplinary and transdisciplinary platforms. 
Such engagement provides input for policy 
making (with regard to indigeneity, group-dif-
ferentiated rights, media infrastructure and 
freedom, resource exploitation, development, 
democratisation and peacebuilding) and pro-
duces knowledge that is relevant and accessible 
for a wider public (regarding these policies, con-
cepts of culture and indigeneity, human rights, 
etc.). 
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In future research, I want to further analyse links 
between acute resistance movements and 
longer-term movements / efforts for peace and 
social justice beyond the Moluccan context. In 
Indonesia (and certainly also in other regional 
contexts), this could make a decisive contribu-
tion to the general stabilisation of peace. It 
would also be important to further explore the 
extent to which media in Indonesia, until re-
cently instruments of national unity and control, 
become a ‘fourth pillar’ of democracy, especially 
in terms of resistance, protest and social justice. 
In both research strands, it will be interesting to 
examine how the cases in Bali (regarding the 
mediatisation of protest) and Maluku (in terms 
of long-term peacebuilding) are becoming role 
models in Indonesia and beyond (there are clear 
indications already), and what networking dy-
namics develop for this purpose. Drawing on 
findings from this research project, I am cur-
rently developing a new project on creative 
peacebuilding that is looking into some of these 
issues.
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