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For the victims and their families who continue to rise above;
for those who did their part in helping victims at the time of the incident;
and for the tireless advocates of the victims.

They are our heroes.
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Preface

How do we remember the May Tragedy of five years ago?
Tt is in the interest of Komnas Perempuan to voice out its
standpoint on the tragedy, to make a profound mark for
women. The incident was a dreadful blow and at the same
time an impetus of overwhelming force for women to

move forward and fight for their dignity.

Such circumstances unfolded in the midst of denials about
the tragedy that persist to this day. Refutations were made
by the state, which until oday has still failed to execute
any follow-up measures on the outcomes of the
investigation into the May 1998 riots. Accountability for
the gross human rights violations that occurred in the
incident has never been brought to bear. This state of
denial is also manifest in the attitude of the broader society,
which refuses to even acknowledge that the rapes and
sexual assaults actually occurred. Furthermore, the need
to allow victims the right to testify without having to
appear in person before the public 1s still not commenly

understood.

A lengthy and invigorating debate cnsued when Komnas
Perempuan moved to settle on the title of this book.
Changes made from one planned title to another possible
alternative resulted in a shift in focus. Initially, the title
was designed as an cxpression of protest agamst the
prevalent attitude that women and their struggles are not

worthy of acknowledgement as part of Indonesian history;

then emerged a realization of the need to select a title

capable of communicating the distinctiveness of women’s



trials and tribulations, in the hope of breaking the silence
surrounding these issues; eventually, attention shifted to
the external condition of society that has persistently been
the root cause of unresolved 1ssues: refutations that originate
from the still prevalent culture of denial. The ultimate title
chosen for this publication therefore corresponds to these
socictal conditions and is meant to underscore the objections

and struggles of women.

Even though the book’s heading focuses on denial — the
source of our disappointment and rage — the book’s content
is actually about women’s strength, tenacity and cfforts that
have never diminished, even in the midst of the most dire

and unbearable situations.

Through this book, Komnas Perempuan intends to bring a
sense of completeness and closure to our recollection of
the May 1998 Tragedy. It presents narratives that demonstrate
the resilience of victims in surviving against the odds, and
tells the story of women's motivations and efforts to prevent

future generations from experiencing such atrocities.

Publishing this book has been made possible thanks to the
determination and camaraderie of a group of women who
have worked tirelessly, under heavy time-constraints, to
make the voices of the women victims of the May 1998
incident heard. Carla Bianpoen searched her collections of
photpgraphs and rewrote some of her malerials especially
for this book. Rita Kolibonso unearthed the cassctte
recoyding, filed away since 1998, of the meeting between

women representatives and President Habibie. Melani
Budianta assisted with the planning of the Komnas
Perempuan commemorative event for the May 1998 Tragedy
and contributed one of her pieces of writing for this
publication. Poriaman Sitanggang generously offered
professional advice on the book design. Fenny Pumawan
cancelled all other work engagements to concentrate on
rendering the spoken words of women into text for this
book. Sonya van Wichelen contributed her thoughts and
writings to ensure that the perspective represented in this
book was as intended. Enrico Halim agreed to produce a
design for the book in a very short space of time. Dolorosa
Sinaga and Astari Rasyid gave their approval to showcase
their works of art in this publication. Through the mediation
of Ita Fatia Nadia. donors declared their readiness to fully
finance the publishing of this book. Komnas Perempuan
extends its heartfelt gratitude to all of these people.

Within Komnas Perempuan. Ms. Saparinah Sadh. Ms. Mely
G. Tan, Ita Fatia Nadia and Kamala Chandrakirana were
constantly engaged in deliberations, and raced against time
to produce this book, also with the support of Lies Marantika,
Myra Diarsi and Andy Yentrivani.

Last but not least, Komnas Perempuan wishes to express
its appreciation and utmost respect to the women survivors
who have been willing to share their awe-mspiring stories
of survival. The fortitude and struggles of these women
were an inspiration to everyone involved in this project and

roused our spirits to ensure its completion.

Jakarta, 14 May 2003
Komnas Perempuan
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On July 15,
1998, at ten in

The Apology

protocol office from Bina Graha (the presidential palace).

the moming the

called to convey a message that we — a group of women —
had been granted an audience with President B.J. Habibie
the palace that day at 2 p.m. [t was a long-awaited call that
was made in response to our letter requesting a meeting
with President Habibie to discuss the impact on women, of
the May riots that had occurred that year in various major

cities around Indonesia.

The letter was signed by 22 women from diverse religious,
ethnic and professional backgrounds and experiences. We
had in fact sent a similar letter to General Wiranto, the
Commander in Chief of the Indonesian Armed Forces at
the time; however, that letter did not elicit any form of

response.

A few moments before leaving my office at the University
of Indonesia’s Postgraduate Program on Women's Studies
to head for Bina Graha, | answered another call from the
palace’s protocol office. The officer said that I would be
the only one allowed to meet with President Habibie that
afternoon. I responded by reaffirming that 22 women signed
the letter. all of whom had already left for Bina Graha and
were expected to arrive on time.
»

Upon arrival at the front entrance of Bina (iraha, the sentry
on dyty prevented the entire entourage from advancing into
the palace, saving [ was the only one permitted 1o enter. A
discussion ensued and we were all eventually granted access.

Upon arrival at the waiting room the protocol officer
announced that the President had not yet arrived and
reiterated that not everyone in our delegation would be able
to meet with him. The Vice Chairperson of the KOWANI
— the National Council of Women's Organizations of
Indonesia — the late Ms. Kuraisin Sumhadi promptly
responded in a courteous yet firm manner, It does not
matter what you say Sir, we refuse to go away before we
are a/f admitted. If necessary, we will spend the night here!”
We had no idea of the protocol officer’s impression of us

upon hearing this statement!

We must admit that our efforts to meet with Mr. Habibie
were not without their share of entanglements. An amusing
episode transpired that afternoon: once we were inside the
premises of Bina Graha that observes strict protocol, one
of our delegation members had lo trade her trouser suit —
her daily attire — with a skirt. Fortunately for our delegation
member, a policewoman was kind enough to lend her a
skirt. For the entire afternoon this delegation member
appeared to be in discomfort and felt awkward. Occasionally
she was seen fixing and pulling at her skirt.

After a while, we were aff welcomed inside. The President
was already waiting. At that ime. the President was only
accompanied by a high-ranking military officer, General
Sintong Panjaitan. Early in the meeting, a representative
from our delegation read a written statement that had already
been delivered to President Habibie.

Before being presented to the President, this declaration

had been propagated by e-mail. In the space of two wecks,
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we had managed to garner more than 4,000 supporting
signatures. These signatories consisted of both men and
women, including Indonesian citizens living abroad. The
group of more than 4,000 signatories referred to themselves

as the Community Against Violence Against Women.

On June 16, 1998, in response to the May incident, a group
of women conceived the idea to formulate the declaration.
They were troubled with the government’s unresponsiveness
and its failure to take the measures necessary to deal with
the events and repercussions of the May Tragedy. The
statement was posted to me via e-mail. as [ was in New
York at the time it was generated.

