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Abstract

Since the post-Suharto era in 1998, decentralization has been established as the major 
institutional reform in Indonesia. It has been implemented as a policy framework that 
aims to not only accelerate development but also to promote local democratization 
through the establishment of direct elections for local executive leaders. In fact, however, 
there is a discrepancy between the ideal concept and the actual implementation of 
political decentralization. In Papua, one of the major issues of political decentralization is 
the emergence of local electoral practices that are incompatible with the national election 
policies, that is, the noken system. Noken is the name of a traditional bag that evolves 
as a voting mechanism in a number of districts in Papua’s central highland area. By 
utilizing the dimension of free and fair elections, this study argues that the claims on 
cultural preservation and conflict prevention in acknowledging the noken system are 
not well grounded. Based on the policy analysis, in-depth interviews and participant 
observations, the findings of this study demonstrate that the noken system is driven and 
reinforced by the governance malfunction and geographical challenge.

Keywords: political decentralization, democratization, local direct election, the noken 
system, Papua. 

Picture 7. The bakar batu [burn stones] tradition 
(Picture taken by the Author in 2018)



5.1 Introduction

The relationship between decentralization and democratization has 
recently emerged as both a major theoretical and empirical debate. 
Decentralization can become a means for enhancing democracy at the local 
level (Agrawal & Ribbot, 1999, Hutchroft, 2001), though, paradoxically, 
needs democracy as a prerequisite in order to reach its potential (Faguet, 
2014). However, how this symbiotic relationship can be attained remains 
unclear. On the one hand, proponents of decentralization argue that 
constituting a government closer to the people would increase government 
accountability and responsiveness to the citizens (Manor, 1999; see also 
Blair, 2000 & Grindle, 2007). On the other hand, critics of decentralization 
claim that this system might result in more corruption at the local rather 
than national level (Prud’homme, 1995). Additionally, the creation 
of a smaller and more homogeneous society through decentralization 
generates a greater potential for local elites to use their powers, resources, 
and social influences to capture policy in favor of themselves (Bardhan & 
Mookherje, 2000; Bardhan, 2002; Verbrugge, 2015).

Indonesia, in this case, experienced an important institutional 
reform in 1998 after the fall of a highly centralistic and authoritarian 
system during the Suharto’s regime, known as the New Order, for more 
than 32 years. One of the salient features of this reform is the establishment 
of decentralization in 1999 that is undertaken by transferring a greater 
political, administrative and fiscal authority to local governments. The 
arrangement of the direct local elections in 2004 also marked a major 
political leap for Indonesia’s transition process toward democracy. This 
transition process from an authoritarian regime to democracy through 
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decentralization is challenging. Despite elections being arranged 
procedurally and periodically, a host of electoral malpractices such 
as manipulation, vote buying, patronage and clientelism shadowed 
and undermined the effectiveness of elections in holding local leaders 
accountable for their actions and performances (Aspinall, 2014; Aspinall 
& Sukmajati, 2016). 

This study aims to examine the problems of political 
decentralization in Indonesia by analyzing the practice of the noken system 
in several regions in Papua. The Constitutional Court acknowledges this 
voting system as a way to preserve local customs and to prevent communal 
conflicts. Nonetheless, this traditional method of voting has sparked 
controversies in its implementation. This system contradicts the principles 
of liberal democracy, which allows only one man, one vote, and one 
value, while the noken system accommodates a proxy voting mechanism 
whereby a tribal leader can vote on behalf of his community (Nolan et.al, 
2014; Nolan, 2016). Besides, the use of this system has oftentimes been 
associated with the emergence of violent conflicts during election periods 
in Papua regions (Pasaribu, 2016, 2017). Despite these controversies, 
little is known about how the emergence of this system and the roots of 
its problems have been constructed by governmental and geographical 
factors. By conceptualizing the dimensions of a free and fair election 
and analyzing each of three election phases individually, the findings 
of this article demonstrate that the Constitutional Court’s argument in 
favoring the noken system that is based on the considerations of cultural 
preservation and conflict prevention is not entirely accurate. Based on 
the policy analysis, in-depth interviews and participant observations, this 
study argues that geographical challenges and governance malfunctions 
have facilitated the establishment of the noken system and have contributed 
to its drawbacks.
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5.2 The noken system: origins and practices

The name noken originates from a knotted or woven bag handmade from 
wood fiber or leaves (UNESCO, 2012). This bag is used by a number of 
communities in Papua to carry a variety of goods, e.g. agricultural products, 
animals, or firewood.36  During the election period, this traditional bag 
turned into an electoral system that is practiced in 16 districts in Papua’s 
central highland area, which is also known as the customary regions 
(wilayah adat) of La Pago and Mee Pago (Pasaribu, 2016, 2017). There 
is, to our knowledge, no written historical record on when and how this 
system first emerged. It has been argued that this system has been used 
since the election in 1971 following the integration of Papua as the former 
Dutch colony into the Republic of Indonesia in 1969 (IPAC, 2014; Nolan, 
2016). This system was first acknowledged by the Constitutional Court in 
2009 in Decision No. 47-81/PHPU.A-VII/2009. The court’s underlying 
reasons for allowing the use of the noken system are twofold: to preserve 
customary practice and to prevent communal conflicts that might emerge 
if the national electoral system is forced to be implemented.37

