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Chapter Six: Commemorating Gendered Violence Two Decades On: Chinese 

Indonesian Women’s Voices in the Diaspora 

Monika S. Winarnita and Ken M.P. Setiawan 

 

Two decades have passed since the May 1998 ‘Tragedy’. This event refers to the violence 

that swept across Indonesia, and particularly the capital Jakarta, in the lead-up to the fall of 

the authoritarian Suharto regime (1966–98). The violence included assaults on Chinese 

Indonesians, their businesses and property. Many women became victims of mass rapes and 

sexual assaults. As a consequence of the violence, a considerable number of Chinese 

Indonesians fled the country and resettled across the globe (Nonini 2006). In 1999, an 

estimated 150,000 Chinese Indonesians left immediately after, or their departure was 

precipitated by, the May 1998 violence (Ong 2003; Winarnita and Araujo 2016). Although it 

is difficult to estimate the exact number of Chinese Indonesians that resettled in Australia, a 

demographic profile shows that out of approximately 80,000 Indonesian migrants in 

Australia (of which around 30,000 are located in Melbourne) over 40 percent are women who 

self-identify as Chinese Indonesian (Utomo 2014; Winarnita 2018). 

 

 

While the perpetrators of the violence have not been held to account, May 1998 has become 

part of mainstream narratives on Indonesia’s democratic trajectory. These narratives have 

particularly focused on the role of students in bringing down the authoritarian regime, 

reflecting the centrality given to youth—and in particular students—in official accounts of 

the country’s history (Aspinall 2012). By contrast, the authorities have silenced and even 

denied the gendered and ethnic violence that marked this period, illustrating that the 

experiences of women are often lost in historical narratives (Bennett 2006). In recent years, 

mainstream public discourses have increasingly profiled Chinese Indonesians as non-pribumi 

(non-Indigenous), reflecting rising conservatism and an increasing nationalist political 

climate (Hadiz 2017). This poses challenges to those who want to bear witness to the 

gendered and racial dimensions of the May 1998 violence, not only in Indonesia but also in 

the diaspora.  

 

 

At the heart of this chapter is the question of how gendered and racial violence is 

remembered and commemorated from a situation of both temporal and geographical distance. 
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The chapter answers this question by providing an ethnographic account of the process of 

commemorating the gendered and racial violence of May 1998 in the context of the Chinese 

Indonesian diasporic community in Melbourne, Australia. Commemoration is understood as 

both the practice of community remembrance and the political processes under which there 

may or may not be consensus about the representation of the event (Stephens 2006, p. 2). We 

pay particular attention to the works of two Chinese Indonesian women: Rani Pramesti, who 

identifies as an activist-artist;1 and Dewi Anggraeni, who sees herself as a writer and story 

teller.2 Both women have expressed how recent anti-Chinese sentiments have affected them 

and thus inspired their work to counter dominant narratives that silence the systematic 

gendered violence. At the same time, our discussion will show some of the challenges that 

emerge in this process, particularly in a diasporic context.  

 

 

The chapter engages with and contributes to broader literature on memory, in particular the 

transgenerational transmission of trauma (Hirsch 2008) and gendered dimensions of memory 

work, particularly in the diaspora (Alshaibi 2006; Fortier 2000). We combine this with a 

focus on Mark Goodale’s (2007) concept of human rights practices. In recognising that the 

artistic and literary representations discussed in this chapter are deeply political acts, we 

argue that these works go beyond artistic representation alone and are, in fact, tools to raise 

awareness about injustices and claim rights.  

 

 

Violence Against Chinese Indonesians in May 1998 

 

Chinese Indonesians have historically been perceived as economically strong, but politically 

weak.3 Under the Suharto regime, Chinese Indonesians were forced to assimilate into 

mainstream Indonesian culture. However, this measure had the opposite effect in that their 

‘foreignness’ became even more accentuated (Setijadi 2016). This process made Chinese 

Indonesians vulnerable to racial violence, especially in times of political and economic crisis.  

In the late 1990s, Indonesia experienced an economic crisis that was connected to the Asian 

Financial Crisis. This crisis resulted in the withdrawal of foreign investment across Southeast 

Asia. After the crash of the Indonesian rupiah, coinciding with the worst drought the country 

experienced in the twentieth century, industries and businesses collapsed and the number of 

officially registered poor doubled (Suryahadi and Sumarto 2003). Many Indonesians blamed 
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the ethnic Chinese population for the crisis, their houses and businesses often painted with 

the words non-pribumi (non-Indigenous). As anti-Chinese sentiment increased, harm against 

this group also intensified (Purdey 2006).  

 

 

By May 1998, the economic crisis had turned into a political crisis. Across the country, 

students and activists had taken to the streets, calling for political reform and the resignation 

of President Suharto. At a demonstration in Jakarta on 12 May, the military opened fire on 

the protestors, killing four students in what is now known as the Trisakti killings. In the 

afternoon of the next day, there were violent attacks against Chinese Indonesians in many 

parts of Jakarta, including mass rapes and sexual assaults on women. This followed similar 

violence in Medan earlier in May, during which property and business owned by Chinese 

Indonesians were attacked and women sexually assaulted (McGregor and Setiawan 2019). 

While violence against Chinese Indonesians in situations of economic downturn had 

precedents in Indonesian history, the mass sexual violence against ethnic Chinese women did 

not (Purdey 2006). The security forces were absent, or inactive, in preventing or stopping the 

violence. In fact, in all of these cases witnesses reported organised groups of men acting 

under orders of the security forces or vigilante groups. The techniques used in the violence 

pointed at military training, whereas the simultaneity of the violence also indicated 

organisation (Siegel 1998, Strassler 2004).  