I gave my unreserved support to the declaration made by
my colleagues. In it they demanded that the government
condemn the riots and issue an apology to the victims. The
declaration stated that the government and law enforcers
were expected to show responsibility, among others means
through the formation of an independent investigation team
consisting of members from the National Human Rights
Commuission, NGOs, volunteers, and representatives for
victims or witnesses at the crime scenes; by supporting a
team of volunteers for victims’ rehabilitation; by taking
stern actions against the offenders and those that
masterminded the riots; and by taking measures to prevent
such incidents from ever recurring.
»

After the declaration was read, a humanitarian worker in
our delegafion then presented facts about the experiences
of the victims of the riots with whom she had had direct

contact with and also about her personal experiences in
coping with the various forms of intimidation experienced
by herself and her peers. The President listened earnestly
while holding the declaration he had already highlighted
with several shades of markers. He then said, “Can I now

speak?”

He pointed at the section that was marked in green
particularly on the demand for an apology. He read it again
m front of us. In a detailed and lengthy explanation he said
that the tide of events that had unfolded during the unrest
in May were no different from the Tianamen uprising in
the People’s Republic of China and that the Chinese
government had not issued any apology.

To a certain extent he ensuing dialogue with the President
carried on in an uneasy atmosphere. We were reluctant to
accept Mr. Habibie’s explanation that in essence concluded
it was unnecessary to issue a state apology. The President
even said. “Don’t forget, | have only been a president for
53 days. There are many other important issues that I have
to attend to.”

The dialogue was drawn-out over two hours. During the
meeting, the President’s protocol officers entered the room
on several occasions as if to remind the President that the
meeting should immediately be concluded because it had
gone on for more than two hours. But the protocol officers
were afraid to clearly say this and the President failed to
notice their anxiety as he was immersed in discussion with

us.



The open apology to the victims of the May 1998 Tragedy. Made
in response to a demand made by 22 women from diverse
backgrounds and profession, during an audience with President
B.J. Habibie.

Photograph: Carla Bianpoen



In particular he enquired about the women victims of sexual
violence. It was at that time he seemed to pause momentarily
as if trving to recollect something, “Yes, | remember™ he
said. “One of my relatives (a woman doctor whose name
he later mentioned) told me the same thing. She would not

lie to me.”

Once he recollected the story from the woman doctor,
without further ado the President took a different standpoint,
announcing he was now willing to issue an apology from
the government. It was understandable when at this point
his advisor Mr. Sintong was clearly taken aback, and stated,
“Sir, shouldn’t this matter be discussed at the cabinet meeting
beforehand?” Replying in English, the President politely
rebuked, “Can I have my own opinion? I happen to agree
with these prominent women.”

The President then invited us to prepare a joint-statement,
“To avoid any misunderstanding,” as he put it. In an amicable
atmosphere, Mr. Habibic and we women carefully
constructed cach sentence of the statement. Upon its
completion Mr. Habibie asked. “Who can use a computer?
You can use the computer in my work room.” Several of
us immediately left the room for Mr. Habibie’s office on
the second floor to type out the statement. Initially the
statement was printed on a plain sheet of paper. The President
then requested that the statement be printed on presidential

letterhead,”

In front offour entire delegation, the President read aloud

the official government statement on the May incident

before a television crew on standby at Bina Graha. In
accordance with our recommendations, the statement
consisted of three main points, that:

1. The government denounces and apologizes for the nots
that occurred in numerous major cities, and which resulted
in the material losses and non-material suffering of the
victims;

2. The government should immediately form a Consolidated
Fact-Finding Team where investigation of cases of sexual
abuse would be an integral part;

3. The government should immediately establish a National
Commission on Violence Against Women that would

function as an independent National Commission.

On July 22, 1998, the idea to establish the National
Commission on Violence Against Women (now known as
Komnas Perempuan) was officially introduced before
members of the Reformation Cabinet at Bina Graha:
however, Presidential Decree No. 181/1998 on the mandate
and membership of Komnas Perempuan was only issued
on October 15, 1998, after the President took matters into
his own hands to bypass the bureaucratic hurdles in his

office.

With the unwavering conviction that Komnas Perempuan
be an independent National Commission, we were unable
to fulfill several of President Habibie's recommendations,
such as his suggestions to name the group the *Commission
for the Protection of Women” and to place the Commission
under the authority of the Minister for Women's

Empowerment. To ensure the Commission’s independence



we also decided against acting on his suggestion that the
Minister for Women's Empowerment and Mrs. Habibie
(also a medical practitioner) be appointed as advisors to
Komnas Perempuan. We presented a written explanation
on the reasons for not fulfilling these requests. The President
duly accepted our rationale and he has never taken issue
with these decisions, We hold the former President in the
highest regard. for his sincerity and forthrightness in taking

heed of the voices of women.

Many individuals have worked exhaustively to bring this
National Commission on Violence Against Women 1o life.
Many have now moved on to continue their fight for
women’s causes outside of Komnas Perempuan. but their
verve and fearlessness will never be forgotten. Wherever
we may be, we should push forward and persevere to help
shape a common existence free from all forms of violence.

Prof. Dr. Saparinah Sadl
Chairperson of Komnas Perempuan
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Statement from the President of the Republic on Indonesia



Assatanud alaikum Warahmatullahi Wabarakatuh
(Islamic expression of greetings meaning, “'Peace be unto you and may Allah

bestow on you His Mercy and Blessings ™)

After listening to the report from women representatives of the Community
Against Violence Against Women, backed by factual and authentic evidence
on various forms of violence agamnst women in Indonesta in general, and in
particular on the violence that occurred during mid-May 1998, 1 hereby express
the deepest regret on the incidence of such aggression that is indeed discordant

with the moral values of the Indonesian people.

In this respect. | hereby avow that the government shall take proactive measures
to safeguard and protect all layers of socicty in efforts to avoid the recurrence

of such inhumane acts in the history of the nation.

| anticipate cooperation from all levels of the community to enhance vigilance
and to promptly report to the appropriate government apparatus upon having
knowledge on the presence of violence against women in whatever form and

in anyplace.

Therefore, on behalt of the government and the entire nation of Indonesia,
I condemn the various acts of violence committed during the riots that took
place simultancously n numerous locations, including acts of violence against
Wwoinen,

Assalamu alailonm Warahmatullahi Wabarakatuh

Jakarta, July 13, 998

Signature

B.J. Habibie
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The Consolidated Fact-Finding Team formed on July 23,
1998 based on the Joint Decree of the Ministers of Defense
and Security, Justice. Internal Affairs and Women’s
Empowerment. as well as the Attorney General, arrived at
the conclusion, among others, that incidents of sexual
violence were irrefutably committed during the May 1998
riots. They found that at least 85 women from the ethnic
Chinese community were subjected to sexual abuse. The
fact-finding team also discovered that the largest number
of fatalities resulted from people bemng burned to death,
They team emphasized that the victims must not to be

summarily blamed for the incidence of violence.

