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In 1912 the first of several Dutch camera operators began lugging heavy motion 
picture equipment and crisscrossing the Indonesian archipelago to film scenes from 
everyday life. These were amply funded, well planned projects with clear intent: to 
establish a visual record that demonstrated a compelling need for the continuation of 
Dutch colonial rule. These ethnographic exercises eventually culminated in an 
astonishing archive of millions of feet of high-quality 35mm film. 

Almost a hundred years later, a local policeman filmed a dying, 
disemboweled, Papuan activist repeating his separatist aspirations with his last breaths 
while Indonesian soldiers taunted him. The low quality, shaky footage that was leaked 
to the press was subsequently viewed by several million people and has served as 
primary evidence to an ongoing national debate about army brutality and the state’s 
firm geo-political position. The history of the Indonesian political documentary is 
bracketed within these two filmic moments. 

There is little in common with these image-making processes - one was made 
by a trained professional with the backing of a clear political entity (the Dutch 
government) and intended for future dissemination, while the other was captured 
inadvertently on a cellphone by a nonprofessional without obvious plans to distribute 
it. Yet they are both significant in our understanding and archiving of Indonesian 
society; both processes produced rare, invaluable insights and were landmark 
practices for their time. Citing other contemporary examples, such as the Ahmadi 
brutality caught on tape in 2010, this paper will trace the evolution of this process, 
and will posit that the correlation between the degree of agency of the filmmaker and 
the impact of the film’s outcome has greatly diminished and possibly reversed over 
time - especially in this era of easily transmittable social media. I conclude that with 
pixels proliferating at the touch of a button, the adage that the personal is political has 
never been truer.


