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FOREWORD
I am delighted to see 
that the journey of 
Indigenous Women 
movement for 18 
years (1999 -2017) is 
finally documented. 
It is not perfect one, 
but at least we have 
started. It was born out of a desire to 
present the history of PEREMPUAN AMAN. 
The book was prepared due to a fear that 
our members were unable to tell a story 
about their own organization, as a part 
of their struggle to have a recognition 
of their identity as Indigenous Women. 
I do not intend to belittle our members, 
let alone blaming them. It is not their 
fault that they are unable to know the 
stories. To gather, share and consolidate 
are luxurious acts for us. This can be seen 
through the challenges in bringing in the 
representatives of Indigenous Women 

to participate in five quinquennial 

Congresses of the Indigenous Peoples of 

the Archipelago (Konggres Masyarakat 
Adat Nusantara) within the period of 

1999 - 2017. These representatives 
had to fight very hard to convince other 
components of AMAN that Indigenous 
Women are an inherent part of the 

indigenous peoples movement and, thus, 
are eligible to participate in the events.

This is a living document, which is expected 
to enable our members in tracing back 
the footsteps of our organization to date 

and to envision the future of Indigenous 

THIS IS A LIVING DOCUMENT, WHICH IS 
EXPECTED TO ENABLE OUR MEMBERS IN 
TRACING BACK THE FOOTSTEPS OF OUR 
ORGANIZATION TO DATE AND TO ENVISION 
THE FUTURE OF INDIGENOUS WOMEN’S 
MOVEMENT IN INDONESIA.
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Women’s movement in Indonesia. It 
is an immense pride for the National 
Secretariat of PEREMPUAN AMAN if this 
book enable our members tell the story 
of their organization in full confidence, 
while building up the esteem in asserting 
their identity as Indigenous Women.

The preparation of this book about our 
journey is actually the journey itself. 
Stories, tales and travel accounts are 
scattered and take in several forms: 
sheets of documents; recollections of the 
facilitators of many meetings, initiators 
of the organization and the members 
themselves. The scattered information 
is recorded differently for each person, 
depending on when it was recorded, and 
in which part the person involved in this 
movement.

The writing team faced a set of challenges 
in collating and turning  the scattered 
information pieces into a palatable 
manuscript that shows the winding 
journey of building the Indigenous Women 
movement within a bigger indigenous 
peoples’ movement. When the team 
heard the informants and historical 
figures of the movement playing back 

their memories of the journey according 
to their individual experiences, it was 
indeed  a treasure that reflects every small 
and big step taking place in their homes, 
families, and communities and even 
national life. The team found how the 
passion and spirit of transformation was 

felt and present in various forms. Various 
surprises appeared here and there as if 

they jumped out of the memories of each 
storyteller. The writing of this book in fact 
led to the reflection on the Indigenous 
Women’s movement.

The steps in building the manuscript 
have just begun, so that it still has many 
shortcomings. Many memories and 
documents are yet to be collected, read 
and recorded properly. This manuscript 
is far from perfect. As a first attempt of 
recording the history of PEREMPUAN 
AMAN and the nature of Indigenous 

Women’s movements in Indonesia, this 
manuscript requires a lot of inputs from 
various parties who have been involved in 

laying the foundation of the Indigenous 

Women’s movement in the archipelago.

For that reason I persuade, invite and 
appeal to the initiators, facilitators, 
officers of AMAN and, of course, 
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PEREMPUAN AMAN to come forward 
and share their thoughts and memories 
through this living book. The preparation 
of this first take was very brief and did not 
involve many key informants. The lack of 
process documentation of the meetings 
on the initiation of the Indigenous 
Women’s movement may lead us to 
miss the informants involved. We did not 
intentionally miss them, so that in the 
future we will put every effort to meet 
them. Please give us some time to do it. 
We do appreciate their willingness to be 
involved in this ongoing process.

This growing book is dedicated to 
Indigenous Women fighters, both those 
at the front-line and those who fight daily 
in ensuring the lives of their families 
and communities to prevail, so that the 
movement can continue to maintain its 
flame. It is also dedicated  to the movers 
and supporters who keep working silently.

I particularly thank Dian Yanuardy 
and Muntaza who worked together to 
produce this book. Tirelessly, they always 
remind and treat me accordingly as an 
actor, an observer or the current leader 
of this organization. I hope that this 
book will evolve over time and contribute 

to the development of a roadmap for 
PEREMPUAN AMAN in the future in 
order to pursue sovereign, independent 
and dignified Indigenous Peoples by 
promoting justice and equality.

