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P R E F A C E

Leila Chudori’s novel, Pulang (2012), or Home, begins with a scene set in Ja-
karta in 1968.1 Hananto has been in hiding, trying to elude the army’s relent-
less pursuit of Communists and leftists after an alleged coup attempt in late 
1965.2 A former journalist, Hananto has spent several months working in a 
photo studio whose owner kindly took him in. Concealed in the darkroom, 
he prints the identity photographs that people need for official documents 
proving they are “clean” of dangerous political affiliations. When four men 
enter the studio and ask for him by name, the journalist, alone in the dark-
ness, knows he has nowhere left to run. Hananto is led away and ultimately 
executed.

Indonesia’s authoritarian New Order regime (1966 – 98) began with a purge 
of Communists and those alleged to be associated with them that left an es-
timated five hundred thousand to one million people dead and hundreds of 
thousands more imprisoned. The opening of the novel stages the terror of the 
regime’s early years, which stifled Indonesia’s once vibrant and contentious 
arena of public debate and initiated a panoptic dystopia in which the state’s 
gaze penetrated into the most intimate arenas of daily life. As readers of this 
opening scene, we feel the claustrophobic enclosure of a regime of surveil-
lance in which only the state’s image of its citizens, epitomized in the identity 
photograph, can come into view.3 

But in the remainder of the novel, a different visual technology emerges 
as a counter to the New Order’s metaphorical darkroom. Lintang, the novel’s 
young protagonist, is the child of a friend and former colleague of Hananto 
who was forced into exile by the coup. Born and raised in Paris, and now a 
college student, Lintang decides to go “home” to Indonesia to make a docu-
mentary film about the anticommunist purges that so profoundly changed 
her father’s life and shaped her own. 

It is spring 1998, and Indonesia is on the cusp of another political tran
sition. Students are already demonstrating in the streets when Lintang ar-
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rives in Jakarta to record accounts of the purges that killed her father’s best 
friend. Her task is to document a history “erased from the pages of text-
books,” a history that “has never been written.”4 Via documentary film, she 
will uncover this “buried” history and open up a “place and a space for those 
whose voices have all this time been silenced.”5 Lintang sets to work inter-
viewing former prisoners, but her growing romantic relationship with Han-
anto’s son, a passionate activist, draws her into the contemporary drama of 
the pro-democracy “Reformasi” movement. Lintang is there when the mili-
tary opens fire on protesting students in a climactic moment that will lead 
precipitously to the end of the New Order regime.6 Despite the risks, Lintang 
instinctively raises her video camera to record the scene. It is a moment — of 
opening, of possibility, and of danger — that demands images.

Chudori’s novel tracks a shift mirrored in my own research trajectory. 
I had planned, in my dissertation, to study how family memories embed-
ded in personal photography collections offered historical narratives, identi-
ties, and dispositions toward the past that were suppressed under, or simply 
oblique to, those officially promoted by the authoritarian New Order regime. 
But on the very day in May 1998 that I found out I had received funding to 
support my research, Jakarta erupted in violent protests that quickly led to 
President Suharto’s resignation. During my dissertation fieldwork (Novem-
ber 1998 to July 2000), in the immediate aftermath of the New Order regime, 
I was intensely aware of the explosion not only of amateur documentary film 
production but also of other media through which images were circulating 
along new, more decentralized circuits, helping to shape an emerging post-
authoritarian public sphere. I was so struck by the confluence of a moment of 
political opening with a diversifying media landscape that when I returned 
from the field, the first piece I sat down to write was not part of my disserta-
tion but the germ of what would become chapter 1 of this book.7 While Re-
fracted Visions: Popular Photography and National Modernity in Java (2010), 
the book that grew out of my dissertation, examined a late colonial and post-
colonial history of the making of Indonesian subjects via intimate, popular 
photographic practices, Demanding Images moves to a more public arena to 
think about images as events central to the formation of contested political 
imaginaries in an exciting but anxious time of transition. 

