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Karang Ploso, Bantul, Jogjakarta

FILMING URBAN / RURAL TRANSITION

Karang Ploso is being transformed from 
a rural village into an urban outskirt. The 
villagers use video cameras to interview 
each other and record their daily lives. By 
discussing the films they make together 
with the whole village, the younger 
generation and their elders are learning 
to understand each other.

Karang Ploso is located some fifty kilometers from the city of Jogjakarta. In the 
past it was a rural village, with almost the entire population engaged in agriculture, 
particularly rice farming and market gardening. Over the past couple of decades, 
however, new and improved roads and transport facilities have brought the village 
much closer to the city. The younger generation has far greater opportunities 
than their parents did to attend high school and even receive tertiary education. 
Television and internet access are also exposing people to life in the cities and 
beyond in a way that would not have been possible twenty years ago. 

Increasingly, the young people of the village are reluctant to work in the rice 
fields and plantations. Instead, they look to the factories and shops of Jogja 
and further afield, to Jakarta and Batam, for work. While social and economic 
changes have made them more ambitious, young people often find that with 
unexceptional qualifications, the high rate of unemployment, and the intense 
competition for jobs, opportunities are limited. Young women and men often 
wait for years before finding a job. Boredom and frustration are rife. There has 
been a great deal of resentment and misunderstanding between young people 
and their parents’ generation. The older generation often feels that the younger 
generation is spoiled and lazy. The young people feel that their contributions and 
aspirations are not recognized. 
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In the earthquake on 27 May 2006, Karang Ploso was devastated. Almost every 
single building was destroyed and twelve people died. In the aftermath, the youth 
group Taruna Reka played a major role in the reconstruction efforts, guarding 
and distributing food and emergency supplies, treating the sick and the wounded, 
and cleaning up and rebuilding the village. However, when the situation began 
to return to normal, young people again began to feel excluded from the life of 
the village. 

Several months after the earthquake, the youth group made contact with 
Kampung Halaman, an organization that encourages young people to make films 
and documentaries about themselves and the communities in which they live. 
In Karang Ploso, they interviewed each other, recorded the details of their daily 
lives, and then sat down with the entire community to watch and discuss the 
videos they had produced. 

The documentaries discussed by Zery, Beni, and Pak Kemy include Andai 
Ku Tahu (If Only I’d Known), Alon-Alon Waton Kelakon (Slowly but Surely), and 
Who Are We...???. These films can be accessed and downloaded from Kampung 
Halaman’s website: http:// kampunghalaman.org/ 

 Most residents of Karang Ploso earn a living from 
agriculture; increasingly, young people are looking to 
the cities yet for more rewarding employment.
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The earthquake killed twelve people from our village. A lot more people were 
injured. Some people were permanently paralyzed. Everyone was badly affected. 
Even now, some people are still traumatized. It destroyed almost every house in 
Karang Ploso. My family’s house was one of only three left standing. 

During the reconstruction, my house was the base camp for the Taruna Reka 
youth organization. It’s an organization for the young men and women of the 
village here. After the earthquake, Taruna Reka guarded the emergency supplies 
and helped clean up the village. On television, we’d seen reports of Aceh after 
the tsunami. They said that the survivors were fighting over supplies of food and 
water. Thieves were stealing the wedding rings from dead bodies. We made sure 
that nothing like that happened here. 

We drew up a roster and set up different teams for various tasks. We went 
from house to house to check and make a record of who was wounded or killed. 
We contacted the aid organizations to push them to send water, food, and tents. 
We went around and handed out food and water packages to people who needed 
them. The girls set up a tent and treated people with light wounds. They made sure 
that clothes and other supplies were divided fairly. The young people from Taruna 
Reka did that all by ourselves. The village head and the village administration 
hardly did anything. They left it all up to us. 

A month after the earthquake, we met to conduct an evaluation. We were 
upset that our contribution hadn’t been recognized. The young people pulled 
the village back on to its feet. But as soon as the village started to return to 
normal, everybody forgot about that. The village administration didn’t respect the 
contribution that the young people had made. 