According to the Decision No.01/Kpts/KPUProv.030/2013 of 
the Papua Election Commission, the noken system is practiced using two 
general methods. First, at the polling stations, a noken bag is used in place 
of a ballot box. The bag for each candidate is hung on a stake or on the neck 
of a candidate’s representative. Second, the noken system is also practiced 
through an acclamation or ikat mechanism, by which tribal leaders are 
permitted to vote on behalf of the community members. Prior to the 
election, the decision-making process regarding to whom the votes from 

36 Papua Election Commission (Komisi Pemilihan Umum Provinsi Papua), Decision No.01/Kpts/KPU 
 Prov.030/2013. 

37 These  two  considerations have frequently been quoted by the Constitutional Court in its subsequent 
decisions. As many as 45 decisions on the acknowledgement of the noken system have been issued since 
2009 (Pasaribu, 2017). 
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a clan will be given is implemented using one of two different methods. 
The first is the Big Man method whereby the tribal leader determines to 
whom the votes will be given without a deliberation process with his clan 
members. The second method concerns a consensus-based arrangement, 
by which clan members engage in a deliberation process to determine 
how many votes will be given to which candidates. When a consensus has 
been reached, a traditional feast known as Bakar Batu (literally translates 
as “burn stones”) is usually conducted to close the deliberation process 
(Nolan, 2016). On the election day, since there are no regulations or 
standard procedures for the noken system, it is implemented in a variety 
of ways. Figure 5.1 illustrates how the noken system is generally practiced 
at the polling stations. 
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Picture 8. The noken bags
(Picture taken by the Author in 2018)



Fig. 5.1 The general practices of the noken system 
Source:  Pasaribu (2017) 
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5.3 Literature Review

5.3.1 Political decentralization and democratic accountability

Political decentralization refers to the establishment of an institutional 
framework to devolve political authority or electoral capacities to 
subnational actors (Faletti, 2005). It is established as “a strategy of 
governance to facilitate the transfer of power closer to those who are most 
affected by the exercise of power” (Agrawal & Ribbot, 1999, p. 475). Despite 
the creation of local representative institutions and the wider participation 
of society in the policymaking process, political decentralization is also 
embodied in the arrangement of the direct elections of governors, district 
heads/city mayors and local council members (Schneider, 2003; Cheema 
& Rondinelli, 2007). 

Political decentralization through direct local elections is positively 
assumed to encourage greater accountability of local government (Cheema, 
2007). A direct local election provides an instrument for local citizens 
to oversee the performance of local officials, which produces a principal-
agent relationship between the two parties (Fukuyama, 2015). The elected 
local leaders act as the agents and the community as the principal. The 
principal might sanction the agent if the agent does not accommodate 
the principal’s interests. For this relationship, an election emerges as the 
most visible mechanism for sanctioning agents by the principal (Fischer, 
2016). However, the question of how this dynamic relationship can be 
attained remains. Elections may be arranged frequently, though there is 
no guarantee that elections will result in the local government becoming 
more responsive to local needs and preferences (Fukuyama, 2015).  
Furthermore, the effectiveness of an election as a means of democratic 
accountability could also be undermined when the relationship between 
public officials and voters is developed through a patron-client rather than 
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principal-agent relationship (Fukuyama, 2015; World Bank, 2017).

Patronage is defined as “a reciprocal exchange of favors between 
two individuals of different status and power, usually involving favors given 
by the patron to the client in exchange for the client’s loyalty and political 
support” (Fukuyama, 2015, p. 8). The benefit given by the patron to the 
clients includes material goods (e.g. cash), or nonmaterial benefits, such 
as access to public services or intervention with the bureaucracy (Hicken, 
2011; Aspinall & Sukmajati, 2016). Patronage can be differentiated from 
clientelism by looking at the scale of relationship between patrons and 
clients (Fukuyama, 2015). Patronage is typically face-to-face relationships 
between patrons and clients, while clientelism involves a large scale of 
interactions, transactions, or exchanges of favors between patrons and 
clients (Hicken, 2011; Fukuyama, 2014). In a clientelist relationship, due 
to its large scale, a number of clients may have little or no direct contact 
with their patron (Hicken, 2011). The relationship between patrons and 
clients is therefore connected through a hierarchy of intermediaries or a 
pyramidal structure of brokers and networks (Scott, 1972; see also Hicken, 
2011 & Fukuyama, 2015). 