Salam Smangat!! 

Devi Anggraini
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/1/
THE STORIES OF 

INDIGENOUS WOMEN FIGHTERS

Long before the Alliance of Indigenous 
Peoples of the Archipelago (Aliansi 
Masyarakat Adat Nusantara - AMAN) 
was formed, the Indigenous Women of 
the various places in the archipelago had 
fought to maintain the control over their 
own lives. Back in early 1990s, Lungguk 
Sibarani - known as Nai Shinta meaning 
the mother of Shinta1 - and nine other 
women of an Indigenous village called 
Sugapa, in North Sumatera province,  

1  As a custom in Batak society, of which Lungguk Siba-

rani a part, and in many other cultures in Indonesia, 

after one has a child or children, in his/her commu-

nity the person will called referring to his/her first 
child. (Translator).

fought against a pulp and paper company, 
PT Inti Indorayon Utama, which intended 
to grab 52.6 ha ancestral land of King 
Sidomdom Baringbing [to be converted 
into softwood tree plantation]. When 
they brought the matter to the attention 
of the District Head of North Tapanuli 
and the local parliament, they were the 
ones to be blamed. Those public officials 
argued that their husbands already gave 
out the lands, whereas the women did 
not the rights over those lands. “Do you 
mean that as women we have to shut our 
mouths when our rights are violated?” 
Nai Sinta responded.

Indigenous Women basically struggle twofold: they have to fight for their 
community and, at the same time, they have to fight internally [in order to 

gain recognition from their own community]
Rukmini Toheke
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Nai Sinta then led the women to uproot 
the eucalyptus trees planted on their 
ancestral land by the pulp and paper 
company. Despite of her small body, Nai 
Sinta was fearless, never stopped fighting 
for her ancestral land. But her life was 
under continuous pressures and threats 
from the authorities and thugs. Together 
with nine other women, Nai Sinta faced 
criminal charges and was arrested. “Why 
are we the ones being arrested ?! If we 
lose our land, how can we survive?”, 
she exclaimed. Her fight is related to 
the tradition of land inheritance to the 
daughters once they got married. The 
loss of their land for the Batak society 
means losing the identity of their clan, of 
which land is an inherent part. Moreover, 
one’s surname is usually the same as the 
name of the village.

At the First Indigenous Peoples Congress 
in 1999, Nai Sinta came to give a 
testimony of her struggle for reclaiming 
her ancestral land. She shared her story 
of how the pulp and paper company 
undermined the dignity of the Batak 
people as human beings by forging 
people’s signatures to get the land. She 
testified about the company’s act that 
violated Batak customary law, since it 

destroyed ancestral forests and coercively 
planted eucalyptus trees. Nai Sinta also 
testified, bravely without tears, about how 
she along with 9 other people occupied 
the Ministry of Home Affairs that ignored 
them for four consecutive days.

At the eastern end of the archipelago, 
Yosepha Alomang of Amungme people 
in Papua broke her silence and fought 
against a giant mining company, PT 
Freeport Indonesia (a subsidiary of 

Photo: Nai Sinta Sibarani.

Source: gaung.aman.or.id.
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Freeport McMoran Copper & Gold). She 
stood up after suffering from a sheer pain 
of losing her eldest child who died in 
1977 due to hunger, when Yosepha and 
the whole family were taking refuge in 
the forest hiding from military campaigns. 
The military operation was carried out 
after the Amungme people cut off a 
pipe belonging to PT Freeport, because 
the people considered the company of 
stealing their land in Agimuga.

With the help of the church, Yosepha 

and a number of other women formed 

a cooperative to market their fruit and 

vegetable produce. Yosepha thought 

that Freeport should have supported the 

local economy by purchasing the local 

produce, instead the company imported 

fruits and vegetables. The women 

protested by destroying the imported 

products. At its peak, in 1991, Yosepha 

staged a demonstration at the Timika 

Airport for three days. She laid some 

logs and made a fire at the airport to a 
protest the presence of Freeport and the 

military violence. Yosepha called on the 

Indonesian government to put its eyes 

and ears on the suffering of the Papuans.

In 1994, Yosepha was arrested for 

allegedly helping one of the leaders of the 

separatist movement, Organisasi Papua 

Merdeka (Free Papua Organization). 

Together with another woman, Yuliana, 

she was locked in a place filled with 
knee-deep human excrement for a week. 

However, this inhumane treatment did 

not weakened her struggle, but instead it 

emboldened her commitment. She filed 
a lawsuit to claim a compensation for 

her sufferings and for the environmental 

Photo: Yosepha Alomang.