 

 

At the time of the violence, a group led by Roman Catholic priest Father Sandyawan Sumardi 

under the name Volunteers for Humanity (Tim Relawan Untuk Kemanusiaan) offered direct 

support and counselling for victims, collecting witness accounts and data as the events 

unfolded. It was through this group that the systematic nature of the violence and the inaction 

of the security apparatus were exposed. The Volunteers registered 152 cases of rape and 

assault in Jakarta (Komnas Perempuan 2006).4 Some of these reports received media 

coverage, but the general public reacted to this information in disbelief. The media often 

described the witness reports as ‘rumours’ (isu) and the violence as ‘savage’ (biadab). As a 

consequence, the rapes were seen as ‘irrational rather than overtly political and instrumental 

violence’ (Strassler 2004, p. 693). Meanwhile, the government denied any involvement in the 

sexual violence and called upon activists to provide proof – thereby implying that activists 

and victims had fabricated the reports. Similarly, some Islamic organisations argued that 
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accounts of the rapes were fabricated to discredit Islam (Purdey 2006). These early denials 

and contestation of witness’ statements has complicated further investigation into the 

violence and attempts to bring this case to justice. 

 

 

On 23 July 1998, Indonesia’s new president, B.J. Habibie and six ministers appointed the so-

called Joint Fact Finding Team (Tim Gabungan Pencari Fakta) to investigate the May 

violence. This announcement followed a meeting a few days prior with a group of women 

activists, after which Habibie said in a widely circulated statement: ‘After I heard the reports 

of the women from the Society Against Violence Towards Women, containing clear and 

authentic evidence (bukti-bukti yang nyata dan otentik), … [I] express my deep regret that 

such violence occurred which is not in accordance with the values and culture of the 

Indonesian people’ (Habibie in Komnas Perempuan 2006, p. 94).  

 

 

The Fact Finding Team, which comprised members of the armed forces, police, government 

and civil society organisations, issued its report in October 1998. The Team claimed only 85 

verified cases of rape and while it hinted at involvement of the military, it fell short of 

arguing that the violence had been planned (Komnas Perempuan 2006). In 2003, the 

Indonesian Human Rights Commission (Komnas HAM) reopened the investigation into the 

May 1998 violence, verifying the findings of the Joint Fact Finding Team and recommending 

for the case to be brought to an ad hoc human rights court. The Attorney General’s Office 

(AGO) did not respond to this and until today justice remains elusive. This response to the 

May 1998 case follows a general pattern in which the AGO has shown great reluctance in 

bringing cases of past human rights violations to court (Setiawan 2019). Fifteen years later, in 

April 2018, the Indonesian Ministry for Law and Human Rights convened a meeting 

regarding the May 1998 violence. According to some activists who attended the meeting, and 

who were involved in Volunteers for Humanity, this meeting offered little in ensuring that the 

violence will be addressed through formal mechanisms.5 In turn this means that, more than 

twenty years on, the denial of the May 1998 violence persists.  

 

 

Human rights organisations, including the National Commission for Women’s Rights 

(Komnas Perempuan), have persistently demanded attention to the violence against women in 
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1998. However, as has been noted by Winarnita (2012), much of their work has framed the 

events as a violation of the rights of all Indonesian women, leaving out the racial motives 

from the narrative of gender-based violence. Similarly, while recent developments to mark 

sites of violence—for instance, through the May 1998 memorial in Jakarta (The Jakarta Post, 

11 May 2015)—represent a form of acknowledgment, such initiatives have placed the event 

in a broader narrative of regime change. This is illustrated by referring to the victims of May 

1998 as pahlawan Reformasi (‘heroes of Reform’). The victims described by this term are 

generally urban, poor and male. The use of this terminology has diverted attention from the 

systemic discrimination against Chinese Indonesians and the use of sexual violence as a tool 

of repression. This chapter will show how female activist-artists and writers of Chinese 

Indonesian decent seek to address these lacunae. 

 

 

Human Rights Practices and Commemorating Sexual Violence  

 

In a context of the failure of formal mechanisms for redress and limited recognition for past 

violence, those affected have turned to alternative ways to pass on their memories. This 

statement holds also true for the many Chinese Indonesians who left the country after the 

May 1998 violence. Often, these memories are conveyed through forms of artistic or literary 

expression that do not only serve to communicate what has happened in the past, but also aim 

to raise awareness of inequalities and injustices, and even advocate for justice. These are 

public statements, deeply grounded in personal experience, both about what happened in the 

past and how this should be acknowledged in the present. Artistic and literary practices are 

thus fundamentally social phenomena, which seek to make powerful contributions to our 

shared humanity (Elliott, Silverman and Bowman 2016). 

 

 

We consider the artistic and literary works discussed in this chapter as examples of human 

rights practices, defined as ‘the many ways in which social actors […] talk about and 

advocate for […] the idea of human rights in its different forms’ (Goodale 2007, p. 24). 

Social actors go beyond the political elites, with Goodale arguing that exactly through a focus 

on non-elite actors—such as artists and writers—we are able to examine what human rights 

do for people in practice and how these ideas empower actors to claim their rights. This 

emphasis on social actors reflects anthropological approaches to the study of human rights (in 

http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2015/05/11/victims-family-ngos-commemorate-may-1998-tragedy.html
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which Goodale’s work is situated), which have consistently called for considering human 

rights beyond the traditional paradigms of international law and politics. This is not to argue 

that these spheres are not important for the study of human rights. Rather, it is to suggest that 

the enactment of human rights laws does not necessarily translate into practice. This gap 

between laws and practices means that the implementation of human rights is dependent on 

the embedment of human rights values in societies (Merry 2006).  