As in a principal-agent relationship in which the principals 
should ascertain that the agents will act in accordance with principals’ 
interests, patrons should also ensure that the clients will deliver their votes 
(Fukuyama, 2015). However, due to the large number of votes that need 
to be mobilized, it is difficult for the patrons to develop a direct personal 
relationship with individual clients (Fukuyama, 2015). As a political 
strategy, therefore, despite developing networks and recruiting brokers 
or intermediaries to develop face-to-face relationships with individual 
clients, political candidates may also exploit ethnic, religious, or other 
cultural identities to target specific groups of voters (Hicken, 2011; 
Fukuyama, 2015). The employment of culture to cement the patron-
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client relationship can be examined from both the candidates as well as 
voters’ perspectives. From the candidates’ side, distributing patronage 
along cultural identities or ethnic lines is beneficial because similarities of 
ethnic or cultural identity provide an effective and efficient mechanism for 
mobilizing electoral support from the voters (Hoffman & Long, 2013). 
From the voters’ side, ethnicity or culture serves as a credible indication 
that particular candidates with a similar ethnic or cultural background 
will deliver the goods or benefits to them as targeted clients (Fukuyama, 
2015).

While clientelism itself is capable of undermining the ability of 
citizens to hold elected officials accountable and discourage governments 
from providing public goods and services (Hicken, 2011; Stokes, 2011), 
the exploitation of cultural identities as a political tool is also susceptible to 
communal conflicts. In Indonesia, for example, cultural identity in terms 
of putra daerah (son of the region) has been articulated and frequently 
resonated by local political elites to demonstrate their “fitness to rule” when 
competing in local electoral contests (Li, 2007; Aspinall, 2011). Although 
its effectiveness in guaranteeing electoral success is not empirically evident, 
the exploitation of culture in local politics has nevertheless heightened 
ethnic conflicts in some regions in Indonesia (Aspinall, 2011; Mietzner 
2007, 2009).  

5.3.2 Free and Fair Elections: definitions and dimensions

Freedom refers to the right and the opportunity of a voter to participate in 
the election without coercion and restrictions (Elklit & Svensson, 1997, 
p. 35). On the other hand, fairness is defined as impartiality, meaning 
that every voter is entitled to exercise their voting rights equally with 
others (Elklit & Svensson, 1997; Bishop & Hoeffler, 2016). In their 
conceptualization, Elklit and Svennson (1997) assess the dimensions of 
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freedom and fairness at each stage of an election: before polling day, on 
polling day, and after polling day.

In contrast, Bishop and Hoeffler (2016) define freedom and 
fairness based on the sequence of an election. They describe freedom as 
“the rules of the election and the process leading up to the election” and 
fairness as “the events on the election day” (Bishop & Hoeffler, 2016; p. 
608). They therefore do not analyze the free and fair process at each stage 
of the election as Elkit and Svensson (1997) did, but they frame “free” 
as the process before the election time and “fair” as the process during 
the election time. More specifically, in measuring free and fair elections, 
Bishop and Hoeffler (2016) categorize the dimensions of freedom into the 
following: legal framework, electoral management bodies, electoral rights, 
voter register, ballot access, campaigns process and media access. In terms 
of fairness, the dimensions used to assess the fair process on the election 
days are divided into voting process, role of officials, and counting of 
votes. This system of classification is useful for examining the process 
before and on the election days. However, it has a limitation to analyze the 
process after the election day. Therefore, to examine the process after the 
election  day, this study utilizes Elkit and Svensson’s (1997) dimensions of 
a free and fair election.

5.4 Methodology 

In examining the noken system, this study combines the free and fair 
dimensions by Bishop and Hoeffler (2016) and Elkit and Svensson (1997) 
to analyze the electoral process before, during and after the election day. 
Due to data limitations, not all of the dimensions are examined. In this 
study, the dimensions that are used to analyze the pre-election phase are: 
legal framework, electoral management bodies, electoral rights, and voter 
register. Next, the dimension of voting process is used to measure the 
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fairness during the election time. Lastly, the dimension that is used to 
examine the issue after the election day is the acceptance of the election 
results by everyone involved. 

In analyzing those dimensions, the qualitative study strategy 
is operationalized through the following steps. First, a policy document 
analysis was conducted and as a source of secondary data, a wide range 
of previous studies and media reports were reviewed. Second, a fieldwork 
visit was carried out between January-March 2018 in Jakarta and Papua. 
During this fieldwork, in-depth interviews were conducted with the 
representatives from National Election Commission, National Election 
Supervisory Agency, Ministry of Home Affairs, District and Village 
Governments, and academic scholars. Further, participatory observations 
were also conducted by attending a meeting on Papua’s special autonomy 
held by the Ministry of Home Affairs and a seminar on the noken system 
held by PERLUDEM (Perkumpulan untuk Pemilu dan Demokrasi), a non-
profit organization that focuses on the election and democratization in 
Indonesia. Lastly, the results of the document reviews, in-depth interviews, 
and participatory observations were analyzed with the assistance of Atlas.ti 
software to identify the issues of the noken system in each election phase.