Source: goldmanprize.org.
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destruction caused by the American 
company. Yosepha won the lawsuit 
and used the compensation to build a 
monument as a remembrance of the 
human rights violations, a health clinic, 
an orphanage, and a meeting hall.

Yosepha attended and testified in the 
Symposium of Indigenous Women during 
the First Congress of Indigenous Peoples 
of the Archipelago in Jakarta in 1999. 
Her aging body did not prevent her from 
speaking out loud with a fist that held up 
in the air. She incessantly invigorate the 
spirit of other women to stand up against 
violence and denigration of their lives. 
After her testimony, the participants cried 
in unison, “When Indigenous Women are 
united, no one can beat us.”

In a remote valley in Kulawi, Central 
Sulawesi, in the Indigenous village of 
Ngata Toro, Rukmini Toheke took a 
bold action in strengthening the roles 
and institution of Indigenous women 
in her community. Rukmini was moved 
to serve her community as one of 
community organizers in response to 
a series of marginalizations against 
Indigenous Women and other social 

groups in her community. Finishing high 

school, Rukmini returned to her village 

and involved in government-sponsored 

women program known as Program 

Kesejahteraan Keluarga (PKK - Family 

Welfare Program). She was disturbed by 

the fact that women were treated as mere 

objects in this program. Women were only 

responsible on the trivial matters in the 

program, whereas the decision making 

of its components was at the hand of  the 

village head. In this program, Rukmini 

served as a paymaster and took care of 

the on-site logistics of the events.

In 1992 the construction of a lobo 

(communal meeting house) began 

in Toro. Rukmini started feeling the 

disenfranchisement of women, since they 

could not voice their concerns on village 

matters and were only at the sidelines 

in village life. When the customary court 

was formed, she realized that women 

were only able to peek at the judicial 

event. They cannot get involved in 

decision making processes. She began 

to question and revolt:”Why women are 

not involved?” She was also afflicted by 
the many cases of violence and the low 

level of women’s education. Women’s 
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education was then marginalized, 
because only men were allowed to go to 
school. If their parents let them attend 
schools, women could only go to nearby 
schools since they were required to stay 
home.

Learning from such circumstances, 
Rukmini then talked to the elders on the 
relationship between men and women 
in her community in the past. From 
these discussions she learned that in her 
village there was a position called Tina 
Ngata. According to elders, the position 
was held by a lady who possessed local 
knowledge and wisdom. Tina Ngata 
had a role to ensure the observance 
of the village traditions and to cool off 
the disputes in the community. Rukmini 
also learned that women held the local 
knowledge in managing the surrounding 
forests, including the spatial allocation 
of different forest uses. The women also 
held intimate knowledge on natural 
farming methods that were proved to be 
environmentally friendly. Despite of all of 
these, “why our voices have never been 
heard?” Rukmini exclaimed.

Rukmini had a battle against the state 

as well because most of her ancestor 

lands were enclosed by the boundaries 

of Lore Lindu National Park. After a  long 

exhausting battle, in 2000 Lore Lindu 

National Park Office recognized the 
existence of Ngata Toro’s customary land, 

covering an area of around 18,3600 

hectares. However, the recognition 

does not necessarily mean that the 

position of Tina Ngata is also respected. 

Therefore, in 2001, Rukmini initiated 

the formation of Organisasi Perempuan 

Adat Ngata Toro (OPANT, Indigenous 

Women Organization of Ngata Toro). She 

considered that having established an 

organization would not be sufficient. She 
then visited women in different villages 

and held discussions on women’s rights 

using the training materials prepared for 

the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW). Rukmini and her colleagues 
translated the materials into her mother 

tongue, Kulawi, and contextualize the 

contents into local conditions. In these 

discussions they encouraged the women 

to stand up by emphasizing the equal 

rights between them and the men 

(husbands). In addition to empowering 

the women, Rukmini also attempted to 

transform the stratified social structure of 
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the Kulawi people: Totua Ngata, Todea, 

and Baktua. The lowest social strata, 

Baktua, is considered slaves and should 

not be involved in customary institutions. 

In 2001 she attempted to revitalize 

indigenous values including eliminating 

social strata in society by learning about 

human rights, women’s rights and 

the rights of marginalized groups. In 

that year, Rukmini and her colleagues 

succeeded in establishing a youth group 

that its founding chairperson was selected 

from the lowest social strata. Rukmini 

and her colleagues also reintroduced 

important indigenous values such as the 

relationship between human beings and 

God; human relationships with nature; 
and inter-human relationships.

