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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 —



KOR!E% DAN SAKSI KEKERAS

AL ANTI KEKERASAN TERHADAP PER

MISI NASIONAL
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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
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“Try Me" and "Will Find My Way"
Dolorosa Sinaga

Photograph: Carla Bianpoen







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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