 

 

In raising awareness about violence, rape and other forms of sexual violence have often been 

characterised as ‘unspeakable’; acts so horrific that they are impossible to convey in words. 

This has also been noted in the context of May 1998 in Indonesia (Siegel 1998), and has 

arguably led to the invisibility of sexual violence in processes of commemoration (Kusno 

2003; Strassler 2004). However, there are examples where sexual violence is remembered, 

for instance, in global commemorations of so-called former comfort women (McGregor this 

volume; Tsutsui 2006). Similarly, ethnographic research by Klungel (2010) shows that in 

Guadeloupe, performative acts play an important role in the remembrance of sexual violence, 

communicating trauma across generations both in familial and public spheres. She argues that 

the remembrance of sexual violence in these contexts simultaneously functions as warning, 

protection and reintegration mechanisms. This example also underlines that rape is not 

merely a matter for individuals, but for society as a whole. While remembering and 

commemorating violence is not without problems and limitations (Friedlander 1992), and 

sexual violence is not per definition adequately represented in history, these memories can be 

transmitted despite having been silenced (Klungel 2010). 

 

 

In considering how Chinese Indonesian women transmit memories of sexual violence in the 

diaspora, our analysis is concerned with both the transmission of past events across time and 

space, as well as the gendered dimensions of memory work. We will discuss these elements 

in turn. First, by considering elements of time and space, we are interested in the gap between 

the actual event and the present—which is continually increasing—and how past events are 

communicated to those who did not experience them firsthand. In considering space, we refer 

to the process of remembering in other geographical sites from where the events occurred – 

in this case, in the diaspora. We thus investigate how memories are mobilised in different 
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temporal (and generational), spatial, cultural and political settings, with a particular interest in 

how memories are used in the context of a political struggle (cf. Argenti and Schramm 2010). 

 

 

In analysing the traumatic impact of past violence on those who did not experience it directly, 

we build on the concept of postmemory (Hirsch 2008). Coined by Marianne Hirsch in the 

context of memories of the Holocaust, postmemory refers to the relationship of people to 

powerful and often traumatic experiences that occurred before they were born. While these 

people were not physically present at the time, through familial ties memories of the events 

were communicated to them in a profound way, coming close to memories in their own right. 

Similarly, in the context of the Palestinian diaspora, artist Sama Alshaibi (2006) has raised 

the importance of family, particularly the role of women including mothers and 

grandmothers. However, as argued by Hirsch, postmemory should not be mistaken as 

memory, although it approximates this in affective force. It is also not an identity position but 

a generational structure and a powerful vehicle in the transgenerational transmission of 

memories as it allows the communication of past events in the present (Hirsch 2008).  

 

 

Various mediums can be used in communicating memories of the past. Hirsch’s (2008) work, 

for instance, focuses particularly on the role of photography. Other mediums of memorial 

work of the second generation may include fiction, memoirs or artistic representation. These 

works are often shaped by feelings of confusion and responsibility, as well as a desire to 

repair what was broken. In contexts where suffering is not adequately acknowledged, for 

instance in Palestine, art represents a ‘reclaiming of a history, as well as a voice to current 

struggles “silenced” by Israel’s domination’ (Alshaibi 2006, p. 31). Commenting on the role 

of writers with regard to war and memory, Mia Couto argues that fictional spaces have a 

crucial role to play in opening dialogues on past violence: ‘by transforming it into a story, 

you allow people to revisit without a sense of guilt, without pointing fingers to the others’ 

(Couto in Klungel 2010, p. 58). For the transgenerational transmission of traumatic events of 

the past, artistic and literary representation is thus invaluable.  

 

 

Second, we argue that memory work is a gendered process. In processes of transgenerational 

transmission of trauma, memory work often uses feminine tropes, such as the image of the 
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mother, to rebuild and re-embody disappearing connections. Gender is thus an idiom of 

remembrance, which enables links between the past and present (Hirsch 2008). Similarly, 

Sama Alshaibi draws on the personal stories of her grandmother, mother and herself in her 

work to move from personal memory into cultural memory, articulating the cycle of 

dispossession experienced by the Palestinian people (Alshaibi 2006). Fortier (2000) notes 

that in diasporic communities, where cultural identity is simultaneously deterritorialised and 

reterritorialised, culture and group identity can be produced through performative acts in 

which the female body is often used to inscribe both local particularity and collective 

identity. Women thus play an important role in forging cultural identities. This notion further 

underlines the fundamentally social nature of memories (Halbwachs 1992). Memories may 

be individual but hold social groups of various scales together, defining a group’s image of 

itself and its external environment (Smith 2013). 

 

 

It should be stressed that memory work, and expressions of identity, are not necessarily 

homogenous in nature. Statements put forward may differ and even contradict one another, as 

individuals may remember and interpret events in different ways. The latter may especially 

occur when individuals or groups have different interests. However, contradicting accounts 

are not necessarily a sign of attempts to deny history by a repressive authority. Rather these 

contradictions signal that memory, as a social construct, continually reshapes itself and 

addresses changing needs (Hodgkin and Radstone 2003). 

 

 

Commemorating Gendered and Ethnic Violence in the Diaspora  

 

On a sunny autumn Saturday in May 2018, more than 100 people, mostly Indonesians from 

various ethnic groups living in Melbourne, Australia, attended a commemoration at Monash 

University for ‘Remembering 20 Years of May ’98 Riots’, or its twentieth anniversary. 