Chudori’s novel effectively captures the zeitgeist of the Reformasi mo-
ment, which would continue to color Indonesia’s experiment with democ-
racy over the next decade and a half. That Chudori’s heroine is a budding 
filmmaker, and that the thematic of documentary in the novel links the re- 
covery of historical memory to aspirations for democracy, is no coincidence.8 
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The medium of documentary film — with its promise of authentic truths 
grounded in indexical recording, its accessible mode of production, and its 
ability to circulate beyond state control — became emblematic of Reformasi 
ideals of transparency, authenticity, the free circulation of information, and 
popular participation.9 In Pulang, Chudori renders a shift in technologies 
of image making iconic of the transition from authoritarian rule to a new, 
more open public sphere. Her novel articulates the ways that images and the 
media technologies by which they are produced and circulated would be-
come invested with pragmatic efficacy and symbolic weight in the contested 
envisioning of a new era of Indonesian democracy. It is this process that De-
manding Images explores.
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PLATE  1 .  Typifying the layered and dialogic aesthetic of street art, this wall features 
street art by multiple artists, including Digie Sigit, Love Hate Love, and Mosters Logos 
(see chapter 5). Yogyakarta, 2013. Photo by the author.

PLATE  2 .  Becak (pedicab) driver reading a newspaper while waiting for clients, with 
faded money sticker featuring Megawati Sukarnoputri (see chapter 1). Another 
version of the sticker appears below, plate 8. Yogyakarta 1999. Photo by the author.

PLATE  3 .  “My era was better, wasn’t it? Hah!” street art mural by Here Here. This 
riposte to the popular Suharto image (see plates 11 and 25) was part of a collaborative 
anticorruption mural (see introduction and chapter 5). Yogyakarta, 2013. Photo by  
the author.

PLATE  4 .  “Scribbles” on the surface of an urban residence (see chapter 5), Yogyakarta, 
2013. Photo by the author. 

PLATE  5 . Widely circulated stills from a sex scandal involving a member of Parliament 
and a singer, 2006 (see chapter 3). From https://windede.com/2006/12/04/kesialan 
-sempurna-yahya-maria/.

PLATE  6 .  Still from a television news report, “Controversy: Nude Photos of Anjas-
Isabel,” showing inset detail from Pinkswing Park (see chapter 4). The report aired on 
the sctv crime and entertainment show Kritis: Kriminal & Selebritis (Critic: Criminal 
and Celebrity). From http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r3v5VI4ti1g (posted February 
10, 2006; accessed September 30, 2013).

PLATE  7 .  Tweeted crowd-selfie, from the Two Fingers Salute Concert, Jakarta, July 4, 
2014. The text reads in part: “Last night I truly got goose bumps and nearly cried, 
seeing the people who all showed up voluntarily” (see conclusion). 

PLATE  8 .  Widely circulated money sticker featuring Megawati Sukarnoputri, 1999. 
Her father, Sukarno, first president of Indonesia and nationalist icon, appears as the 
watermark authenticating the bill (see chapter 1). Collection of the author. 

PLATE  9 .  Mural by Alit Ambara, Samuel Indratma, Ong Harry Wahyu, and Butet 
Kertaradjasa with the multiplied face of slain human-rights leader Munir Said Thalib. 
Munir was assassinated in 2004. The mural’s imagery recalls the poem “Flowers and 
Wall” by poet-activist Wiji Thukul, who was disappeared by the New Order regime in 
1998: “If we were flowers / you are the wall / but in the body of the wall we have spread 
seeds” (see introduction and chapter 5). Yogyakarta, 2013. Photo by the author. 

PLATE  10 .  “Refuse to Forget” Munir posters by Antitank (see introduction and  
chapter 5), Yogyakarta, 2013. Photo by the author. 

PLATE  11 .  Books about politics and corruption for sale in a bookstore reflect the 
flourishing of publishing after 1998 and the centrality of corruption as a theme of 
public discourse (see introduction and chapter 3). Note the “How’s it going?” Suharto 
image on the cover of one of the books. Yogyakarta, 2013. Photo by the author.

PLATE  12 .  “Return Them!” poster, demanding the return of missing Reformasi activists 
(see chapter 2), Yogyakarta, 1998. Photo by the author. 
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PLATE  13 .  Comparison of photographs indicating that the model Sophia Latjuba 
was not actually nude in a controversial photograph taken by Hani Moniaga and 
published on the cover of the magazine Popular (see chapters 3 and 4). From “Beda, 
Foto Sensual dan Porno, analisis RM Roy Suryo,” Kedaulatan Rakyat, July 18, 1999. 