The bombardment of media coverage on the May 1998
tragedy ignited controversial public debate, The controversy
reached 1ts apex after the exposure of cases of rape against
ethnic Chinese women. The media constructed their own
visualization of the vicms by stereotyping them with labels
that accentuated their *Chinese profile’, commenting on
their ‘slanted eyes’ and using the term ‘amoy’ to refer to a
Chinese girl. The typecasting of women as weak individuals
also further reinforced the existing portrayal of the image
of the vicums: “bent bodies in limp positions, slanted eves
filled with tears’. For these rape victims it was as though
they were being assaulted for the second time — this time
by the media and the public. The media’s thirst for sensational
news turned the cases of rapes of ethnic Chinese women
nto the central theme of public discussions on the May
1998 tragedy.
7
In response to this situation, the Violence Against Women

Division of NGO Humanitarian Volunteers published a

pocket-sized book explaining that the sexual violence
inflicted on Chinese women was the result of two forms of
systematic discrimination: racism and sexism. Through its
policies, the state has actively formalized and perpetuated
both forms of discrimination. The state ¢ven took advantage
of this situation in order to secure the supremacy of its

New Order political regime.

The May 1998 incident was the most extreme embodiment
of both forms of discrimination, which have flourished and
been infused with militarism for the past three decades. The
fusion of these structures of repression mutales into an
overpowering force for the destruction of human dignity.
Chinese women have been victims of dual discrimmation

as a result of their ethnic identity as well as their femininity,

The sexual violence committed during the May Tragedy
also drew the attention of the international community. In
November 1998, Radhika Coomaraswamy, the UN Special
Rapporteur on Violence against Women paid a visit to
Jakarta to conduct an investigation into the May riots,
particularly on the issuc of rape and sexual abuse. In her
report to the UN, Radhika mentioned that acts of terror and
intimidation were directed at non-governmental institutions
investigating cases ol sexual violence. She also questioned
the role of the military and police in the acts of terror. The
presence of the Special Rapporteur marked a turning point
in the fight against all forms of violence against women in

Indonesia.

Meanwhile, the discourse in society and the media on the

incidence of rape and sexual violence had become
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increasingly pervasive. Untruthful stories that pitted the
elements of ethnicity, religion, and social status against
cach other spread like wildfire; some were even believed
Lo be truthful. As a consequence, feelings of mistrust and
hatred emerged among parties provoked by the issue. A
horizontal conflict — a clash between social and community
identities — was evitable. The propagation of such
falsehoods, however, shifted the focus of debate 1o more
important discourse. which was the role and accountability
of the state in dealing with the May 1998 riots and mass
rapes. Amid [erocious debate 1 the mass media on rape
and racism, an overlooked piece of nformation was the
fact that the majority of victims were the urban poor. The
team of from Humanitarian Volunteers recorded that at least
1.190 people were burnt to death. These victims were
exploited and used as instruments to fuel an economic
svstem fraught with injustices and inequalities that merely
benefited those in positions of power. The public themselves
were uninformed and ignorant about the causes and effects
of the May Tragedy - particularly its political and economic

repercussions.

In reality, the humanitarian tragedy that occurred on May
1998 was the outcome of a phenomenal and simultaneous
combination of several types of discrimination: racial,
religious, gender and class. Militarism and its doctrine,
deeplv entrenched in state institutions and the community
helped cdltivate a fertile ground for the bloodshed that
occurred in Jakarta on May 1998, Similar bloody incidents
also occufred in Ambon, Sambas, Poso, and other regions
around Indonesia.

The fact-finding team arrived to the conclusion that the
May riots indeed had elements of premeditation. Riots were
carried out in inter-related locations and employed similar
modes of operation. Turbulent forces triggered by existing
social, economic and political situations could no longer
be curbed. The fact-finding tcam recommended that a
follow-up investigation be carried out into the root causes
and the principle perpetrators of the incident. Until today
the state has been ineffectual in terms of taking measures
that might bring us closer to the offenders being held
accountable and to the realization of justice for victims and

the community in general.

Regardless of whether the May riots were engineered or
not, an important lesson that can be drawn from the incident
is that differences in ethnicity, religion, gender and social
class are exceedingly susceptible to causing conflict.
Diversities that should be treasured, as assets and
distinguishing characteristics of the Indonesian people.
seemed to have been manipulated to inflame hostilities
amongst us during the May Tragedy. We therefore. should
be prepared cither as individuals or as a nation, to try to
reconcile problems caused by such diversities — which are
‘wolves in sheeps’ clothing” — with acumen. in order to
prevent us from being provoked by these politics that can

easily instigate (riction and dissension among us.

Should the healing process of the “wounds’ of May [998
proceed in the absence of any legal and formal resolution,
then what should we do to appease ourselves? In fact, in

the midst of demials of the atrocities of May 1998 —
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Radhika Coomaraswamy, UN Special Rapporteur, meeting
with Komnas Perempuan to discuss cases of sexual viclence
from the May 1998 Tragedy.

Photograph: Carla Bianpoen



wmimaginable to human decency — seeds of solidarity began
o thrive within the community. Various elements of the
:ommunity, moved by their sense of compassion, did not
wesitate to extend a helping hand to uplift and assist the
victims. Women from various regions, professions. ethnic
groups and religions worked in unison, femonsﬂaling againsl
gender-based violence committed during the May incident.

What was clearly apparent from the solidarity built among
these community members was the efficacy of upholding
humanitarian values as the basis for nurturing relationships.
Precious lessons can be drawn from the stories ol those
who have assisted and befriended the victims of sexual
aggression. Survivors tell stories of their indebtedness to
ordinary, yet noble people in situations where they had felt

helpless. In an uncertain and frightening situation, these
good samaritans — among them motorcycle-taxi men and
taxicab drivers — fearlessly helped victims without
expectation and without heed to differences in backgrounds

and origins,

Seeds of togethemess, benevolence and mutual understanding
should remain in our hearts and minds, These values can
transcend any differences in religion. gender, ethnic group
and social class. Without such ideals, the healing process
cannot be smooth. On the other hand, by embracing such
values, we can harness the strength to combat the culture
of violence and denial, and resist the politics of conflict
that surrounds us. This will be our prime advantage in

striding forward to shape a peaceful Indonesia.
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“Try Me" and "Will Find My Way"
Dolorosa Sinaga
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Behind the trauma that grips one with fear, there lies the courage and determination (o survive.

Behind the stories of sorrow, there lie values of gentine camaraderie and fumanity.

It is not easy to retell the poignant stories that can help us recollect that bitter month of May. nevertheless, the survivors

are prepared to share: We thank them. Through these stories we can learn about the spirit of living, ahout sincerity. about

resilience and about friendship.

Erasing Emotions of
Hate and Distrust

One day in 2003 Zara*, a counselor for victims of the May
Tragedy, arranged a get-together with Siska. Siska had been
a victim of sexual abuse in the western part of Jakaria, In
a friendly atmospherc they exchanged stories in a beachside
cottage in North Jakarta. At this encounter, Siska exuded
health and radiance. Following tremendous ¢fforts she had
managed to prevatl over her traumatic experience. Today,
step-by-step she continues to reconstruct her life that had
been shattered into picces.

Zara: How are you?

Siska: Fine, thank you. Come inside. Mum has prepared
something delicious for you.

Z: What is it Aunty?