Rukmini Toheke also attended 1999 

Congress to give a testimony on her 
experiences. Her efforts to keep on fighting 
for the rights of Indigenous Women had 

gone far beyond the boundaries of her 

village. She traveled to a number of 

villages in Central Sulawesi continues 
to promote women’s involvement in 

decision-making and their right to 

inheritance. Because of  her relentless 

struggle, Rukmini was then appointed to 

lead Directorate of Indigenous Women’s 

Empowerment that was formed after the 
Third Indigenous Peoples Congress in 
Pontianak. Tirelessly she promoted the 

birth of PEREMPUAN AMAN at the Fourth 
Indigenous Peoples Congress in 2012 in 
Tobelo (North Moluccas). She argued that 

a national organization of Indigenous 

peoples is not sufficient, there should be 
an organization that specifically addresses 
the empowerment of Indigenous Women. 

Photo: Rukmini Toheke.

Source: justseeds.org.
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“Indigenous Women basically struggle 

twofold: they have to fight for their 
community and, at the same time, they 

have to fight internally [in order to gain 
recognition from their own community]”, 

she said. Although there is women’s 

organization wihin the indigenous 

movement,  Rukmini Toheke argues that 

it is not enough. “Although there is an 

organization [of Indigenous peoples], 
it does not necessarily mean that the 

interests of Indigenous women are 

represented. Women must keep on 
struggling “.

Den Upa Rumbelayuk and her late 

husband, Lasso Sombolinggi, are also 

the pioneers of the Indigenous movement 

who are important to be remembered 

and recorded. Both of them lived in 

tondok lediongan bulan, tana matari 

allo, meaning a country that is as round 

as the full moon, a land shines like the 

sun. The land lies in the Toraja highlands 

in South Sulawesi inhabited by the Toraja 

people. Den Upa Rombelayuk and Lasso 

Sombolinggi attempted to accentuate and 

reconstruct several Indigenous entities, 

such as kombongan and tongkonan. 

Kombongan is a forum for decision 

making at the community level as well 

as conflict resolution mechanism that 
involve Indigenous elders. Meanwhile, 

tongkonan is a traditional house owned 

by a family that becomes a sign of their 

welfare and social status and, thus, has a 

major influence in the administration and 
management of land.

Since 1970s, a number of noble persons 

in Tana Toraja began to revitalize the 

knowledge and Indigenous social 

structure through Tallu Lollona Movement 

(a movement to revitalize Torajan identity 

that embraces the equal importance 

of human beings, animals and plants) 

that is an effort to manage and regulate 

local ecosystems and natural wealth 

in communal manner. In 1980s  
confronted with the gazettement of state 

forests, expansion of coffee plantations 

and pressures from tourism industrythe 
elders and leaders of Toraja people then 

fought to keep their lands and maintain 

their identity through the formation of 

Wahana Lestari Persada (WALDA). This 

organization has successfully worked 

with the local communities to reclaim 

their lands through a series of historical 

reconstruction on their land claims.
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But the success did not satisfy Den Upa 
Rombelayuk. Despite of her nobility 
background, she was concerned with the 
fate of women, particularly those of the 
lowest social rank. With her husband, 
she attempted to change the feudal old 
structure and to reconstruct kombongan. 
With the full support of her husband, 
she campaigned the equal role and 
position of Torajan men and women 
in decision making processes.  There 

should not be a decision unless 
all groups within the community, 
including mean and youth, attend the 
meeting.

In her reflection, Den Upa Rombelayuk 
traced that the collapse of kombongan 
was due to the implementation of Act 
No. 5 of 1979 on Village Government. 
Since then, all aspects of the governance 
at the village level, including decision 
making mechanism, is determined by 
the village government. This means that 
Kombongan lost its power in decision 
making in the villages and was replaced 
by male-dominated Badan Rapat Desa 
(Village Assembly). Women did not play 
any role in decision making, but they are 
bound to accept all decisions without any 
inputs from them. 

This couple started their struggle in 1985, 
when Laso Sombolinggi was elected 
as the Village Head. Den Upa used 
the opportunity to strengthen women’s 
groups whose activities then were limited 
to household chores such as cooking, 
gardening and sewing. Den Upa turned 
the domestic activities into a stepping 
stone for economic empowerment of 

Photo: Den Upa Rombelayuk.