5.5 Analysis

5.5.1 Pre-election: the electoral governance of the noken system

5.5.1.1 Legal Framework

Three major elections take place in Indonesia every five-year, namely the 
presidential election, legislative elections, and local executive elections. 
Legislative elections are conducted to elect representatives for the national 
parliament (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat, DPR), regional representatives’ 
council (Dewan Perwakilan Daerah, DPD), provincial councils (Dewan 
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Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah Provinsi, DPRD Provinsi) and district/city 
councils (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah Kabupaten/Kota, DPRD 
Kabupaten/Kota). Furthermore, local executive elections are conducted 
to elect 34 governors, 416 district heads, and 98 city mayors. 

Presidential and legislative elections are regulated in the Law 
7/2017, whereas local leader elections are regulated in the Law 10/2016. 
However, neither of these two laws acknowledge the use of the noken 
system for elections. To date, this system is only regulated at the provincial 
level through the Decision No.01/Kpts/KPU Prov.030/2013 of the Papua 
Election Commission (Komisi Pemilihan Umum Daerah, KPUD Papua). 
This decision provides a technical guidance for the use of the noken bag to 
replace the ballot boxes and the use of the ikat mechanism as one of the 
voting methods. Nevertheless, this decision has a number of flaws which 
potentially creates a vagueness at the implementation stage. For instance, 
the decision does not provide details on which regions in Papua are allowed 
to use the noken system; specifically, the administrative level on which this 
system is implemented, whether that be at districts, sub-districts, villages, 
or only a few of polling stations. The decision also does not define how 
the noken system is practiced, whether the use of the noken bag to replace 
the ballot boxes can be used simultaneously with the ikat mechanism, or 
whether a region can only practice one of those methods. Furthermore, 
the decision also does not regulate how the deliberation or acclamation 
process within communities prior to the elections is conducted and how 
to administer the results when the collective decision has been reached. 
Consequently, due to its lack of details, the noken system is perceived 
differently and is thus practiced in a number of different ways.

Notwithstanding the lack of technical guidance for implementing 
the noken system, neither the national parliament nor the national election 
commission (Komisi Pemilihan Umum, KPU) have made any attempts to 
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regulate this system (Nolan, 2016). In explaining why this system has 
never been regulated in the national election laws, one commissioner of 
KPU argued: 

 “The constitutional court decisions over the noken system are 
the decisions to adjudicate certain election disputes and not a 
judicial review. Therefore, these decisions do not change the 
election principles that are recognized in the constitution and 
the national election system that are regulated in the election 
laws.” 

Based on article 22E paragraph 1 of the Constitution of the Republic 
of Indonesia, elections in Indonesia adhere to the principles of direct, 
general, free, confidential, honest, and fair (langsung, umum, bebas, rahasia, 
jujur dan adil).38 In the noken system, however, some of these principles 
(i.e., direct, free, and confidential) are violated. Therefore, if the KPU 
incorporates this system into the national election system, the election 
principles that are recognized in the constitution would be violated.39 

The constitutional court also underlied their argument in 
justifying the noken system on the article 18b paragraph 2 of Indonesian 
constitutions which states:

 “The State recognizes and respects traditional communities along 
with their traditional customary rights as long as these remain in 
existence and are in accordance with the societal development 
and the principles of the Unitary State of the Republic of 
Indonesia, and shall be regulated by law”.40 

38 The Constitution of the Republic of Indonesia 1945.
39  Interview, KPU commissioner, Jakarta, 19 February 2018.
40 The Constitution of the Republic of Indonesia 1945.
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The concept of adat (custom, tradition) is a historical legacy from 
the Dutch colonial period that is closely related with indigeneity (Moniaga, 
2007; von Benda-Beckmann, 2019). It comes along together with the 
concept of hukum adat (customary law, adatrecht), hak adat (customary 
rights) and masyarakat adat (traditional community, indigenous people) 
(Henley & Davidson, 2007). In present-day, adat is formally recognized 
and incorporated into the legal system, particularly in the land, forest, 
environmental, and village laws. In these laws, however, adat is only 
generally defined without specific codification through details on; for 
instance, how to define and identify which processes need to be taken 
into consideration when identifying an adat community, the types of 
customary rights in each traditional community that are legally recognized, 
how to align the governance of adat communities with the national legal 
system, and the effects of this legal recognition (Bedner & Arizona, 2019). 
Furthermore, there are some conflicting implications of adat. On the one 
hand, adat has become a vehicle of empowerment (Henley & Davidson, 
2007). It has been used to challenge corporate and state power, such as 
in defending land rights or control over natural resources (van der Muur 
et.al, 2019). On the other hand, adat has also been commodified by local 
elites as a tool of ethno-politics to serve their narrow interest (Aspinall & 
Fealy, 2000; Bourchier, 2003). Moreover, as a unitary nation with high 
cultural diversity, the enhancement of local customs and identities poses 
a risk of disintegration. It is particularly evident in the early period of 
reform after the abdication of President Suharto. Adat has served as an 
underlying rationale for ethnic exclusion and a justification for communal 
violence, which has led to ethnic cleansing in Borneo and Sulawesi (van 
Klinken, 2007; Henley & Davidson, 2007). To date, the dilemma on 
how to institutionalize culture into a concrete body of rules in the state 
legal system still remains unanswered. In the contemporary government 
practice, consequently, adat is variably interpreted in a number of policies, 
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which has often generated ambiguousness at the implementation stage 
(Bedner & Arizona, 2019).