Organised by Forum Masyarakat Indonesia di Australia (Indonesian Community Forum in 

Australia, FMIA), the event was publicised in an email communication and a Monash 

University temporary events webpage with an extended title to the social media post, 

‘Commemorating Reformasi and the Events of May 1998 to Foster a Diverse Nation’ 

(Memperingati Reformasi dan Peristiwa Mei 1998 Dengan Tekad Memelihara Kebangsaan 

Yang Bhinneka), which featured a ‘one day seminar with panel speakers, testimonials, 
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photographs and an art exhibition’ (Rani P Collaborations 2018). Both authors participated in 

and observed the various activities during this one-day event.6 In this section, we focus our 

ethnographic observation on two of the three women with Chinese Indonesian heritage who 

presented their artistic and literary work, including public discussions, at the 

commemoration. 

 

 

What was striking in this Melbourne diasporic commemoration of May 1998, and different to 

those held over two decades ago inside and outside of Indonesia, was that Chinese Indonesian 

women’s voices were prominent. By comparison, commemorations in the diaspora —such as 

in Sydney, three months after the May 1998 violence—had historically been part of 

international events organised by the Huaren Chinese diaspora online group in their 

campaign on human rights violations in 1998 against Chinese Indonesians (Winarnita 2012). 

The Sydney event in 1998 discussed at length the human rights violations against those of 

Chinese descent, emphasising male testimonies. While this previous Sydney diasporic 

commemorative event was important, it downplayed the gendered ethnic violence against 

Chinese Indonesian women.  

 

 

However, the absence of women’s voices at that time could also have played a role. At the 

time of the Sydney commemoration, memories were still very raw, and people possibly could 

not yet express themselves. The event in Melbourne was not initiated by an international 

Chinese diaspora group like the event in Sydney, but was driven by the Indonesian diaspora 

group. The group actively sought the participation of women, and particularly Chinese 

Indonesian women who explicitly addressed the gendered and ethnic violence of May 1998. 

These were activist-artist Rani Pramesti, who presented her digital graphic novel Chinese 

Whispers (Figure 1);7 journalist and author Dewi Anggraeni, who featured in Rani’s novel 

and also presented her own fiction novel My Pain My Country (Figure 2); and survivor-artist 

Elina Simbolon who displayed her work The Voice of Mockingbird (Figure 3).  

 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

Figure 1 – Poster for Rani Pramesti’s Chinese Whispers 2018 Jakarta launch  

 

[Insert Figure 2 here] 
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Figure 2 – Dewi Anggraeni’s 2017 novel My Pain My Country 

 

 

Elina, an RMIT University Master of Fine Arts graduate who was listed as the ‘host’ of the 

social media announcement of the Melbourne commemoration event ‘the Voices in 20th 

Anniversary’, also introduced her installation artwork, The Voice of Mockingbird. Elina’s 

short introduction to her work took place half way through the day, after an announcement 

that the lunch buffet was served and without space for a question and answer session from the 

audience. She declined to be interviewed further due to her status as a survivor-artist of 

Chinese Indonesian descent. Elina gave permission for representation of her work, a photo 

from the event depicting the art installation of crumbling white bricks (white being the colour 

of mourning for the Chinese people) piled up and also arranged in different vertical 

configuration of eight rows (Figure 3). Each brick is decorated with different coloured pieces 

of clothes, with the most prominent being what appears to be male attire of formal, light blue-

stripped, business long sleeved shirts with buttons on their cuffs still attached. There are also 

flower prints in the pieces of clothing, which suggests female attire. Elina explained further 

that ‘there are some ripped women’s underwear and torn fabrics with Chinese emblems on 

them which are not completely concealed in the concrete to represent the unresolved issue of 

violence against ethnic Chinese women.’8 These pieces of clothing, though attached to the 

white bricks, also illustrate detachment from the bodies that wore them and from the larger 

community they belong to. Thus, potentially eliciting a visceral reaction in audiences 

attending an event with the context of commemorating the violence towards Chinese 

Indonesians. Elina’s artwork speaks not only for the experiences of those represented by the 

crumbling bricks and pieces of clothing, but also her own story. 

 

[Insert Figure 3 here] 

Figure 3 – Elina Simbolon’s ‘The Voice of Mocking Birds’ art installation 2018, photo 

courtesy of Yacinta Kurniasih. 

 

 

The Women’s Stories 

 

The other two Chinese Indonesian women who were invited to present in a public discussion 

panel at the event also told their personal stories about May 1998 and their motivation for 
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creating their artistic and literary work. The first presenter was Rani, who described her non-

fiction digital graphic novel, Chinese Whispers. The novel was titled as a play on words from 

both the game ‘Chinese Whispers’, where messages passed on get distorted; as well as 

emphasising that the mass rapes of Chinese Indonesian women has been denied by the state, 

not acknowledged, existing as ‘whispers’ by those whose voices are silenced or distorted like 

in the ‘game’. Similar to Sama Alshaibi who draws on the personal stories of herself and the 

women in her family as a way of connecting personal memory to cultural memory, Rani is 

telling the story of May 1998 through her eyes as a twelve-year-old girl and as an adult. She 

included a variety of women’s voices. These included the voices of senior women such as 

Dewi Anggraeni as a historical source, and philosopher Karlina Supelli as an eyewitness. The 

voices also included anonymous Chinese Indonesian women based in Melbourne, including 

from the youth group who Rani interviewed as part of the research process of Chinese 

Whispers. Karlina Supelli is also a friend of Rani’s mother, whom Rani describes as a 

feminist activist during the events in 1998 supporting the survivors of the gendered ethnic 

violence. Rani’s emphasis on including these women’s voices is arguably a feminine trope of 

transgenerational transmission of trauma, from the older generation of females of her 

mother’s age, to Chinese Indonesian women younger than her in the youth group who may 

not have living memory of the event. The women’s voices speaking in the novel and no 

longer whispering about the May 1998 mass rapes, emphasise ‘gender as an idiom of 

remembrance’ (Hirsch 2008, p. 103), linking the past and present need to commemorate and 

acknowledge the continued discrimination experienced by Chinese Indonesians.   