Source: justseeds.org.
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women’s groups. They then managed 
to raise money and be able to buy 
things they needed: clothes, uniforms, 
cooking utensils that could be rented 
for traditional ceremonies. There were 
even groups that were able to provide 
educational assistance to the children of 
their members. Although at first glance 
it appears as daily chores and a simple 
initiative, because of the economic 
empowerment program the women 
were no longer underestimated. Women 
began to regain their confidence, dignity 
and pride.

In 1992, Den Upa was elected as the 
head of Nanggala Village replacing her 
husband, who ended his term of office, 
after defeating two male contenders. 
People began to call her Talawai, a term 
in Torajan that refers to a hen resembling 
a rooster. The villagers of Nanggala were 
not mistaken voting her and calling her 
with the nickname. Den Upa continued 
beating the bushes in transforming the 
tradition. “Because of my position as 
the Village Head, finally Kombongan as 
a traditional event could be attended by 
women. Unfortunately then the women 
did not talked much, but at least they were 
entitled to participate in the Kombongan. 

The introduction of a uniform in attending 
Kombongan was also an attempt to 
minimize the social gap that had been 
clearly visible from the starkly different 
clothing worn by the women of the 
noble family and those of poor families. 
Impoverished women felt inferior to be 
part of the traditional ceremony,” she 
explained.

Den Upa’s struggle for Indigenous women 
did not stop there. After she competed her 
term of office as Village Head, she joined 
AMAN from its inaugural congress in 1999. 
Her contribution in inspiring Indigenous 
women throughout the country shall not 
be belittled. She has been active in various 
AMAN activities and was selected for the 
various positions in AMAN leadership, 
including Eastern Region Coordinator 
of its National Council for the period of 
2007-2012 and a member of Regional 
Council for South Sulawesi region. Not 
only that, she also took a significant part 
in establishing PEREMPUAN AMAN during 
the 4th AMAN Congress in 2012.

In addition to the names listed above, 
there were many women who inspired 
the birth of PEREMPUAN AMAN. 



THE JOURNEY OF PEREMPUAN AMAN
An overview of Indigenous Women participation during five Congresses of 

the Indigenous Peoples of the Archipelago 1999 - 2017

10

Back in the 1990s, not a few women 
took the risks of challenging the 
power of corporate tycoons and state 
apparatus. Not only occasionally they 
also experienced different layers of 
violence,  including opposition and 
harassment by their family members, 
the nobility within their communities, 
and their own community leaders. 
Unfortunately, only a few people recorded 
the courageous stories of the women 
pioneers within the indigenous peoples 
movement in this country. Such names 
as Welly Mella (Mollo, NTT), Ideng Putri 
(Paser, East Kalimantan), Robiana (West 
Kalimantan), Mama Dan (Sumba), 
Cempalek (Talang Mamak, Riau), Mathea 
Mamoyaou (Papua) were among the 
Indigenous women fighters whose life 
journeys have not been recorded.

However, the Indigenous women 
fighters are not only those who stand 
at the forefront of the struggle against 
state violence, capital expansion 
and patriarchal systems. There are 
thousands of Indigenous women 
who struggle in the reproduction of 
everyday life. They do not stand out in 
their struggle against the domination 
and hegemony of the state or capital. 

But they actively become the main 
supporters of the indigenous peoples 
movement of the archipelago. They 
stood at the forefront of the many actions, 
but remained anonymous in the history 
of Indigenous struggle in Indonesia. They 
provided food and or served a cup of coffee 
to the men who were gathering to defend 
the sovereignty of their lives. Often, when 
the men engaged in the resistance acts, it 
was the women who substituted the men 
in meeting the necessities of family lives. 
They had to make sure to have food on the 
table so they could feed their kids to go to 
school cheerfully. These women are also 
Indigenous fighters. They also took care of 
the resistance, maintained the movement, 
and, therefore, also nurtured life.
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“BY NATURE, INDIGENOUS WOMEN 

ARE FIGHTERS“

Abdon Nababan began to 
engage with Indigenous 
peoples since the 1990s, 
when he led a campaign and 
investigation on illegal logging 
in the Indigenous territories, 
which is a collaboration 
between Wahana Lingkungan 
Hidup Indonesia (WALHI - 
Indonesian Forum for the Environment) 
and Greenpeace International. In the 
investigation, Abdon found that many 
Indigenous peoples became the victims 
of development who suffered from social 
and ecological disasters: a lot of dust, 
accidents in log-infested rivers, and loss 
of territory where important food sources 
lie.