Mother: Nothing fancy: cupcakes with chicken filling. Go
on, try some. Take some home for your children if you like
thern.

Z: I« never tasted anything like this, unsweetened cupcakes
with chicken filling. Hmm they’re really good....

8: Shall we go to cottage A so we can talk privately? So
Mum cannot be in our conversation (laughs).
Mother: Go on then....I won’t bother you, Would you like

to take along something to eat?

We then headed for cottage 4 in Siska’s car. When we
crossed the Slipi overpass, she began to recount her story,
Only in the past year had she mustered the courage to pass
across the Slipi bridge. Five years ugo, on May 14, a gang
of men forcefully dragged Siska and Erna, her friend from
university, into a Kijang car. while they were waiting for
the bus around the Slipi overpass area. The men groped
their whole bodies. Without mercy, one of the men then
hacked off the young women's breasts. They were then
hurled out of the car somewhere in the Kebun Jeruk area
of Jakarta. 4 motorcycle- taxi man rescued them, giving

them a ride.

S8: In the past, whenever [ was reminded of that incident,
my entire body would shudder and break out in cold sweat:
I would suddenly have this utter revulsion towards my
breasts. At first [ would often scream out, crying hysterical ly
whenever | passed this area. My parents were unable to do

-
All the names used in the accounts described in this section of the book ate prendonyms,

7
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family had to find an alternative route to avoid the Slipi
bridge.

We continued our conversation in cottage A. The iape
recorder was switched on during the entire conversation,

except when occasionaily it was turned off at Siska § regtiest.

S: Please tell me how I looked like when you first saw me
in the throes of death. | was in disbelief that I was still alive.
Everyone said that I was bleeding profusely.
Z: | could tel! you but do you really want to know?
S: Don’t tell me then. I feel agitated all of a sudden... It
was strange, because when they did that to me I did not
feel any pain: the world just went dark. There were four
men in the Kijang car. Until today [ can still remember their
faces, one by one, even though I don’t know their names.
Once, when 1 was walking with my mother at a shopping
mall, all of a sudden I recognized one of them. He was
walking with his wife and child. Instantancously I went
limp. broke out in cold sweat and even urinated involuntarily.
I almost fainted. Fortunately, my mother had the strength
to guide me to a seat. For a whole year [ was terrified to go
to that particular mall again. It is true, they are still around.
Erna also came across one of the men. They are still roaming
free. Why haven’t they been arrested? ['m sa terrified. What
if they recognize me and come after me once again? 1 will
surely be killed. Or should 1 undergo plastic surgery?
Z: They hive forgotten about you. What you looked like
in the past and now are totally different. Now you look
prettier. r

S: Do you think so? | have gained weight now. Many have
remarked that 1 have become more attractive, What do you

think?

7 Of course. You are more attractive, radiant and not as
thin as before. You even have your hair styled differently.
You do look different.

S: I've also changed my name.

7Z.: Whatever makes you feel happy and comfortable. .. just
do as you wish.

S: Now | only wish to make myself happy. I admit that
often T feel lonely. After the incident, my boyfriend
immediately left me because I was deformed and tarnished.
1 was miserable. ] was afraid to date anyone. Who would
want to go out with a disfigured woman like me? My parents
cautioned me to not depend on any man. They said, “You
are an intelligent woman. Go back 1o college and show your
abilities.” My parents, my ¢lder brother and aunty have
showered me with love and affection and took good care
of me. My elder brother is still upset about the incident to
this day; I am still not allowed to go out by myself; he
constantly watches over me ta the point where he cannot

* have a girlfriend; he does have a steady job though.

Z: You are fortunate to have a family that understands and
protects you.

8: Yes, it is true. It’s only that it’s sometimes uncomfortable:
they protect me as if [ am an infant just learning to walk...

and am not allowed to tumble over (laughs).

After the assault, Siska was immediately flown to Singapore
with her mother and aunt. An airline company was willing
to transport Siska even though she was without a passport
or ticket. Siska's futher and elder brother were unable to
escart her; they were in a depressed state; they would often

pass out when reminded of Siska's ordeal.



Upon arrival in Singapore, Siska was hospitalized and
underwent two operations, Siska recalled the excruciating
pain during the plastic surgery to reshape her breasts. For
two years she remained in Singapore to engage in a process

of both physical and psychological recovery.

Z: How are you holding up now? Do you still often have
panic attacks?

S: The hysteria has subsided considerably. At the beginning
[ had panic attacks five to six times a day... ] would claw
at my hair, face and stomach like a lunatic. Each day [
would stare at my breasts for hours in front of the bathroom
mirror. While pointing at my breasts, I would curse loudly,
“Because of you I have been reduced to this. You were the
ones severed but [ am the one to suffer the pain; | am the
one in pain...not you, de you understand!”

Z: How did you calm yourself down?

§: After the operations, I was moved to a rehabilitation
hospital near the seaside. It was lovely; it had a kitchen,
dining room, living room and a computer; [ could cook my
own meals, play games on the computer, and do gardening
and sports, just like being in my own house. 1 was
accompanied by two women who teok urns staying the
night at the house. In the morning, a woman doctor and
psychologist would examine me and engage me in
conversation for a couple of hours. A pastor held mass in
the house every moming, Some volunteers would also come
to make conversation or play cards with me. When [ become
hysterical and screamed, they never attempted 1o inhibit
mer Each morning I was invited to stroll along the beach
and I learned to meditate. Apart from meditation, at the

beach, I was also encouraged to shout and screcam out as

toud and as long as | wished. In the ¢venings, I made it a
habit to chat with the Buddhist priest who visited regularly,

Those were my daily rituals at the hospital.

Siska s menial state was still unstable ar this stage. One
day, due to her feelings of intense despair, Siska attempted
suicide with a razor blade. Luckiby, Aunty Wah came at the

right time.

S: She grasped my hand and asked me to take a walk with
her to the beach while speaking in a soft tone, “You must
defeat the negative powers inside you; you must believe
you can,” Unexpectedly, Aunty Wah shoved me towards
the sea. I went on walking. . .further...deeper...until [ felt
as though | would drown. T tried frantically to swim back
to shore. When I reached the shore, Aunty Wah wrapped
her arms around me. “I"'m confident, you will never drawn.
You have the power in you to survive. Guard the power,”
she told me. Since then I gradually started feeling calmer.
At first | had recurrent panic attacks five to six times daily,
over time these decreased to only twice a day. then once a
week, once a month and eventually none at all. [ also broke
my habit of staring at the mirror and shouting insults at my

breasts.

After Siska showed signs of calming she became involved
in various social activities such as volunteer work at a
retirement home and a home for mentally disabled people.
Aunty Wah was constantly at her side. Each time she returned
to the rehabilitation center, Siska was asked to recount her
experiences from the dav. Euch night, Siska would reflect

on the sufferings of the people she encountered: among
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Almost one month after her return, Siska shut herself up in
her house. Occasionally her friends would drop by. They
would encourage Siska to return to her studies. But because
she was petrified of leaving the house, she refused. Being
idle for too long, Siska again experienced anxieties and
would ofien break out in cold sweats. She would call Aunty
Wah virtually every night to try to reduce her misery.