 

[Insert Figure 4 here] 

Figure 4 – Rani as a twelve-year-old in a scene with her mother from the online digital 

graphic novel, Chinese Whispers 

 

 

One of the first scenes in her novel shows Rani watching the city burn from her rooftop as a 

twelve-year-old girl living in Jakarta, and her mother telling her she has to leave. Like many 

Chinese Indonesian families who were socio-economically able to send their daughters to 

Australia for their safety (Winarnita, Chan and Butt 2018), Rani’s parents sent her to live at a 

boarding school in Perth from age thirteen. The novel in essence traces Rani’s quest to find 

out how such violence as May 1998 could occur, starting from her life as a child living in 
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Indonesia and the event that prompted her move to Australia, in a similar manner to the 

stories of some of the women she interviewed and included in her novel.   

 

[Insert Figure 5 here] 

Figure 5 – Rani’s discussion with young Chinese Indonesian women in Melbourne, from the 

online digital graphic novel, Chinese Whispers.  

 

 

The artistic process of Chinese Whispers started with what Rani called nine months of 

‘fieldwork’ amongst the Indonesian Catholic community and its youth group in Melbourne.9 

The novel describes how she began by conducting theatre workshops with young women in 

this group, intending to ‘perform their story of migration’ (Fortier 2000). As some of the 

young women left Melbourne and returned to Indonesia, the project evolved into recording 

the stories of those who remained and, in particular, Rani’s conversations with them about 

May 1998, as well as gendered and ethnic violence against Chinese Indonesians. Her novel is 

also a depiction of Rani’s quest to understand how such violence could occur, including 

reading Indonesia’s history to understand the position of Chinese Indonesians vis-a-vis 

pribumi during the Dutch colonial period, and reverse-racism of a Chinese Indonesian young 

woman she met in Melbourne (Chapter 4 ‘Inheriting Hate’). The two last chapters of the 

novel, ‘Unity’ and ‘Prayer’, are about the possibilities for tolerance and reconciliation in the 

act of remembrance.  

 

[Insert Figure 6 here] 

Figure 6 – Rani’s 2014 art installation, Chinese Whispers, at the Melbourne Fringe Festival 

 

 

The recorded stories that are part of the novel first featured in Rani’s award-winning 2014 art 

installation performance piece for the Melbourne Fringe Festival, also entitled Chinese 

Whispers. Using headphones, visitors to the installation were able to listen to the stories of 

the Chinese Indonesian women while walking through a maze that Rani created with white 

cloth, cultural objects and projected shadow images such as masks, fire and simple 

animations. At the end of the maze, visitors were able to chat over tea with host Fanny 

Hanusin, a Melbourne-based Chinese Indonesian actress, about their experience going 

through the installation, their thoughts and feelings about the May 1998 event, or about 
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gendered and ethnic violence in general. The visitors were also asked to leave comments on 

pieces of paper. Some of these reflections were recorded on video and are publicly available 

in a bilingual YouTube trailer.10 More importantly, the comments by young female Chinese 

Indonesians in Melbourne viscerally expressed the transgenerational transmission of trauma. 

One in particular, of a visitor born after 1998, reflected a ‘postmemory’ (Hirsch 2008): ‘wow 

this really happened, it still going on, it makes you aware you should embrace this part of 

you, you can forgive but no one can forget right.’ Another commented on the reluctance to 

face difficult pasts, yet the necessity to do so: ‘we don’t want to open that room and that 

experience sort of impact[s you] and we don’t want to go there anymore because it’s 

unpleasant, but how do you feel recovery [sic] and make sure this does not happen anymore 

and you don’t learn from it, that’s why [the art installation] it’s healing’ (speaking in English 

with Indonesian subtitles).11 The latter comment thus also underlined the powerful role of art 

in bringing the past to the present. 

 

 

Compared to the installation, the eight-chapter digital graphic novel that Rani presented in 

the 2018 Melbourne commemoration did not have the same level of interactivity or 

engagement with specifically young female Chinese Indonesians. The digital graphic novel 

was, in Rani’s words, ‘a multimedia translation of the 2014 art installation performance by 

the same name Chinese Whispers (title remained in English).12 Rani chose this medium to 

engage younger audiences globally and online, similar to the effects of Japanese manga 

animations produced after World War Two about traumatic events such as the Atomic Bombs 

(Fuller 2012). Rani’s public engagements, presentations and workshops in Indonesia and in 

Melbourne about the 2018 novel does feature face-to-face interactivity with readers of her 

work.13 At the time of the May 2018 event in Melbourne, her digital graphic novel was only 

available in Indonesian and thus its audience was limited to those with a command of this 

language.  