Afterwards, Abdon Nababan spent much of 

his time as a facilitator of critical 
education for the strengthening 
of indigenous peoples’ rights, 
cultural strengthening and 
environmental protection in 
Maluku, Kalimantan, Papua 
and East Nusa Tenggara. Then 
he was inspired by the works 
of Brazilian critical educator 

Paulo Freire. He was appointed as the 
Coordinator of the Steering Committee of 
the Network for the Defense of Indigenous 
Peoples (Jaringan Pembelaan Hak-hak 
atas Masyarakat Adat - JAPHAMA) in 
1993. He was then elected Secretary 
General of AMAN at the Third AMAN 
Congress in 2007 and was re-elected at 
the 4th Congress of AMAN.

(The main source of this chapter is an interview by Titi Pangestu of Gaung AMAN Radio with the 

former Secretary General of Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara, Abdon Nababan. The interview 

was edited and added with new interviews. The interview is included in this book as a means of 

documentation and education for PEREMPUAN AMAN)
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When did indigenous women actually 
be involved in indigenous peoples’ 
movement?

Talking about indigenous women, of 
course, their role has already begun when 
a given indigenous community began to 
exist. They live and exist as a part of their 
community. If we talk about indigenous 
women, they cannot be separated from the 
whole struggle of Indigenous community’s 
survival. So, fundamentally the nature of 
indigenous women are warriors. They 
become fighters, because they have 
to ensure the continuity of their entire 
community with their high dependence 
on the surrounding resources that their 
children will carry on. It is in this regard 
that indigenous women are naturally 
fighters. The core of the Indigenous life 
is only two, namely their homeland and 
subsistence. Women have power in both 
matters. The community’s subsistence is 
in the hands of women. Providing water, 
cooking, managing farms and forests, 
child care are the duties of women in 
Indigenous communities. Non-monetary 
affairs fall in the hands of Indigenous 
women. Therefore, Indigenous women 
have an extraordinary knowledge of the 
relationship between their community 
and the ancestral land. Therefore, women 

have the instinct as fighters, because they 
are socially responsible on the continuity 

of their community.

By nature an Indigenous woman is a 

fighter in her Indigenous community. 
Could we consider the struggle of 

Indigenous women as a part of the 

struggles of Indigenous peoples 

in defending their their ancestral 

domains that has taken place to date? 

Is not the public impression so far that 

most struggles in defending ancestral 

domains are dominated by men?

Indeed, that’s how the public perceives. An 

Indigenous woman is truly a fighter at the 
community level. However, the patriarchal 

nature of the state and capitalism always 

put men first. The basic structure of the 
state is essentially the same as that of 

capitalism. Moreover, in general the social 

structure is dominated by men. Therefore, 

it is the economic and political system that 

actually put women as second class, or 

even third class, citizens.

But when we are with the communities, 

will realize that Indigenous women are 

actually the citizens or members of 
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Indigenous communities who fight the 
hardest. peoples of their struggle. They 
are essentially the most affected group 
when land grab is taking place, when 
unilateral occupation occurs in their 
ancestral land, when development 
projects disenfranchise their lives. The 
most disenfranchised group within the 
communities will be Indigenous women. 
Take a life quality indicator, say water, as 
an example. Water scarcity affects women 
the most because it is an essential part 
in their daily chores in food preparation, 
making sure the kids are clean, and also 
ensuring all the kitchen utensils are clean. 
When a development project or natural 
resource extraction project occurs in their 
ancestral land, the most affected group 
will be women.

In fact, the majority of Indigenous women 
are struggling through the means of 
subsistence. Most stories on Indigenous 
peoples’ struggle actually have women 
as pioneers. However, for most of them 
time is a luxury. The women who stood on 
the frontlines of the struggles in general 
had the freedom of the time, whereas 
the majority of the Indigenous women 
are struggling in the chores of their daily 
lives.

In most cases, the prime motors of 

an initiative within the Indigenous 

community were women. However, most 

women are responsible for household 

chores, taking care of children, preparing 

food, and almost all matters related to 

the family survival. Unfortunately, these 

women do not interact much with people 

outside their own community. It is the 

very reason why the larger social system 

somewhat disregards women position 

in the society. As if the women have no 

role, whereas within the community they 

have important roles. But, when it comes 

to larger arena, the roles are taken over 

by men.

As we know, when we talk about family, 

in general the public will refer to the head 

of the family. And people expect that the 

head of the family would be a man, a 

father. But if we look closely at Indigenous 

peoples, it is not entirely so. Women 

have a very strong position in decision 

making, both within the family and in 

the community. So, as shown in many 

cases, the women initiated Indigenous 

resistance, and in some places even led 

the resistance. It is not difficult to find 
women who led the Indigenous peoples’ 
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movement at the community level or at 
the regional level.