There was a lot of boredom and frustration among the young people in the 
village even before the earthquake. Most kids here go to vocational senior 
high school. Not many go further. Kids choose vocational schools rather than 
academic schools because they think it’s easier to get a job afterwards. Everyone 
wants to get a job in town, in Jogja. But it’s not easy to find work in Jogja if you 
don’t have experience. Some young guys go to Batam or Jakarta on contracts. If 
they have technical training, they might get a job in a factory, if they are lucky. 

There isn’t much work in the village. Some guys set up small businesses, 
raising chickens or rabbits to sell. Some get work as laborers on building sites 
or in the rice fields. But that’s a last resort. Kids want something better than just 
to work in the fields. A lot of people spend a long time unemployed while they 
are waiting to find a job. Sometimes it causes tensions with the older generation. 
Sometimes parents get upset that the young people don’t help them in the rice 
fields. Our parents and grandparents can’t understand that we want to achieve 
different things. We want to take advantage of new opportunities. 

At the meeting after the earthquake, we talked about how well we’d worked 
together during the emergency period. Taruna Reka had been really active. We 
didn’t want to just go back to the way we were before. One guy said that he had 
some friends who would teach us how to use video cameras. We thought it would 
be fun. That was how Kampung Halaman first came to the village. 

One of the first films we made was called Who Are We...???. It was about Taruna 
Reka’s history and activities. The film crew interviewed other young people and 
got them to talk about what they had done after the earthquake. We found out 
that there has always been a youth group called Taruna Reka in the village. 
It’s been running since the early 1960s at least. We talked to some of the older 
people who were involved in it when they were young. In the 1960s, times were 

Beni

“There was a lot of boredom and 
frustration among the young people in 
the village even before the earthquake. 
Everyone wants to get a job in town,
in Jogja.”
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tough. There wasn’t much food. Most people were poor. Back then, the village 
was still isolated. It took a whole day to get to town. Everybody here worked in 
the rice fields. Some people went to high school, but not nearly as many as now. 
When we heard the stories of what it was like then, it made us realize how hard 
life used to be. 

A couple of hundred people came to watch the film when we screened it. In the 
film, one of the old men said that young women were spoiled and delicate these 
days. He said they were scared of hard work and didn’t want to get their hands 
dirty. Some of the girls in the audience got angry about that. One girl said that 
girls worked just as hard as the boys, but no one noticed. She was upset that the 
film crew hadn’t interviewed any girls when they made the documentary. Mbak 
Dian, from Kampung Halaman, suggested that the girls form their own film crew 
and make their own video. They liked that idea and later on they made a video. 

After the film, Taruna Reka began to work more closely with the LPMD [Village 
Community Development Organization]. One idea that came up was to build a 
sanggar, or clubhouse. The sanggar was meant to be a place where Taruna Reka 
could meet to study and work on video projects, but it could also be used for 
other activities involving the entire community. 

A lot of people helped in the building of the sanggar. We used salvaged tin 
and bricks from houses that had been destroyed by the earthquake as building 
materials. The village administration let us use a piece of government-owned 
land. The guys from Taruna Reka provided their labor for free. We were helped 
by some of the older tradespeople. They provided their labor for free, too. The 
girls and the housewives prepared food and drink for the workers. The girls also 
created a garden in front of the sanggar. It was their idea. They said they wanted 
to do something more than just cook and prepare food for the men. There were 
a lot of meetings and a lot of talking. People argued backwards and forwards for 
ages, and sometimes it felt like nothing was getting done. But it was worth it in 
the end. The sanggar belongs to the whole village. 



Invisible People180

Zery

“It’s often easier to talk about difficult 
things to a camera than it is to tell 
someone straight to their face. We’ve 
made more than seventeen films now, and 
a lot of them have been about things that 
are quite difficult to talk about in day-to-
day life.”

We’d never used video cameras before. We didn’t think making a film was 
something you could do yourself. We thought films were something you sat down 
and watched. The people on the screen were never like they are in real life. They 
were always rich and beautiful. They were foreigners with blond hair and white 
teeth. We enjoyed watching them, but it was just a fantasy world. It was just 
entertainment. 

When Kampung Halaman came to Karang Ploso, we’d already worked hard to 
rebuild the village. People were starting to live their lives again. A lot of people 
had already gone a long way toward rebuilding their homes. People who were 
hurt in the earthquake had gotten out of the hospital. We received some aid 
and assistance from the government for reconstruction, but people were still 
traumatized. Some people couldn’t even face going out of the house. 