In the noken system, the loose definition of adat is also prone to 
be manipulated. For instance, the lack of details in indicating the tribal 
leader who will act as the community representative during the election 
elicits the opportunity for everyone to claim to be the tribal leader.41 
Another instance on the vagueness of adat is in defining the territory 
of a customary region where a tribal leader will represent on behalf of 
his community. Since the areas and boundaries of customary regions 
(e.g. clan and sub-clan) are undefined, it is difficult to synchronize the 
customary regions with the state’s administrative regions (e.g. districts, 
sub-districts, villages). In the ikat mechanism, this incompatibility creates 
an obscurity regardless of whether a tribal leader represents electorates 
in an administrative region or electorates in a customary region (Nolan, 
2016). 

5.5.1.2 Electoral Management Bodies

The electoral management bodies in Indonesia are divided into three 
hierarchical structures: national (KPU), provincial (KPUD Provinsi), and 
district/city (KPUD Kabupaten/Kota). Besides, to supervise the election 
process, the elections supervisory committee (Badan Pengawas Pemilu, 
BAWASLU) is also established in each territorial level. In Papua, two major 

problems of electoral management are the independency and the capacity 
of election officials. As explained by one commisioner of the KPU:

   “Despite the arrangement of the noken system, the crucial election 
problem in Papua is neutrality and the low competency of 

41“Noken dan Ikat, Praktik Adat dan Kerawanan Pemilu” [Noken and ikat, customary practice and 
election vulnerability], Kompas.com, 11 February 2014, retrieved from: https://nasional.kompas.com/
read/2014/02/11/0836299/Noken.dan.Ikat.Praktik.Adat.dan.Kerawanan.Pemilu.?page=all 
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election officials in understanding the election mechanims. In 
some cases, election officials sided with one of the candidates 
by, for instance, manipulating the voters’ data or intervening the 
vote counting and the tabulation process”.42 

These electoral management problems together with the 
unregulated noken system have worsened the quality of electoral governance 
in Papua by creating an opportunity for electoral fraud. As presented in 
Figure 1, one of the practices of the noken system is the “unpunched 
ballots” method, whereby voters or tribal leaders only place the ballot in 
the noken bag without punching it and the polling officials punch the 
ballots when the voting time is over. However, in many highland regions 
where voting administration is poor and monitoring and supervision are 
mostly absent, polling officials act as brokers by punching the ballots for 
a certain candidate, instead of punching the ballots with regard to voter 
preferences or the community’s vote. (IPAC, 2014, Nolan, 2016).  In 
2017, out of the eleven districts in Papua region that held an election 
for local executive leaders, nine filed cases to the constitutional court 
disputing the election results. It became the highest number of dispute 
cases among other regions that also held an election for local executive 
leaders at the same time. One of the main factors of this dispute was the 
allegation of vote inflation.43

5.5.1.3 Ikat mechanism: the big man, proxy voting and electoral rights

Establishing a legal framework which ensures the electorates’ rights to 
vote does not guarantee the voters can exercise their rights at the election. 

42 KPU commissioner, Pemilihan Gubernur Papua 2018: Problematika dan Tantangan [Papua’s Governor 
    election 2018: problems and challenges], presented at a seminar on the noken system, Jakarta, 31 March 
    2018.

43 “Pertarungan calon abdi daerah di MK” [the battle of local servant candidates at the Consititutional Court, 
Majalah Konstitusi, No.122, April2017, p. 12, retrieved from: https://mkri.id/public/content/infoumum/
majalahkonstitusi/pdf/Majalah_125_1.Edisi20April20201720.pdf 
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The voters, de facto, should get an “equal and effective access to polling 
stations” and they “have been informed effectively about how and where 
to vote” (Bishop & Hoeffler, 2016; p. 611). Indonesia’s Law 7/2017 on the 
general elections guarantees the electoral rights for each voter. Voters have 
the freedom to vote for their favorite candidate directly without coercions 
from any party, without being represented, and secretly which means that 
only the voters know their voting preference. 44 By contrast, these electoral 
rights are unlikely to materialize in the noken system. 