PLATE  14 .  “Is There Any Love Left in Indonesia?” Street art by Abimanyu. Framed by a 
tangle of graffiti, a mural shows a fearful young girl crouching between the silhouettes 
of security forces on one side and criminal gangs on the other. Not long after this 
photo was taken, graffiti encroached on the image itself (see chapter 5). Yogyakarta, 
2013. Photo by the author. 

PLATE  15 .  Arrested for causing a traffic jam during a protest action, students turn their 
appearance in court into a visual protest against Suharto’s ongoing impunity. This 
image of students masked as a smiling Suharto appeared as an illustration for several 
news stories (see chapter 1). From “Luhut MP Pangaribuan  
Soal Topeng di Persidangan: Wibawa Peradilan Telah Runtuh,” Kompas, June 25, 1999. 

PLATE  16 .  A severed foot floats amid partially obscured graffiti tags, one example of 
the impossibility of parsing “scribbles” (corat-coretan) from “art” (see chapter 5). 
Yogyakarta, 2013. Photo by the author. 

PLATE  17 .  An image allegedly of the actress Sukma Ayu, to which a censoring mark 
has been added. It was part of a series of intimate sexual images, said to originate 
from a cell phone, that circulated widely in 2004. The images’ authenticity and public 
circulation became a matter of public debate and scandal (see chapter 3). From www.
sukma-bjah.cjb.net (accessed August 24, 2004). 

PLATE  18 .  A Muslim women’s group demonstrating against pornography at the Hotel 
Indonesia roundabout in Jakarta (see chapter 4). Such protests, images of which were 
widely reproduced on television and in newspapers, were frequent in the years leading 
up to the passage of the 2008 Pornography Law. From “Aksi Damai Menentang 
Pornografi,” Kompas, August 12, 2005. Photo by Kompas/Agus Susanto. 

PLATE  19 .  Tweet by photographer Arbain Rambey showing Jay Subyakto 
photographing presidential candidate Jokowi’s campaign concert and the resulting 
photograph, July 5, 2014. The caption reads: “This is Jay Subyakto’s position at the 
moment he took the photograph” (see conclusion). 

PLATE  20 .  Newspapers for sale, Yogyakarta, 2013 (see introduction). Photo by the 
author. 

PLATE  21 .  Still from a television news report on the Pinkswing Park “pornography” 
case, showing images of Anjasmara and Isabel Yahya that have been pixelated to 
censor their apparent nudity (see chapter 4). From “Anjasmara dan Abel Diperiksa 
Polisi,” http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OiwonjQBHAI (posted February 5, 2006; 
accessed September 30, 2013).

PLATE  22 .  Jokowi and his crowd, Two Finger Salute Concert, Jakarta, July 4, 2014 (see 
conclusion). Photo by Jay Subyakto, reproduced with permission. 
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PLATE  23 .  A playful elephant emerges from a palimpsest of urban inscriptions, 
Yogyakarta, 2013 (see chapter 5). Photo by the author.

PLATE  24 .  A street banner proclaims, “Eradicate Preman [Thugs/Criminal Gangs], 
including those who wear the mask of religion, down to their roots.  — Yogyakartans 
against Violence and against Premanism” (see chapter 5). Yogykarta 2013. Photo by 
the author.

PLATE  25 .  T-shirts for sale on the street. One features an iconic image of Indonesia’s 
nationalist hero, Sukarno, who was president from 1945 until 1966. The other shows 
General Suharto, who removed Sukarno from office and ruled as president from 1966 
to 1998. The image of the waving Suharto reads, “How’s it going? My era was better, 
wasn’t it?” (see introduction). Yogyakarta, 2013. Photo by the author. 

PLATE  26 .  During his presidential campaign in 2014, Jokowi was often alleged 
to be a puppet of more established and powerful figures, particularly Megawati 
Sukarnoputri, leader of the Democratic Indonesia Party for Struggle and daughter of 
former president Sukarno. This ludic meme visually literalizes the idea of Jokowi as 
Megawati’s puppet (see conclusion); compare Sukarno as the power behind Megawati 
in the equally ludic, but less cynical, Megawati money sticker (plate 8 and chapter 1).
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This mural presents multiple images of the face of slain human rights activist  
Munir Said Thalib within a composition that suggests organic growth and 
proliferation (see also figure I.15 and plate 9). Mural by Alit Ambara,  
Samuel Indratma, Ong Harry Wahyu, and Butet Kertaradjasa. Yogyakarta, 2013.  
Photo by the author.