With words of encouragement from Aunty Wah, Siska Sfinally
returned to college. “You must complete your studies to
become an worthy individual,” advised Aunty Wah, Siska’s
Jriends took care of all Siska's enrollment details on campus.
Either her brother ov father would deliver and collect Sisca
to and from campus. With great effort, Sisca succeeded in

graduating as a doctor,

Z : What are your plans now ?

S : Tam now waiting for confirmation of my enrollment in
an American university. I plan to further my studies in
plastic surgery, so that I can be of assistance to other woimen
victims like me. After that I will return to Singapore and
work in the hospital that previously employed me. I feel
safer in Singapore because not many people know about
my background.

Z: Do you think people here know about you?
§: I don’t know. Because I am Chinese, wherever I go I

feel as though I am being followed. I feel like I can easily
be attacked at any time. I envisage all of them as predators
preying on me.

Z.: So, do you consider me a predator?

S : (Laughs) Of course not. I realize that my way of looking
at things is somewhat distorted. Aunty Wah always advised
me that having such thoughts are damaging. Look at this
paper inscribed with Chinese characters — Aunty Wah wrote
it for me — it means, ‘You should not harbor suspicion and
accusation toward others.” This has a profound meaning for
me.

Z : What are your activities while waiting for confirmation
from America?

$ : I do volunteer work in a clinic for the poor.
Z : How do you feel now?

S : As long as nobody recognizes me I feel secure. T am
Just happy to be able to serve and contribute to those in

need.

Siska and her family have now forged a friendship with the
motorcycle—taxi man who heiped Siska. As a symbol of

appreciation, Siska's parents awarded scholarships to the
man § children for their education. The man's eldest child

is now studying at university
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For the Sake of Igun,
1 will Persevere

There had been signs of | impending danger that afternoon.
From the edge of the railway tracks, myself and other
community members witnessed a procession of men shouting
slogans such as, “Attack Yogya. Attack!” Most of them
were wearing high school uniforms; some were bare-chested
with tattooed arms; some sported crew-cuts and many had
long hair. It was strange though: they looked older than
their school uniforms would suggest. Nobody knew where
they were from. I did not recognize their faces. I was
convinced that they were not from the Klender Market area.

“What kind of students are they? Why do they look older?
They must be imbeciles,” some onlookers commented. The
‘students’ brandished stones, pieces of wood, and clubs. At
first, I thought that it was a student riot. But then, why were
they pelting passing trains with stones? They also halted
motorcycles and cars, and set fire to them. Sensing something
ominous, 1 instantly closed the salon and raced across the
road towards the alley that led to my house, so | could check
on my five children. I was a little anxious. My husband —
like any other adult male in the alley — was still at work.

Once | reached home I warmned my children to refrain from
going to se the crowd marching toward Yogya Plaza. Being
a typical child, the minute I diverted my attention from
them, my feurth child Nunik (11 years old) disappeared. [
went in search of her. It turned out that she was watching
the procession from a nearby bus stop. After I managed to
drag her back home, at around 4 p.m., it was Gunawan {12

year old) who was then missing. He had just come home
from his Qur ‘an recitation lessons. He said he wanted to
buy a bar of soap. But why was it taking him such a long

time?

Bambang, my husband who a few moments ago had just
returned from work, was unable to look for Igun (shortened
name-form of Gunawan) because his feet hurt. Once again,
I had to leave the house in search of my son. According to
a neighbor, Igun left with seven of his friends. When I
arrived at the main entrance of Yogya Plaza the time was
5 p.m. While holding a ‘walkie-taikie’, a man clad in a cap,
jacket and jeans said to me, “You can just enter. The others
have been inside since this afterncon.” I did not pay any
attention to him: the only thing on my mind at the time was
the whereabouts of Igun. | paused for several moments in
front of the entrance waiting for people leaving the mall.
The plaza was almost deserted.

Suddenly a red truck arrived carrying a group of people.
They came down from the truck lugging with them five-
litre jerry cans. [ was baffled by the situation. When they
entered the mall, T tailed behind them. I wondered why Igun
had not left the mall. The first floor was deserted, the
escalator was damaged, and in several corners I noticed

heaps of plastics, boxes and curtains.

I climbed the flight of stairs to reach the second floor.
Silence. From a distance [ heard a faint voice calling out,
“Help...help me! Allahu Akbar (God is Great)!” [ shuddered
with fear. 1 had no idea where the moaning was coming
from. Where was Igun? Curiosity overcame me and I

continued to climb the stairs to the third floor. I could not



see anything, [t was pitch dark. 1 could only smell smoke.
All of sudden.... my left cheek was struck by somebody
with burly hands. It was with such a force that my left ear
went deaf. I was furious, but [ was unable to see the person
who had hit me.

My head was reeling from the slap and I staggered to climb
down the stairs to the first floor. In a flash, I noticed the
rolling door to the second floor that was previously left
open was now bolted. It was tense and frightening. The
situation in the first floor was even more terrifying: the
entire floor was in flames. It then dawned on me that the
Jerry-cans carried by the group of people seen earlier were
filled with kerosene to set ablaze the stacks of plastics,
boxes, and curtains. At McDonald’s, the entire establishment
was consumed by fire,

The flames were raging. It was foreboding. Igun... where
are you, son, I asked myself, When I looked up at the third
floor, T witnessed several people trying to smash the
windows. The faces of children scurrying all over the place
flashed before me. Their expressions were full of fear. Some
attempted to save themselves by holding on to a cord
attached to a movie billboard and climbing out the window.
It was tragic when the rope broke midway. At least ten
people dived to their deaths. Bodies were strewn all over
the ground. To escape from the fire, many plunged from
the third floor.

Fromt the third floor, I heard a boy scream, “Help me. ...
help!” With all my might I tried to heave a spring mattress
lying on the ground. Pointing to the mattress, I shouted to
the boy, “Come on son! Jump!™ The boy hesitated. After

a while, he inched away from the window.

Strange: I was fearless that night. Despite the horrifying
scene around me I braced myself and refused to flee. T was
determined to find Igun, whether alive or dead. T scanned
the faces of those who fell to their deaths one by one. I do
not remember how many corpses I slowly dragged to the
grass. [ then recognized Untung, a friend of Igun sprawled
helplessly nearby. “Untung, where’s my son?” He did not
respond. Blood was oozing from his ears and nose.

Ataround 7 p.m. distraught parents searching for their lost
children gradually filled the area. It was agonizing to hear
the hysterical cries of parents who discovered the lifeless
bodies of their children. The parents brought home the dead
bodies of their children in whatever contraption available
to them - motorbikes, pedicabs and even pushcarts. It was
upsetting and heartbreaking. Not even one law enforcer
was in sight to take charge of the situation; it was beyond
belief that amid such chaos they seemed to have been
swallowed by the earth. The fire brigade that was suppose
to arrive was also nowhere in sight. What had become of
this country?