In the ikat mechanism, the electoral democratic rights of “one 
man, one vote, one value” is violated because first, in this mechanism 
a tribal leader could vote on behalf of his community members, or in 
other words, proxy or bloc voting. Second, the ikat mechanism is based 
on a general consensus (kesepakatan warga) where entire communities 
decide in favor of one particular candidate (IPAC, 2014). The existence 
of this traditional political system has oftentimes been accommodated 
as an underlying argument to justify this proxy voting practice. For 
instance, during a hearing at the Constitutional Court on the dispute over 
the results of the Papua governor’s election in 2013, the chair of Majelis 
Rakyat Papua (Papuan’s People Council) delivered a testimony between 
the bloc-voting mechanism and the traditional political system of the 
Big Man. He explained that despite thorough consultation with the clan 
members, decision on matter of shared interests might possibly be made 
individually by a tribal leader (Nolan, 2016, p. 403-404). This argument 
on the Big Man political system can be explained theoretically. In an 
anthropological study of the traditional political system in Papua, Johszua 
Robert Mansoben (1994, p. 34) identified two main characters of the Big 
Man’s political system. First, power is carried out by only one tribal leader 
who is able to exercise his power individually and autonomously. Second, 

44 Voters are citizens who are at least 17 years old or less than 17 years old but married or have been married  
    (Law 7/2017).
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the source of power of a tribal leader is not obtained through heredity. 
Power is gained through the ability of an individual to distribute material 
resources, to lead a war, to deliver a speech and/or to conduct a diplomacy.

The first character of the Big Man political system might support 
the argument over the authority of a tribal leader to make a decision 
autonomously on behalf of his community. However, as previously noted, 
since adat has never been completely codified in the formal legal system, 
it does not provide any details and begs the questions, for instance, to 
what types of traditional rights are a particular traditional community in 
Papua entitled? And more specifically, how can tribal leaders who have the 
right to vote on behalf of their community be defined and administered? 
Furthermore, from the standpoint of modern liberal democracy, the 
proxy voting practice poses a serious obstacle because it deprives the rights 
and opportunities of each eligible voter in the community to participate 
and vote directly. This contradiction indicates how integrating modern 
institutions into a traditional political system is problematic and can lead 
to chaos when it is not bridged by the formal legal system (Fukuyama, 
2014). Due to the legal vacuum of the noken system, there is thus no clear 
technical guidance on how the consensus should be reached among the 
clan members, or how clan members who have a different preference over 
the candidate can use votes directly at the polling station without being 
represented. It is also equally important that the consensus is formally 
administered to prevent potential fraud, that is, when tribal leaders abuse 
their own authority by voting for another candidate instead of executing 
the result of the community’s agreement. Lastly, it is critical to record the 
number of votes cast by a community when a consensus is reached.

Despite cultural obstacles, the issue of electoral rights also 
emerged due to geographical challenges and the low literacy rate. In the 
central highland districts, difficult terrains compounded by the limited 
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transportation infrastructures restrict voters’ access to the polling stations, 
and as a consequence, contribute to the emergence implementation of the 
ikat mechanism.45 The other factor is the low literacy rate. In the districts 
of Tolikara and Intan Jaya, for instance, the literacy rates in 2013 were 
only 33.56 percent and 28.08 percent, respectively.46 This low literacy rate 
has caused voters’ lack of awareness in understanding how the election 
mechanism works democratically and how to use and defend their 
electoral rights in the election process.47 

5.5.1.4 The fluctuation of registered voters’ number

One of the major election obstacles in Indonesia is the inaccuracy and 
invalidity on the numbers of voters. Unregistered voters, multiple voters’ 
data, or unrecorded voters’ migration data are some instances of voter 
registration problems. In Papua, the accuracy of registered voters’ data is 
even more dubious because of the extreme fluctuation in the number of 
registered voters. In the district of Tolikara, for example, by comparing the 
final voters list (Daftar Pemilih Tetap, DPT) between the 2014 presidential 
election and the 2017 local executive election, during June 2014 and 
December 2016, the number of voters fluctuated significantly. In the sub-
district of Yuneri, the number of voters increased more than 200% from 
2203 voters in June 2014 to 6638 voters in December 2016. In contrast, 
in the sub-district of Timori the number of voters decreased significantly 
from 6079 in 2014 to 3407 in 2016.48 

45   Indonesian Human Right commissioner, presented at a seminar on the noken system, Jakarta, 31 March 
2018.

46  Badan Pusat Statitistik Provinsi Papua [Papua Province Statistic Agency], Angka melek huruf menurut
Kabupaten/Kota di Provinsi Papua 1996-2013 [Literacy rate per district/city in the Papua province 1996-
2013], retrieved from: https://papua.bps.go.id/dynamictable/2018/05/14/120/-metode-lama-angka-
melek-huruf-menurut-kabupaten-kota-di-provinsi-papua-1996-2013.html 