 

 

The second presenter at the Melbourne commemoration, journalist and author Dewi 

Anggraeni also featured as the second chapter of Rani’s 2018 digital novel, titled ‘Becoming 

Witness’. This chapter in the novel shows Rani’s quest to find out about the event by visiting 

Dewi’s home to hear her story and her thoughts about the 1998 event, in effect searching for 

transgenerational knowledge (cf. Hirsch 2008). Dewi recalled that in May 1998, when she 
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was a journalist based in Melbourne, she did not at first believe mass rapes and sexual assault 

happened, reflecting the general sense of disbelief in Indonesia. For Dewi, this was because 

none of the Jakarta-based journalists she knew were able to talk to survivors.14 As has been 

discussed in studies of survivors of mass rapes, there is often an element of shame and fear 

associated with sexual assault. This is particularly the case with Chinese Indonesian women 

survivors of the May 1998 event (Budianta 2002; Heryanto 2001). It was not until she met a 

female survivor recovering in Melbourne that Dewi was compelled to do her own research or 

to ‘unearth the truth.’15  

 

 

Dewi’s writing, particularly her fictional novel My Pain My Country (2017) in English and 

her earlier non-fiction work in Indonesian Tragedi Mei 1998 (May 1998 Tragedy, 2014) 

about Komnas Perempuan’s role, is (according to Dewi) a way of making amends for not 

initially believing that the violence had occurred.16 In Chinese Whispers, Dewi is recorded 

stating in Indonesian: ‘I feel I am in the wrong and sinful that I ever doubted that the rapes 

happened (saya merasa bersalah dan berdosa pernah meragukan pemerkosaan itu terjadi).’ 

This illustrates Hirsch’s (2008) argument of how commemoration can be a way of trying to 

make things ‘right’.17 In particular, by being part of Rani’s work, Dewi is sharing a 

transgenerational collective trauma through their combined artistic and literary representation 

(Hirsch 2008). 

 

 

Dewi Anggraeni’s own English language novel My Pain My Country was released just before 

the twentieth anniversary of the May 1998 event. The novel is also about transgenerational 

trauma of three Chinese Indonesian women, a mother and her two daughters, and their 

experiences of the event. The story begins with what happened to the youngest daughter Irina 

or ‘Nina’ who found herself in ‘harm’s way amid the mass gang-raping of Chinese women’ 

(Anggraeni 2017, book cover) when she went to help her fellow student activists. Nina 

committed suicide from acute depression when she returned to Jakarta from her sojourn to 

recover in Australia. The story then focused on her mother and older sister Narida who have 

to cope with Nina’s death, while suffering their own mental breakdowns and a deep sense of 

guilt and failure. In the end, Narida finds solace by writing a novel about the violence 

towards Chinese Indonesian women to counter the Indonesian government’s denial of the 

event. Narida’s solace is inspired by Dewi’s own explanation of her reason to write this 
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novel. 

 

 

Dewi’s message in the novel is also both about seeking acknowledgement and justice for the 

victims and their families, and countering stereotypes of Chinese Indonesians as not 

contributing to and being part of Indonesian society. Narida, for example, is described in the 

novel as marrying a non-Chinese Indonesian Muslim man while her mother Mariana stayed 

put in Indonesia and continued on with her Indonesian batik cloth making. The family is also 

depicted as receiving immense support from non-Chinese Indonesian friends and strangers 

who are not indifferent to their discrimination.  

 

 

There is a similar underlying message in both Dewi and Rani’s works in that they attempt to 

counter stereotypes, and explore the possibilities of reconciliation and tolerance despite 

ongoing racism. Both of their works call for acknowledgment and justice for the gendered 

and ethnic violence that occurred. They argue that this is the sole basis to move on as 

Indonesians, both Chinese and non-Chinese.  

 

 

Challenges by Dominant Male Voices 

 

While the Melbourne event showcased three Chinese Indonesian women’s art and literary 

works, it also included the testimonies of several Chinese Indonesian men, in a panel chaired 

by a prominent Chinese Indonesian man. Paintings by a Chinese Indonesian male artist of 

human rights atrocities were also on display. Further testimonies and comments came 

predominantly from male audience members. The dominance of male testimonies in 

particular was a feature of the previous diasporic commemorative event in Sydney in 1998 

that intended to focus on the human rights violations against those of Chinese descent 

through rape – although no women spoke. The silent female body in the early Sydney 

commemoration is nevertheless inscribed with collective diasporic identity (Fortier 2000).  

 

 

Similarly, in the Melbourne 2018 commemorative event, victims of mass rapes became 

representatives of their ethnic collective identity in the way men graphically retold the events 
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of twenty years ago either as speakers or audience members. Although these men focused on 

their own experiences, they also spoke on behalf of their wives and daughters. They 

especially mentioned how safe the female members of the family were, perhaps because of 

the potential shame associated with being victims of sexual violence (Budianta 2002; 

Heryanto 2001). One of the listed invited speakers told the audience how he was able to get 

his wife and children to a golf club to hide in safety, while he returned to protect his property 

as if he were a soldier preparing for war. Studies of genocidal rape have discussed how male 

testimonies depict violence against women as a form of communication between men (Hague 

1997). In other words, the stories emphasise violence against women as a way to de-

masculinise members of the other group, or to make them less of a man by not being able to 

protect ‘their’ women, who are treated as the property of men. Rani challenged the fact that it 

was predominantly men from the audience commenting about the event during her panel’s 

question and answer time. She asked for more gender balance, giving other women in the 

audience, both older and younger, an opportunity to have their voices heard. This led one 

older woman to condemn the sexual violence that had occurred historically in Indonesia.   

 

 

Several male audience members challenged Dewi and Rani. One tried to restate his gender in 

relation to Rani’s call for more gender-balanced questions: ‘I am a man but I also have a right 

to speak!’. According to Rani’s recollection, his male friend then followed by stating: ‘Why 

don’t you all just move on?’. This friend then went on to say that he is an Indonesian with 

Chinese Indonesian friends and wanted to focus on positive relations between the two groups. 

Nevertheless, the implication of his comment (perhaps unconsciously) was an ongoing 

‘othering’ of Chinese Indonesians by making a distinction between the two groups. 