Nobody understood what Kampung Halaman was about when they first came. We 
thought maybe they were psychologists. We thought they had come to treat people 
who had been traumatized by the earthquake. When they showed us their cameras 
and asked if we wanted to play with them, we thought it was weird. Of course it was 
fun to play with fancy equipment, so we were glad they had come. But some people 
wondered why they didn’t send engineers or doctors instead of people with cameras. 

They just showed us how to turn the cameras on and off and how to load the 
cassettes. They gave us some hints about how to hold the cameras steady. But 
they didn’t tell us what to shoot. They just gave us the cameras and told us to do 
whatever we wanted with them. They just said to shoot whatever we thought was 
interesting. It was good fun. We just clowned around and took pictures of each 
other. We went around the village to the places where we always went. 

When we finished, we took the cameras back and went through the footage we’d 
shot. It was really funny seeing our faces on the screen and hearing ourselves 
talk. If you aren’t used to it, your voice sounds funny when you hear it for the first 
time on a video. Everybody was laughing at themselves and each other. Mbak 
Dian from Kampung Halaman got us to talk about the things we’d shot, like the 
place down near the river where we used to hang out and play. It was all just 
normal stuff. We’d never really thought about it before, or talked about it. 

As we talked, we came up with some ideas for making a better film, one with 
more of a story. We’d shot a lot of pictures of the houses that were being rebuilt. 
Sometimes, we’d talked to the people who were building them. Most of the time 
they were happy to talk to us and tell us what they were doing. But at the same 
time, we knew that there were problems with the reconstruction. Some people felt 
that others were getting more assistance than they were. It was creating difficulties 
and tensions. So we decided to make a film about the reconstruction. 

Mbak Dian helped us to go through the footage we’d made and arrange it so 
that it told a story. We called it Alon-Alon Waton Kelakon (Slowly but Surely). It 
consisted mostly of people being interviewed about rebuilding their houses or 
shots of them working on them. Sometimes people assumed that other people 
were receiving assistance when they weren’t. When we actually spoke to them, 
we learned that they were using mostly scavenged or recycled materials. Some 
people had sold land or jewelry to rebuild their houses. Others were being helped 
by families. 

When we invited everyone in the village to sit down together, people began 
to realize that everyone was affected by the earthquake in the same way. There 
wasn’t as much favoritism as we had thought. People really enjoyed seeing 
themselves on the screen. It was a good experience for everyone. At the screening, 
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the Kampung Halaman people introduced themselves to everyone in the village. 
They explained what we were doing. They asked permission to go on working with 
us to teach us how to use cameras and make films. Now that everyone had seen 
the first film, they had a better idea of what it was about. Kampung Halaman 
offered to provide a facilitator to live in the village for a year and to coordinate the 
filmmaking process. 

It’s strange but it’s true: it’s often easier to talk about difficult things to a 
camera than it is to tell someone straight to their face. And people are more 
likely to listen to someone in a film than they are to listen to that person in real 
life. We’ve made more than seventeen films now, and a lot of them have been 
about things that are quite difficult to talk about in day-to-day life. 

One film we made was about business and work opportunities in the village 
for young people. Many young people here feel that their only choice is to leave 
the village and look for work in Jogja or the big cities. A lot of people think there 
aren’t any opportunities here. If kids have finished high school, they don’t want to 
work doing agricultural labor. At the same time, their parents are always talking 
about how they need help. They always say that it’s too expensive to hire laborers, 
but that their own children won’t go out and work in the fields. 

So the film crew tried to make a film to look at young people who had actually 
set up some kind of business venture in the village itself. These businesses often 
took advantage of the area’s assets and advantages in innovative ways. With the 
good road system, the village is quite close to the city these days. That makes 
it easy for people to sell produce in town. Some young people have managed to 
breed livestock that they can sell in town. They’ve down quite well that way. We 
interviewed young people who were involved in that kind of business. 

We called the film Andai Ku Tahu (If Only I’d Known), because it seemed that 
even though the village is small, a lot of the time we don’t really know what other 
people are doing or thinking. If we’d known more about the potential business 
possibilities in the village, we might have made different choices. We might have 
felt differently about leaving the village to look for work in the cities. 