47  Perludem representative, presented at a seminar on the noken system, Jakarta, 31 March 2018.
48 KPU, Daftar Pemilih Tetap Pemilihan Presiden 2017 [Final voter list of Presidential Election 2017], 

retrieved from: https://data.kpu.go.id/ss8.php; KPUD Tolikara, Decision No. 33/Kpts/KPU-Kab.Tlk/XII/
Tahun 2016 on Penetapan Daftar Pemilih Tetap (DPT) Kabupaten Tolikara pada Pemilihan Bupati dan 
Wakil Bupati Tolikara Tahun 2017 [Final voter list of Tolikara District Head Election 2017].
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Law 7/2017 on General Elections specifies five factors that 
determine an increase or decrease in the number of voters: mortality, 
immigration, emigration, marriage, and the addition of the young voters. 
The number of voters is, therefore, possibly affected not only by mortality 
or migration but also due to the marriage rate or the addition of 17-year-
old voters. Nevertheless, the 200% increase in the number voters in the 
sub-district of Yuneri, or by contrast, the decrease by 2672 voters in the 
sub-district of Timori is questionable. The data from the Central Bureau 
of Statistics show that the population growth rate of Tolikara was only 
2.98 percent between 2014-2015 and 1.87 between 2015-2016.49 There 
is, therefore, doubt concerning how the number of voters could have 
increased or decreased significantly in the last three years.

Correspondingly, this inaccuracy in the number of registered 
voters indirectly affects the noken system in two interrelated ways. First, 
the accuracy of voter’s number in a tribal community is highly crucial in 
the ikat mechanism. Since the consensus result is not administratively 
recorded, the dissimilarity between the official voter’s data, the real number 
of voters in a community, and the number of votes reported by the tribal 
leaders at the polling station raises the potential for disputes. Second, 
despite inaccuracy, synchronization between the official voter’s data and 
the real number of voters in a tribal community is also problematic. This 
is because the official voters’ data is not recorded based on the tribal areas 
but rather it is based on the division of administrative territorial unit (e.g. 
villages or sub-districts).

49 Badan Pusat Statitistik Kabupaten Tolikara [Tolikara District Statistic Agency], Kabupaten Tolikara dalam 
Angka 2016 [Tolikara District in Numbers 2016]; Kabupaten Tolikara Dalam Angka 2017 [Tolikara 
District in Numbers 2017].
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5.5.2 On election day: voting process and liberal democratic principles. 

As previously indicated, the noken system is incompatible with the “direct 
and free” principle of democratic elections because in the ikat mechanism, 
voters cannot exercise their rights to vote directly since they are represented 
by the tribal leaders. The Indonesian Human Rights Commission argue 
that this practice not only contravenes the principles of democracy but 
also violates human rights by disenfranchising the eligible voters.50 

Another democratic principle that is contravened by the noken 
system is confidentiality. In common practice, voters arrive at the polling 
station, collect the ballot paper, go to the polling booth to punch the 
ballot paper, and then place the ballot paper into the ballot box. In the 
noken system, however, secrecy is violated. Since the ballot box is replaced 
by a noken bag for each candidate, the voter’s preference for a candidate 
can be seen publicly as the voter must place the ballot paper in a noken bag 
assigned to one particular candidate. It has been argued that the reason 
behind using the noken bag as a substitute for the ballot box concerns 
geographical factors more so than cultural factors. The mountainous 
terrain combined with the poor transportation infrastructure have 
limited the distribution of election logistics to remote areas in central 
highland districts. Consequently, this geographical challenge has not only 
hampered the electoral logistic distribution but also contributed to the 
poor election monitoring and supervision both at the polling stations and 
in the tabulating process at the sub-district level on the election day.51

50   “Komnas HAM minta KPU dan Bawaslu tolak sistem pemilu noken” [Human Rights Commission asked 
KPU and Bawaslu to reject the noken system], Kompas.com, 3 February 2014, retrieved from :
https://nasional.kompas.com/read/2014/02/03/2304566/Komnas.HAM.Minta.KPU.dan.Bawaslu.
Tolak.Sistem.Pemilu.Noken. 

51  Indonesian Human Right commissioner, presented at a seminar on the noken system, Jakarta, 31 March  
2018.
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5.5.3 Post-election: the noken system and electoral conflicts

During 2017 and 2019, districts in Papua had the highest vulnerability 
index among a number of districts in Indonesia that conducted direct local 
elections.52 In 2017, four districts in Papua, Tolikara, Intan Jaya, Nduga 
and Lanny Jaya sequentially became regions with the highest vulnerability 
index among 94 districts that held district head or city major elections.53 
In 2018, Papua was the province with the highest vulnerability index 
among 17 provinces in Indonesia that conducted governor elections. 
At the district level, four districts in Papua: Paniai, Puncak, Jayawijaya, 
and Mimika had the highest vulnerability index among 54 districts that 
arranged district head elections. In the 2019 presidential and legislative 
elections, the vulnerability indexes of Papua and West Papua provinces 
were the highest out of 34 provinces in Indonesia. One of the major factors 
that contributed to the high vulnerability index in these regions was the 
emergence of violent conflicts during the election time (Bawaslu, 2020). 
In Puncak Jaya, for instance, clashes over supporters led to casualties.54 
Another instance is in Intan Jaya where riots that emerged during the 
local election committee plenary meeting also resulted in the death of a 
resident.55 

However, the causality between electoral conflicts and the 
noken system should be analyzed conscientiously. In its decision, the 
Constitutional Court relied their argument for over the use of the noken 

52 The annual publication of the election’s vulnerability index is compiled by Indonesia’s election supervisory 
body (Badan Pengawas Pemilu, Bawaslu). This index measures the vulnerability of presidential, legislative,
and regional head elections for all districts, cities, and provinces in Indonesia. The measurement is based
on four main dimensions: social politics, free and fair implementation, contestation and participation. The 
results are categorized into three sequential levels: low, moderate, and high (Bawaslu, 2020).