All my hopes to find Igun waned, and I finally made the
decision to report my missing child to the Pulo Gadung
police station, Midway to the station, a Kijang car began
following me. The passengers were shouting, “It’s a
woman....It’s a woman....” Aware of the imminent danger,
I immediately hid behind some nearby bushes. The car
suddenly stopped. The passengers — all of them men —
searched in futility for me. “Damn it!” they cursed when
efforts to find me failed.
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At the Pulo Gadung police station, there were only two
officers on duty. My arrival was in vain; they were unable
to attend to my predicament; they did not even contact the
fire station. I went home dejected.

The scene around my house was a state of panic. [ was not
the only one looking for a missing child; several neighbors
were also experiencing a similar fate. My mouth (where it
had been hit) was in severe pain (I found it difficult to open
my mouth for three days) when on that same night Igun’s
elder sibling and I filed a missing person report to the
Kalimalang District Military Command, along with several
of our neighbors. After that, we traced our children to several
hospitals including the Persahabatan Hospital. It was there
that T met Dedi, Igun’s friend.

Dedi was one of the survivors who were fortunate enough
to escape from the blaze after plunging from the third floor;
however, his back was injured. Dedi’s parents were forced
to sell their house to cover his medical expenses. Although
one of his legs was crippled, he is still able to walk now.
After the incident, the once cheerful Dedi became distant
and inattentive; he no longer interacts with people, preferring
to sit alone everyday, lost in his own thoughts or watching
television.

Early next morning, when we returned home, Igun was still
missing. Neighbors arrived at our house offering their
condolencés. It was surreal. As a mother who had given
birth to and raised Igun, it was difficult for me to accept
the fact thaﬂ T had lost my son without an explanation, and
with no knowledge of his whereabouts.

Accomparied by the head of the neighborhood association,
who brought along a large flashlight at five in the morming,
Igun’s elder sibling and 1 went again to Yogya Plaza. The
fire has died out after residents doused the flames with
sewage water, Due to the heat that still lingered in the
building, we dared not enter. We waited for daylight before

we made our way into the mall. At the same time, several

- policemen arrived at the location. 1 was infuriated. Why

had they only managed to arrive now, when nothing remained
except dead bodies?

My anger flared up when I caught sight of the gruesome
condition of charred bodies twisted in varied positions.
Some were in sitting positions, others were found laid on
their backs. I saw the corpse of a pregnant woman, There
was also a pile of dead bodies near the escalator. The most
horrifying thing was when I discovered Nur’s body, a friend
of Tgun, tied up in steel wires. I could not refrain from

cursing, “Barbarians!” Most of the bodies were

" unrecognizable, as Igun’s elder sibling and 1 attempted to

carefully examine each of them.

Finally, after searching at the Cipto Mangunkusumo Hospital,
we “found” Igun. I myself was honestly uncertain as to
whether it was really Igun. The body was in a bad state. I
said to myself that even if the remains we had brought home
were not Igun’s, our intentions were honorable. 1 sorely
wanted to have a grave built in memory of Igun, so that
whenever 1 longed for my son, I could always go and visit
him. The only prayer that I hope will be answered is that
my son, in turn, will also be well-taken care of by somebody

else.



‘Twelve days after [gun was buried, T received several phone
calis from strangers in the middle of the night. At the end
of the line, the caller would warn me to not mention to
anybody about the misfortune that had befallen me. “This
is a political issue,” the caller had said. Even without such
intimidation, I would still have been incapable of talking
about Igun’s death to anyone. The fortitude that had
previously given me the strength to find Igun had crumbled
away to bare a weak individual. Each time I recalled the
circumstances that surrounded lgun, I would weep
inconsolably. My thoughts were in shambles. At times 1
would run out of the house as if in search for Igun. On other
occasions, I would sit near the front door, hoping that Igun
would walk through it.

Forty days foliowing the loss of Igun, my condition
deteriorated. My loss of appetite reduced me to rake thinness
and T would lie awake all night. Often, | would look enviously
at my family as they slept soundly. Voices pleading for
help repeatedly haunted me. I was also tortured by
overwhelming feelings of fear when I was indoors or in tall
buildings, petrified that fires would break out. For some
time, whenever 1 used the bathrooms in tall buildings I
dared not lock the door.

My salon deteriorated to a state of neglect due to my
condition. With utmost regret, 1 handed over the salon - a
business that I pioneered in 1987 — to one of my relatives.
My dgeam of owning a large salon was gone. Igun, whom
[ had hoped one day would take over the salon was no
longe;,there. Although still a boy, I had observed that Igun
had a flair and interest in the business, and had already
acquired the skills to blow-dry and curl hair. His friends

would often taunt him by calling him “sister Igun’, to which
he would smile. Sometimes he would Jokingly reply,
“Whatever, I don’t care!”

After three months taking the medicine prescribed by a
psychiatrist, iy physical condition was gradually improving.
My mental health was a different matter, erasing the trauma
would take years. During my recovery process several
volunteers spent time with me and through information they
provided me I became aware of my rights. [ decided that
I'would not allow Igun’s death to go by unnoticed and that
I had to demand clarification and justice from the
government.

I stopped shedding tears and became determined to spare
no effort in my search for justice. Igun was not a looter.
The majority of victims burnt to death in Yogya Plaza were
innocent children and teenagers who knew nothing. There
are still mothers and families looking for their missing
relatives. It is I who feel that my son was the one “stolen”
from my hands by irresponsible people. My son’s life was
priceless compared to any wealth.

Our lives took a different turn in the aftermath of the May
Tragedy, me along with other families of the Yogya Plaza
victims, who lead modest lives — some of who are illiterate.
We never would have imagined that we’d be organizing
widespread demonstrations or meeting with government
officials. Before (the May Riots) I would shiver whenever
I was near ‘important people’; but now 1 am not afraid.
Why should T be afraid? Am I not fighting for the truth?
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We usually charter a minibus to take us from our homes.
We carry placards inscribed with our aspirations that we
have prepared beforehand. We have met with many people,
from representatives of the National Human Rights
Commission, Parliament members, military generals, Amien
Rais to President Gus Dur. In the process have often been
passed over from one person to the other, without any
significant progress.

But we will never concede defeat. In order to increase the
focus on our struggles, in early 2003 we established the
Forum for the Communication of Families of the May "98
Victims (FKKM — abbreviation of Indonesian title). At the
Jatinegara Kaum area, the place where | live, at least 1040
children were declared missing. There are still scores of
parents in other areas whose children were victims of the
fire that gutted Yogya Plaza.

Without depending on other groups, FKKM has on several
occasions taken initiatives to meet with people in authority;
these efforts have included pursuing members of the National
Human Rights Commission. I can still recall an episode not
long ago, when mothers involved in FKKM, with great
caution and perseverance, once attempted to waylay members
of this National Commission, who were trying to avoid us.

FKXM has also initiated constructive activities: three times
a week FKKM holds a get together at my house for those
interested in learning to read and write. As a group, we
learn to share with each other; literate members teach
members who are unable to read. We have nurtured a solid
bond and we work to inspire and encourage each other.
We are acutely mindful that our struggle feeds on the energy
of the FKKM members, while at the same time our own
economic circumstances have slowly deteriorated. Some
mothers are the backbones of their families, as their husbands
have lost their jobs. Such women typically earn livings as
washerwomen and market vendors. I myself decided to set
up a modest salon at home. These mothers are willing to
forego a day’s worth of earnings when FKKM duties beckon.
Everything is sacrificed for our children.