We found that there were a lot of things we didn’t know about other people, 
including our parents and friends. For example, we never knew that one of our 
friends, Joko, managed to earn quite good money using a tractor to plough rice 
fields. We’d seen him on the tractor, but we’d never thought about it. It was only 
when we were going around with the camera that we asked him what he was 
doing. After we made the video, we showed it to everyone who was interested. On 
December 13, 2006, we showed  it to an audience of around one hundred people 
at the Masjid Al Himmah in the village. A lot of the older people repeated their 
comments about the younger generation being too spoiled and lazy to work in the 
fields. Some of the young people said that we would prefer to stay in the village 
if we could, if there were opportunities for us here. The older people made some 
constructive suggestions about raising livestock profitably, particularly after they 
had seen examples of young people who had already started developing that kind 
of business. 

Before that, the young people in Taruna Reka never had any kind of discussions 
with the men from the farmers’ cooperative. We always felt that they were just 
looking after their own interests. When we got talking to them, we realized that 
they were prepared to help. In the weeks after the video was shown, people 
from the two groups often got together in smaller groups to discuss ideas and 
business proposals. That was the first time that had happened. 
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Young people from Taruna Reka also got involved in trying to find a solution 
to the irrigation problem. One of the biggest problems here is that the land is 
very dry, and the water table has been sinking for decades. The older generation 
always complains that it’s much harder to find water than it used to be. Along 
with the cost of labor, that’s one of their most common complaints. After we 
watched the film together, Taruna Reka formed a group to learn more about 
irrigation systems. The kids who had been to college had access to libraries, 
so we set up a group to research different systems, like windmills. Actually, it 
wasn’t a complete success. In the end, the ideas that we came up with were too 
expensive to implement. Even so, we learned a lot. 

By making films, we’ve met a lot of people from outside the village whom we 
wouldn’t ordinarily have met. We’ve shown the films we made at cafés and film 
festivals. At first we were really surprised that outsiders were interested to watch 
the films we made. It seemed to us that what we were talking about wouldn’t 
make any sense to anyone else. We didn’t think the quality of our films was that 
good. But people were interested in what we did. 

The biggest benefit is that people are better able to discuss problems that 
affect everyone. It doesn’t mean that everything always goes smoothly, but there 
has been a big improvement. Since we started making the films together, we’ve 
been able to sit down and talk with our parents much more easily.

Zery is one of the most enthusiastic filmmakers from 
the Taruna Reka group.
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Pak Kemy

“Some things did change a bit after the 
kids made the film. Some of the kids 
became more interested in setting up 
businesses in the village. But that doesn’t 
really solve all the problems we have. We 
still need the kids to help us in the fields.”

Youths from Taruna Reka holding a video camera and 
chatting with Pak Kemy.

Kids these days don’t want to work in the rice fields. They think it’s easier to 
make money working at a job in town. They are ashamed to get dirty and work 
hard the way we did when we were young. I told them that on the film. They asked 
me my opinion, so I told them. I told them that I’ll never sell my rice fields. I 
inherited this land from my father, and he inherited it from his father. It’s my duty 
to leave it to my children. I can’t sell it. 

The land around here used to be all rice fields. It used to be much easier to pull 
water up from the wells. The water table has been sinking over the past twenty 
years. Some people have rented out their land for sand-mining, for construction 
work. The trouble is that after it’s been used to mine sand, the land is no good for 
farming. It destroys the land. 

After the young guys made the film, they formed a group to find a solution 
to the irrigation problems. Some of the lads from Taruna Reka came with us 
to meet some of the officials from the Department of Agriculture to look into 
various solutions. We talked about some sort of hydro-powered system and a 
windmill. It was all too expensive. 

It’s still difficult to get enough water for the fields. In the end, the village 
organization bought diesel-powered pumps. That helps, but the fuel is very 
expensive. Fuel prices have gone down, but they could go back up again. Some of 
the ideas that the lads came up with were actually very good. A windmill would 
have cost a lot to build, but once it was built, we wouldn’t have to spend money 
on fuel. But the village administration said there were only funds available for the 
diesel-fueled pumps. 

Some things did change a bit after the kids made the film. Some of the 
kids became more interested in setting up businesses in the village. But that 
doesn’t really solve all the problems we have. We still need the kids to help 
us in the fields. The younger generation still doesn’t want to get out into the 
rice fields and work hard the way we do. 
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