Discussing this interaction afterwards, Rani explained that ‘it made me angry, because it 

highlighted his ignorance in relation to how there are many more barriers to women speaking 

up in a public event such as the FMIA event and also highlighted his male sense of 

entitlement to take up time, space and energy.’18 

 

 

Rani and Dewi’s answers to these challenges clearly illustrate the political message of their 

respective works. Dewi responded that ‘acknowledgement and justice are still needed, 

particularly for the victims and their families.’ Rani added: ‘Moving on does not mean 

forgetting the past or silencing its stories; that’s denial.’ This interchange with the male 



 

 17 

audience member illustrates Hodgkin and Radstone’s (2003) argument that engaging with the 

past is a profoundly political act where memory continually reshapes itself and addresses 

changing needs. Here there was a renewed ‘othering’ of Chinese Indonesians as not ‘native’ 

or pribumi, and thus with an ambiguous sense of belonging to the Indonesian nation (Setijadi 

2017). Moreover, Dewi’s answer in particular is speaking to a failure of formal mechanisms 

to achieve redress and limited recognition for past violence. These acts of remembrance thus 

do not only serve to communicate what has happened in the past; they are also calls for 

justice. 

 

 

The Challenges of Subsuming to Intergenerational and Multiple Community Narratives 

 

By having both Rani and Dewi speaking in the same panel about their separate novels on 

Chinese Indonesian women’s experiences of the 1998 violence, there was a 

‘transgenerational’ sharing of a collective trauma through the ‘safe’ medium of artistic and 

literary representation (Hirsch 2008). The work of Rani, Elina and Dewi presented in 

Melbourne thereby arguably fills a void in public knowledge, particularly in younger 

generations, of a dark chapter in Indonesian history. Their work also challenges common 

assumptions that sexual violence cannot be spoken about. Artistic and literary representation 

plays an important role in this process, as the use of fictional spaces allow for a ‘safer’ level 

of engagement with a traumatic past (Klungel 2010).  

 

 

The importance of transgenerational memory is further illustrated in Rani’s public interaction 

with a young female Indonesian student (not of Chinese Indonesian background) at this 

Melbourne commemorative event. The student stated to the audience that Rani’s 

responsibility as an activist-artist was to engage with youth and to pass down to them her 

knowledge about the atrocities. She asked Rani: ‘Young Indonesian people like me don’t 

know anything about the May 1998 violence. How will you engage with them beyond social 

media selfies?’ This young female student was therefore criticising the use of digital spaces, 

assumed to be fictional, and appeared to seek a deeper level of face-to-face engagement than 

the Melbourne commemoration provided. Nevertheless, the student’s comment further 

illustrates how the voices of Chinese Indonesian women do not only continue to be contested 

by more ‘dominant’ male testimonies, but also that there is a need for multiple 
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representations to satisfy the various demands for passing on ‘transgenerational’ knowledge 

to Indonesian youth in general. As Landsbery (2004) argues, modern technologies, in our 

case study, represented by digital graphic novels, allow people to take on ‘prosthetic 

memory’ or a deeply experienced memory of an event that they do not personally experience, 

thereby enabling empathetic connection.   

 

 

The demand for multiple representations by members of the Indonesian diasporic community 

also provides a larger narrative of 1998 as a time of reform. Examples of these multiple 

representations include: a photo journalism exhibition with discussion of journalists exposing 

human rights violations; discussion of May 1998 as a continuation of human rights violations 

in Indonesia with an exhibition of paintings of the 1965 mass violence; and poetry readings 

about missing or murdered human rights activists. Despite the inclusion of Chinese 

Indonesian women’s voices in the Melbourne event, the gendered violence perpetrated 

against women in May 1998 continues to be subsumed into larger human rights narratives.  

 

 

Challenges in the Diaspora of Time and Space 

 

Both Rani and Dewi communicated the importance of their work to counter the continued 

denial and silencing of the event, as well as their fears about the rise of anti-Chinese 

sentiment with the jailing of Ahok, the Christian Chinese Indonesian ex-Jakarta Governor for 

blasphemy charges in 2017 (Setijadi 2017).19 While artistic representation is often considered 

a safe space, particularly in the diaspora where there is geographical distance, the experiences 

of Rani and Dewi challenge this assumption. Rani questions how safe it is to engage in this 

process, stressing how the making of Chinese Whispers has sometimes caused her anxiety 

and secondary trauma, as she had to keep exposing herself to horrific stories. Rani’s 

secondary trauma reveals challenges in terms of ‘time’ or temporal distance, whereby artists 

and their audiences in the diaspora can still be deeply affected by an event that happened 

twenty years ago.  

 

Dewi and Rani’s 2018 commemorative works were also inspired by their earlier 2014 acts of 

commemoration to gain public engagement with and acknowledgement of the specific 

gendered ethnic violence against Chinese Indonesian women. For Rani, it was with the larger 
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multicultural audience in Melbourne, although she also specifically tried to engage the 

Chinese Indonesian diasporic community through presentations at their Indonesian language 

churches prior to the festival in 2014.20 Dewi’s 2014 non-fiction book was launched in 

Jakarta and it tells the story of Komnas Perempuan’s (Anggraeni 2014) role in helping out the 

survivors and victims’ families. This non-fiction book engaged a broader non-ethnic specific 

community, but one concerned with gender violence issues. In comparing the socio-political 

contexts of the different commemorations, Dewi in particular felt that there was more 

resistance towards and negative feedback about her most recent work.  

