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On May 27th, 2006 a strong earthquake made Yogyakarta the
sustained focus of world media coverage for several weeks.
Within hours of the disaster, consumers of mass media could see
the impact of the earthquake in which almost 6000 people lost
their lives and more than 200,000 houses in Yogyakarta and in
other areas of central Java collapsed into debris within less than a
minute. They could also witness people’s distress and frantic rescue efforts, followed by work to mitigate the dangers and obstructions presented by widespread destruction of the built environment and essential civic infrastructure. Based on an analysis of
newspaper reports throughout a time-span of forty days after the
event, I argue that the media coverage was far from exhaustive,
but instead presented selective, fragmented images of the disaster.
In this way media representations of the disaster affected a large
part of the Indonesian population, producing an almost ritualised
atmosphere that could be interpreted as a kind of “mass mourning.” Hence, media coverage in the days immediately following
the disaster arguably prolonged the grief of survivors rather than
helping them to cope with the devastating effects of the disaster
and to move on with their lives. During the first week after the
quake in particular, many people from other parts of Indonesia
and international aid organisations entered the impacted areas
and witnessed the victims’ situation, offering solidarity and relief.
However, media reportage of their presence and activities had the
effect of transforming the victims into a spectacle of a mass of people ready to grab at emergency relief. In the second week, the chaos
eventually gave way to a more structured approach to relief with
media reportage now placing a strong emphasis on the nature and
effectiveness of the government’s policy of disaster relief.
My research suggests that media can play a highly influential role
in coping with disaster by its power to generate collective imagery and imaginings, and that the 2006 earthquake in Yogyakarta
illustrates how media representations of natural disasters can be
detrimental or useful for people to (re)gain their own lives.