Five years have elapsed and our struggle has still not seen
the light at the end of the tunnel, but we — particularly the
mothers — will not surrender, will persistently demand
accountability from those who wicld the authority to disclose
the actual masterminds behind the May Tragedy. In order
to ensure that this issue will not be simply forgotten, we
will not remain idle. Someone is held to account even when
a person is hit by a bicycle. Why then, when hundreds of
children perished in horrific circumstances, is the
responsibility to hold the perpetrators to account summarily

ignored?

As narrated by Ruminah (45 years old), mother of
Gunawan {12 vears old) who went missing during the
riots in Yogya Plaza, Klender on May 14, 1998.



Thank You, Pak Haji !
(Pak Haji is a term of address for a man who has made the

Haj pilgrimage to Mecca)

May 13, 1998. At approximately 5 p.m., my husband and
[ were on our way to deliver a cake ordered from us by a
customer in West Jakarta. Upon reaching a shopping center
near the police station, we noticed a crowd of people at a
distance in front of us. They were yelling, “Those who are
not Chinese move away and the Chinese must remain in
their places. Do not move.” Realizing the danger of the
situation, my husband stopped the motorcycle. *This looks

dangerous. It’s best if we return home,” he said.

We had only moved 100 meters in the opposite direction
when our motorcycle fell to the ground. My husband must
have panicked. There was a loud impact and my husband
lost consciousness. A crowd came rushing and surrounded
both of us. “They are Chinese...they are Chinese. e was
what [ heard. I was carried away and passed around from
one person to the other. I could hear many voices... the
voices of men... what happened next... my memory has
failed me. Where I was taken and how I was treated? I do
not know for certain. I felt as though I was already dead.

When I woke up, my entire body was in pain, including the
area around my genitals. I was lying on a bamboo platform
lined with a mat. I tried to open my eyes and saw two
women and a man sitting around me. The elder and younger

women wore headscarves. They applied a warm compress

to my body and then rubbed herbal liniment all over me. 1
desperately wanted to communicate with them, but I could
not utter any words. I felt as though I was in a deep slumber,

in a time tunnel, on an infinite journey.

When [ awoke for the second time I could faintly hear the
echo of people reciting the Qur‘an around me. Upon noticing
that I had opened my eyes they offered me something to
eat and drink. I was then given some medicine and a
traditional herbal tonic. I was unaware of how long I had
been in that house. When my mind began to clear, the first
question that came to mind was what had happened to my
husband and my three children. T yearned to return home,
but Haji Ramli’s kind-hearted family did not permit me to
leave the house. “The situation is still unsafe,” they explained.
For three days I laid helplessly on the bamboo platform.
Each time I forced myself to walk blood would flow from

my vagina. It was excruciating,

According to Pak Haji, 1 was discovered near the
embankment in West Jakarta. Pak Haji's son (who had also
performed his Haj pilgrimage) who earned a living as a
motorcycle-taxi man was on his rounds when he noticed
me lying face downward, without a single item of clothing.
He stopped, tied me to his back and took me to his parents’
house. The third day after I regained consciousness, T was
taken to a clinic and received treatment there. But Haji
Ramli’s family never left me unattended. Night and day
they would wait on me. Every morning I would be given

a bath and I was spoon-fed during meal times. If I needed
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to go to the bathroom, someone was always there to assist

me.

Each time the faces of my young children flashed before
me, tears would come streaming down my cheeks. At the
time | was convinced that my husband was dead and T was
very worried about my children at home. We did not come
from a wealthy family and earned just enough to live on.
Our daily income depended on selling cakes. Afier the cakes
had been baked, my husband would deliver them to shops
on his motorcycle. Apart from selling our cakes from shop

to shop, 1 also accepted orders from some customers.

After being treated at the clinic for an entire week, I was
allowed to return home. I asked Pak Haji Ramli to take me
home. Strangely enough I could not remember the address
of my own house. In Pak Haji’s car, his family and [ spent
the whole day circling in search of my house, but to no
avail. It was incomprehensible because I was born and
raised in that area. Finally we returned to Pak Hafi’s house.
Pak Haji then requested the help of a paranormal to locate
my house. After some prayers and Qur'an recitation,

peculiarly enough I could remember my home address.

Two weeks after that ill-fated evening, I finally found my
way home. My unexpected arrival was greeted with tears
of relief and elation. My children and mother were pessimistic
that I would return home alive. They wept inconsolably
and my m@ther collapsed and fainted. They thought that I

had died. A photograph of me had been placed at the table

of ashes dedicated to deceased family members and an

offering to appease my spirits had been placed on the table.
My entire family then held a prayer ceremony as we were
still fearful of those who had assaulted me.

The May Tragedy was a heavy blow to the family: not only
had I endured violence, but a crowd of unknown people
had also looted my house and my kitchen equipment for
baking cakes was plundered. My father died of a heart
attack a week after the incident and my mother fled with
my children to stay to a relative’s house. At that time my
husband was still hospitalized for his injuries. After he
recovered, my husband no longer acknowledged me as his
wife, refusing even to talk to me. My heart went to pieces.
After knowing that I had been raped, he considered me as
a bearer of misfortune who would bring difficulties to his
life. He changed dramatically, gambling almost every day.
He even hit me on one occasion after he accused me of
stealing his money. Then one day, he threw me out of the

house, along with my mother and the children. It was

agonizing for me. ] had no one to tumn to for protection and

everybody seemed to be recoiling from me.

In overwhelming despair, I finally returned to Pak Haji’s
house. The family warmly welcomed me into their home
and even loaned me some money to start a business. Pak
Haji then rented a house for the children and I, a simple
house in a semi-rural area on the outskirts of the city. He

also assisted in financing the children’s education.

To earn a living, my mother and I made Chinese buns
(bakpao). Every evening we would park our food cart near

a shopping complex. In the first week, the steamed buns



were not selting well. Mother then added two other varicties
of steamed snacks (siomai and otak-otak) to our list of food
to sell. In the mornings, T would hawk the siomai and otak-
otak around a shopping area. At sundown I would sell
bakpao. Gradually, customers began to show a preference
for our steamed snacks. Business at our bakpao cart slowly
increased; we expanded from one cart to a total of five
carts. A supermarket then offered me the opportunity to set
up a bakpao and siomai food-stand in their premises. After
six months [ was able to make installments on the loan from
Pak Haji. One year later, | managed to settle my loan with
Pak Haji. From the money camed, I also managed to lease
a better and larger house. What gladdens me most was the
academic prestige carned by my children: they were awarded
scholarships.

In 2001, T was the proud owner of ten bakpao carts and 1
employed ten people. One year later, | was able to rent an
even larger house. T was also able to pay installments for
a car to deliver orders for siomai and bakpao and employ
more people. Meanwhile, the business initiated by my
former husband had collapsed. A year ago he unexpectedly
paid me a visit and mentioned his intention to reconcile, I
refused his offer. The children also forbade me, as was the
sentiment of my mother; however, he would sometimes
secretly visit me, imploring me for money.
.