53  Elections vulnerability index 2017 (Bawaslu, 2016).
54  Ricuh PSU di Puncak Jaya, 3 polisi kena panah [Chaos during the reelection day in Puncak Jaya, 3 

police officers were hit by arrows], Detik.com, 15 June 2017, retrieved from: https://news.detik.com/
berita/d-3532144/ricuh-psu-di-puncak-jaya-3-polisi-kena-panah 

55 Rusuh saat pleno KPU Intan Jaya Papua, Seorang warga tewas [Chaos during a plenary meeting in KPU 
Intan Jaya Papua, a resident died], Kompas.com, 24 February 2017, retrieved from: https://regional.
kompas.com/read/2017/02/24/17494831/rusuh.saat.pleno.kpu.intan.jaya.papua.seorang.warga.tewas 
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system on the principle that it could prevent violent conflict. By allowing 
tribal leaders to vote on behalf of the community, disagreements between 
members of the community that could lead to violent conflicts can be 
prevented (IPAC, 2014). Conflict in this case can thus be perceived as the 
violent conflicts between members of the same in a similar tribal group. 
In most cases, however, electoral conflicts in Papua emerged not between 
community members in a particular tribal group, but between supporters 
of different candidates who refused to accept the election result.56 By 
looking at two of the three election phases, it can be seen that conflicts 
do not arise during the pre-election period when the clan members try 
to reach a consensusor on the election day when either the noken bag is 
used at the polling stations or when the the tribal leaders vote on behalf of 
the community. Conflicts mostly emerge during the post-election stage, 
a period in which the noken system is not in use (al-Rahab in Pasaribu, 
2017). Therefore, since electoral conflict is not necessarily caused by the 
voting methods, the argument for the use of the noken system to prevent 
conflicts should be critically reviewed.

5.6 Discussion and conclusion

The findings presented above suggest that the arguments over the existence 
and the acknowledgement of the noken system which relied on the culture 
preservation and the conflict prevention are not necessarily substantial. 
A major result of this study demonstrates that the noken system is caused 
and reinforced by the interrelated geographical and governance factors. 
Difficult terrains combined with the lack of transportation infrastructure 
have hindered the distribution of election logistics, the voters’ access to 
the polling station, and the monitoring and supervision of the elections. 
Another geographical factor that has created the vagueness of the noken 

56 Indonesian Human Right commissioner, presented at a seminar on the noken system, Jakarta, 31 March
2018.
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system is the misalignment of spatial boundaries between administrative 
territorial divisions and unmapped customary regions. The findings of 
this study also indicate that governance malfunctions, such as the absence 
of policy as a comprehensive technical guidance, the inaccuracy of voters’ 
registration, and the contradiction between electoral principles and cultural 
preservation in the constitution, have become a source of uncertainty 
in the practice of the noken system. The cost of this uncertainty can be 
high as it might be subject to manipulation, fraud, vote buying, and 
particularly communal conflict. Therefore, the arguments that directly 
associate the noken system (the use of noken bag and the ikat mechanism) 
with the occurrence of repeated electoral violent conflict in Papua is not 
well grounded since the major driver of violent conflict is less the form of 
the voting mechanism than the failure of governance.

Finally, to address the geographical and governance challenges 
of the noken system, several recommendations are proposed to policy 
makers. Firstly, difficult terrain and limited transportation infrastructure 
have been recognized as major developmental challenges in Papua and 
West Papua. Thus, the establishment of periodic elections in general and 
direct local elections in particular are insufficient without the support of 
improved physical infrastructure in these two provinces. Although it may 
seem to be merely procedural, this technical issue plays a critical role in 
facilitating eligible voters in remote and isolated districts to exercise their 
voting rights, as well as election monitoring and supervision. Secondly, 
since political participation is interconnected with and complemented 
by socio-economic development (Sen, 1999), the gradual transition from 
a customary and pluralistic to a unified and modern election system 
should be coupled with the development of public services, particularly 
education. Lastly, in transforming the noken system to the national 
electoral system, stakeholders should construct a grand design to address 
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a variety of issues. It can be made, for example, by mapping in which 
district, sub-district, village or polling stations that are allowed to use 
the noken system, by projecting how long the transition process until all 
regions use the national electoral system, and by designing policies which 
comprehensively regulate the arrangement of the noken system in each 
election phase (before, during, and after the polling day). Additionally, 
these issues should be conscientiously addressed through empirical studies 
to collect evidence on the use of the noken system in Papua.
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