I think, now the leadership of women 
in mobilizing Indigenous peoples is 
becoming more real. At the national 
level almost all key persons of Indigenous 
peoples’ movements are women. A Nobel 
laureate in peace , Rigoberta Menchu from 
Guatemala, is an Indigenous woman. 
Even the current Special Rapporteur on 
the rights of Indigenous peoples for the 
United Nations is also an Indigenous 
woman. So I feel uncomfortable if I 
contend that Indigenous women cannot 
be leaders of Indigenous struggles. 
Indigenous peoples movements around 
the world are actually more dominated 
by women than men.

Did the pioneering acts of Indigenous 
women take place in the Indigenous 
movement in Indonesia? 

Certainly. Just look at the names. If we 
talk about the heroic story against PT. Inti 
Indorayon Utama in Tano Batak, we see 
a number of heroines, Nai Sinta and her 
colleagues. In the case of the Amunge 
people against Freepot, the famous 
fighter is Mama Yosepha.

Who else could stop the marble mining in 
Mollo, an area in Timor Tengah Selatan 
district (East Nusa Tenggara province), 
but Aleta Baun, a woman. The one who 
led the revitalization of Makombong, or 
Kombongan, and transformed it as a 
political instrument for women was Mrs. 
Den Upa Rombelayuk. There are many of 
them. There are many women in AMAN 
leadership. Today the challenge for 
AMAN is to provide a place for them in 
its collective leadership along with other 
elders. We have to understand, women 
are not as free as men to travel. They 
have to take care of the family. If we look 
at the real struggle, in fact, most of the 
leaders are Indigenous women.

How important is it actually for 
Indigenous women to organize 
themselves?

Indigenous women have a much 
greater challenge to engage in broader 
movements, such as how to effectively 
influence the decisions of organizations 
like AMAN. How we should ensure the 
accommodation of their aspiration. 
Women actually have a lot of room to 
influence the decisions of the Republic 
of Indonesia, affecting decisions at the 



15

“BY NATURE, INDIGENOUS WOMEN ARE FIGHTERS”
An interview with former Secretary General of Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara, 

Abdon Nababan

global level such as in the United Nations.

Therefore, they should discuss the 

challenges that are specific to Indigenous 
women. The challenges faced by 
Indigenous women to engage in the 
movement are very different from those 
of men. That’s the very reason that 
Indigenous women are organized in a 
separate entity. In a sense, apart from 
the managerial issues, the organization’s 
vision and mission is the same as AMAN’s. 
The organization is under the aegis of 
AMAN, but they have their own strategy. 
They have their own ways to ensure 
that the spirit, aspiration, and ideology 
are embedded. Indigenous women 
can, thus, give a distinctive character 
to the Indigenous peoples’ movement. 
Essentially they are very visible at the local 
and community levels. But what happens 
at the community level, at the grassroots, 
should also be noticeable at the larger 
levels, at the district, provincial, national 
levels, and even at the international level. 
Thus, the challenges faced by Indigenous 
women are far greater than that of their 
male counterparts. And, they must find 
their own way so that they can effectively 
drive social changes that favor women’s 

interests or the aspirations of Indigenous 
women.

Because we strongly believe, at 
least I myself do, if the land should 
be managed with a feminine spirit, 
because the land or the earth in 
Indigenous cultures is actually 
referred to as Female or Mother 
Earth. So our paradigm, ideology, 
and value in managing and using 
the Earth should reflect the feminine 
characteristics of Mother Earth. There 
must be a spirit of nurture, a spirit of 
refined soul, of refined heart.

On the other hand, the development is 
very masculine. So if we imagine mining, 
monocultural oil palm plantations and 
timber plantations are all very masculine. 
That’s what transforms our earth into 
disarray. In my opinion, Mother Earth, 
Mother Nature, must be managed with 
a feminine spirit, motherly spirit, not 
a masculine one with its  manly and 
conquering characters.
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Within Indigenous peoples 
themselves, according to your 
statement, women are considered to 
be less important. Is not this a much 
bigger challenge? 

That’s because our political and 
administrative systems ignore the 
importance of women. For example, 
the term head of the household in most 
people’s minds, or in its administrative 
meaning, if the husband is still alive then 
it is impossible for the wife to be the head 
of the household. That’s the first point. The 
second point is the introduction of new 
teachings into Indigenous communities 
that treat women not to be independent. 
There are many new restrictions imposed 
upon women. The women, who previously 
were independent and autonomous in 
making their decisions, are now quite 
dependent on men in making their minds. 
All these changes, in my opinionk, must 
be corrected. We have to turn back to the 
Earth, turn back to Mother Earth, give 
[the power] back to women!