[ may have fully recovered physically, but the trauma of
the May incident continues to haunt me. Following the
tragedy it is difficult for me to sleep soundly; I often wake

up in the middle of the night; and each time I see a crowd

of people I get overwhelmingly upset.

One thing that T am grateful for is that I can still lead a
normal life. My first child is now at university, my second
child is in senior high school and my youngest is still in
Junior high school. My accomplishments have been made
possible due to the unconditional compassion shown to me
by Pak Haji and his family. Even though we embrace
dfferent religions — I am a Confucius believer — Pak Haji

considers me as his own daughter.

Pak Haji’s family is now my family. He is the one who
constantly encourages me to look forward and to put the
past behind me. If it had not been for my children and
mother, | would have committed suicide. Pak Haji’s family
repeatedly reminded me that suicide was not the answer.
My children depended on me. T slowly tried to rebuild the
bits and pieces of my shattered life. Without the help of
Pak Haji and his family I would not have had the will to

live..

Until this day I still fail to comprehend it. Why was it that
because of the issue of a change in president, a number of
peopie could bring themselves to rape Chinese women and
set fire to the houses of Chinese residents? How could
anyone have no second thonghts in stripping naked and
gang raping a Chinese woma like an antmal? Even though
I am of Chinese descent, I am an Indonesian: my

grandmother and great-grandparents were all born in
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Indonesia. | am fair-skinned, my eyes are indeed slanted.
Should I be treated differently only because of this? At the
moment I am still fighting to forget the May Tragedy. I do
not wish to harbor hatred towards anyone. Pak Haji s family
has tanght me the most precious lesson: about genuine love

and compassion.

As recounted by Lani, 42 years old, to a counselor.

Never Have Fear
nor Lose Hope

“God is unjust. They say that God created everyone equal;
why then are the Chinese constantly targets? Why?” I had
grumbled these words to my clder sister while smoking a
cigarette on Sunday, May 16, as [ was paying a visit to her
house in the eastern part of Jakarta. On my way to her
house, the faces of my husband and two daughters had
flashed before me and I had noticed traces of wreckage
from the previous riots on every COrmer.

Two days earlier, after | had completed my tasks, several
friends and I were ‘evacuated’ to the office of an
acquaintance. That night we slept there. The situation outside
was still unsafe. The following day, I had to walk home to
my rented house. The distance that | had to cover was

- considerably far. My feet felt as though they had been

crushed.

Lili’s house was not located in the city center; therefore I
thought it would be safer. [ felt that the situation on Sunday
was relatively calm (compared to the previous days).
Accompanied by Lili, I even went to central Jakarta to take
out some cash from the ATM, bought some chicken noodles
and went shopping at a supermarket. Not long after returning
to Lili’s house, we left the house again. This time I wanted
to buy Lili’s prescription drugs at the pharmacy. We began
to walk towards the pharmacy. From the opposite direction,
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Komnas Perempuan’s State of
Independence

Since the inception of Komnas Perempuan, the issue of its
independence as a National Commission has been
challenged. Pressure exists to align the Commission with
a particular Government Ministry; there have been special
requests to assign as Commissioners certain prominent
figures close to the ruling authority: there was also a
suggestion of a different name for the institution, one that
carried with it paternalistic connotations. Such frames of
thought regard women as weak individuals: in response to
them women activists assert in a polite yet firm manner,
“Thank you, but it is unacceptable.” This assertion was the
first manifestation of Komnas Perempuan’s state of

independence.

The principle of independence is also exemplified by
Komnas Perempuan’s laborious efforts to develop a mission
that is appropriate to the role of a National Commission —
this has never been a straightforward undertaking. First of
all, many NGOs view Komnas Perempuan as an NGO as
well, given that Komnas Perempuan defends women’s rights
and that a large number of women activists are members
of the Commission. As a result some view this Commission
as “invading’ NGO ground. The government too also has
difficulties in separating Komnas Perempuan from NGOs.
This mindset has historical foundations, as only NGOs and
government dealt*with social/political issues during the

New Order. When established in 1998 as an independent

National Commission. Komnas Perempuan occupied

institutional ground without precedent in Indonesia.

As the first National Commission founded after the collapse
of the New Order regime, all involved with Komnas
Perempuan have worked intensely to improve the
Commission through an ongoing process of self-reflection;
we seek, listen to and analyze criticism and inputs from
NGOs and the government, as generated through annual
public accountability events as well as through more informal
means. We also solicit assistance and opinions from
colleagues who have long been engaged in efforts to uphold
women’s rights in the Asia Pacific region, in terms of their
thoughts on the appropriate role for Komnas Perempuan in
Indonesia. Slowly but surely, Komnas Perempuan has begun
to emerge as an institutional bridge linking civil society
with the government. and as a resource center for
information, educational curriculum and service delivery

principles as they relate to women’s human rights.

The independent nature of Komnas Perempuan is also
manifest in its commitment to constantly work and assume
positions based on empirical analysis of the experiences of
women. Information obtained from the government and the
community is rigorously scrutinized. Komnas Perempuan
has the capacity to analyze complex information and make
subsequent and balanced interpretations given the diversity
of staff and Commissioners: from NGO activists; researchers

and academicians; religious figures; lawyers and retired



police officers; as well as women activists from outside of
Jakarta, including in conflict areas. Such diversity in
experiences, backgrounds and expertise serves as a force
of its own in contributing toward the independence of the

Commission.

Despite intensive efforts to demonstrate independence and
work commitment, some members of the community still
view Komnas Perempuan as part of the National Human
Rights Commission (Komnas HAM). On one occasion, a
senior human rights figure expressed surprise afier explained
about the independent natures of Komnas Perempuan,
exclaiming, “So Komnas Perempuan is not a ‘spare part’
of Komnas HAM?!”

1t is also frustrating when even the media does not correctly
perceive the work carried out by Komnas Perempuan: in
public events or advocacy actions that Komnas Perempuan
initiates and invites Komnas HAM to participate in, the
name Komnas Perempuan is often overlooked in news
coverage; even though Komnas Perempuan receives
exposure, it is only as a passive supporter. It has reached
a point that we are grateful when society refers to Komnas
Perempuan as ‘Komnas HAM Perempuan’! We regard all
this as inseparable from the general lack of importance with

which women’s human rights are generally viewed.

Fortunately, on the international level there is no such
confusion about Komnas Perempuan, where our efforts to
address human rights violations experienced by Indonesian
women are extensively acknowledged. Komnas Perempuan
conducts advocacy work and builds relationships with
international organizations and experts, within UN circles,
with international government agencies and with civil society
organizations. The ability to build support within the
international community is an invaluable strength for
Komnas Perempuan. This support is of equal significance
1o our work as the networks we have fostered with working
partners at various levels (community, provincial, regional

and national) throughout Indonesia.

Independence, diversity. transparency and public
accountability are principles held unremittingly by Komnas
Perempuan in executing its mandate. Challenges will of
course never recede. much less come to an end. The problems
of violence against women have not even begun to fade
away from our lives, but instead have become more complex
and widespread. Komnas Perempuan’s ability to work
effectively, independently and with full accountability will
continue to be put to the test — the struggles are far from

Over
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