 

 

Dewi commented on the negative feedback she received online about her 2017 novel, My 

Pain My Country.21 This was remarkably different to the reception of her previous 2014 

Indonesian language non-fictional book Tragedi Mei 1998.22 Two factors led Dewi to write a 

fictional novel in English. The first was a request by Indonesian readers for an English 

version of her book Tragedi Mei 1998 that received almost all positive comments and 

feedback. Second was Dewi’s story in Rani’s digital graphic novel of meeting a female 

survivor in Melbourne, which inspired Dewi to write a fictional English language novel. She 

believed that to reach a wider English speaking audience a fictional novel would be a better 

medium as the story would have a more emotional impact than in a direct translation of her 

Indonesian book Tragedi Mei 1998.23 Even though My Pain My County is a fictional novel, 

Dewi states that the Indonesians who made negative comments about her book on social 

media perceived that she had written the book as a way of shaming and painting a negative 

image of Indonesia internationally through an English novel. Dewi thus believes the 

resistance to her work and her right to represent the event is because of her location in the 

diaspora. ‘The person that made the negative comments online might have only read the title 

and misread it as my country is a pain,’ Dewi maintains.24  

 

 

Furthermore, social media coverage of Dewi’s book on the site Australia Plus attracted 

derogatory and negative comments on their Facebook timeline.25 It was claimed that being 

located outside of Indonesia, Dewi had no right to write about the May 1998 events.26 

However, she explained that it was precisely this distance that allowed her to write about 

those events.27 Dewi’s statement is contextualised within a particular situation in Indonesia, 

where individuals and organisations concerned with this issue continue to be intimidated, 



 

 20 

particularly if they depict Indonesia in an unfavourable light internationally. Diaspora as a 

space thus becomes a double-edged sword whereby it presents both an opportunity to contest 

dominant representation and a challenge as the ‘authenticity’ of Dewi’s voice is contested. 

 

 

In comparison, Rani tried to breach the time and space gap of being located in the diaspora 

by creating her digital graphic novel in Jakarta with a local team (animators, illustrators and 

IT specialists) of various ethnic backgrounds. In addition, she had the first launch of the 

Indonesian version at four events in Jakarta and the first launch of her English version in 

Ubud, Bali. Rani described the difference in reception from the diasporic community in 

Melbourne to the positive reception of the one of the first Jakarta launches in May 2018 at the 

Atma Jaya private Catholic University.28 It could be argued that the Jakarta launch was an 

event where Rani was presenting her work to audiences who related to her story and the 

characters in it. Certainly, some audience members (older activists and journalists who were 

active during 1998) were able to relate to the story, but many younger members—including 

Catholic youth of Chinese Indonesian ethnicity—had no knowledge of the ethnic and 

gendered violence. Similarly, there was a level of acceptance at the International Ubud 

Writers and Readers Festival where Rani launched the English version of Chinese Whispers. 

The challenge of time, space and diasporic location therefore was dependent on the audiences 

the two women were engaging with and whether their commemorative ‘performative acts’ 

were intended to preserve a community identity, traditions, and the very existence of the 

Chinese Indonesian diasporic group (cf. Fortier 2000). It is precisely because the question of 

a community identity as Indonesian is more heightened at the Melbourne commemorative 

event that the works of Rani and Dewi in particular becomes more contested in this diasporic 

space. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Commemorative acts allow people to remember and exchange ideas. They also serve to raise 

awareness, which is particularly significant in contexts where there is limited knowledge or 

acknowledgement of past events. The works of Rani Pramesti and Dewi Anggraeni discussed 

in this chapter show how female activist-artists and writers have addressed the gendered and 

ethnic violence of May 1998. Their works build on deeply personal memories of this violence 
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that have been shared between generations of women, with familial ties prominent both in 

Rani’s digital novel Chinese Whispers and Dewi’s book My Pain My Country. While 

personal stories are at the basis of both Dewi and Rani’s work, at the same time they speak of 

histories of Chinese Indonesians, especially those in the diaspora. Memories may thus be 

individual, but they are also part of a broader context. 

 

 

In turning the lens to the sexual attacks experienced by women, Rani and Dewi challenge the 

notion that such violence is ‘unspeakable’. However, their works goes beyond merely 

speaking about sexual violence. As argued in this chapter, their works constitute human 

rights practices, as they are examples of how social actors talk about and advocate for human 

rights. Specifically, their works call for Indonesia to face its violent past and to deliver justice 

to those that have been victimised. In turn, this forms the basis for tolerance between 

Indonesia’s ethnic groups.  

 

 

However, this chapter has also shown that speaking about gendered and ethnic violence is not 

without difficulties. This is not only because of the difficult issues they work with, increasing 

risks of secondary trauma, but also because commemorations remain contested. We argue 

that these contestations are heightened in the diaspora, where there is an increased emphasis 

on ‘Indonesian’ identity – rather than one that is specifically Chinese Indonesian. In this 

chapter we have identified that these contestations come, first, from the ongoing dominance 

of male narratives of the violence, which show that women still are faced with barriers when 

communicating about this part of history. Second, gendered and ethnic violence continues to 

be subsumed in a broader context of human rights violations that were committed in a 

transition from an authoritarian regime, which means that stories about the specific 

experiences of women are often lost. A third challenge is the othering of Chinese Indonesians 

in the diaspora, whereby their physical presence outside of Indonesia supposedly disqualifies 

them from speaking about these events.  

 

Despite these challenges, Rani and Dewi—as well as other women like Elina—have spoken 

up in their own ways. They may pave the way for more voices of Chinese Indonesian 

women, in turn challenging dominant narratives on the May 1998 violence both in Indonesia 
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and beyond. It is through their voices that we can understand how Indonesia’s past continues 

to reverberate across time and space. 
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