To what extent do you consider the 
Indigenous women’s movement to 
be successful bearing in mind the 
current conditions? 

I think it’s simple, that’s when Mother 
Earth is still able to support her children. 
If Mother Earth is no longer able to 
support her children - meaning us, the 
Indigenous peoples, and other human 
beings who live on it - then the struggle 
of the Indigenous women’s movement is 
not successful. And, in my opinion, it’s 
not just the duties of Indigenous women. 
Indigenous women cannot be separated 
from the struggle of all Indigenous 
peoples, either men, women, old or 
young; it must be a unity. But women 
do have a special role or situation, as 
we talked about, because they are the 
care provider for the community. They 
look after the children, tend the soil, take 
care of water, I think it is. So that’s why 
women are important, and they should 
take part in making important decisions 
in our society.

How have the Indigenous women 
been involved in reality since the First 
Congress of AMAN in 1999? What are 
the outcomes so far?

At the first Congress in 1999, quite a 
number of Indigenous women were 
present at the Congress and they were 
then the leaders in their places. In AMAN, 
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at least the participants of the Congress 
then, with full consciousness, did want 
to restore, redress, women’s political 
position.

Back then, there had to be members of 
AMAN Council from each province. The 
concensus was very clear then that [each 
province must be represented by] one 
male and one female. Apparently in the 
minds of Congress participants then, the 
indigenous peoples were very masculine. 
Not entirely so. The decisions taken at the 
particular Congress in my opinion show 
a balance between women and men.

The women who were present at the 
Congress actually had strong influence on 
the decisions of the First Congress. It can 
be seen that these women have always 
been making sure the implementation of 
the decisions taken in AMAN’s congresses 
to date.  So we can see what has been 
going on in this regard. Ms. Laode 
Murniado from Southeast Sulawesi, for 
example, consistently involved in the 
development of AMAN until she passed 
away. Mrs. Den Upa Rombelayuk has 
always been with AMAN since the first 
Congress to look after, nurture, the 

organization. Mrs. Rukmini remains 
active until today sitting as a member 
of AMAN’s National Council. There are 
many more, like Mama Yosepha. In 
essence, most of the female fighters who 
attended the first Congress keep fighting 
for their causes through AMAN.

Of course when you ask about the 
outcomes, I think now the leaders of 
the Indigenous women’s struggle are 
everywhere. In the past they were only a 
few, but now many activists within AMAN 
are Indigenous women. However, the fact 
is that they are not well organized. Thus, 
it’s a challenge that PEREMPUAN AMAN 
needs to address. If we can make Hari 
Kebangkitan Perempuan Adat Nusantara 
(Day of the Indigenous Women Awakening 
in the Archipelago) into a reality,  I think 
the event will motivate more Indigenous 
women to come out of their comfort zones 
in their communities. They need to lead 
this organization, lead the social change, 
through politics, through bureaucracy, 
and so many professions that Indigenous 
women can actually contribute for a new 
Indonesia or a new world that is more 
just, sustainable and more friendly.



THE JOURNEY OF PEREMPUAN AMAN
An overview of Indigenous Women participation during five Congresses of 

the Indigenous Peoples of the Archipelago 1999 - 2017

18

What exactly is the challenge of 
PEREMPUAN AMAN?

First and foremost, the nature of 
indigenous women’s struggle is on 
subsistence. They do not have the luxury 
of time to travel like men. Therefore, 
the organizing of Indigenous women 
cannot adopt AMAN’s approach. If you 
use the same approach, it’s the end of 
it! Therefore, PEREMPUAN AMAN shall 
develop a construct of women’s equality 
that is more contextual to the situations 
of Indigenous peoples.

Secondly, PEREMPUAN AMAN needs 
to finds ways to pressure on its parent 
organization. So their struggle is both 
internal and external. Because they are 
the ones who hold key resources in their 
communities. Those who takes care of 
community livelihoods are women. They 
have to think beyond themselves. Dealing 
with water, for example. Men can easily to 
buy a cup of coffee at a stall, but women 
will think about her children too.

In organizing themselves PEREMPUAN 
AMAN should promote the Indigenous 
women in the villages as heroines. For 
the women who have been the frontlines 

of the struggle and are already within 
AMAN, we don’t need to take them 
back to their commmunities; just let 
them move forward in their own path. 
But these leading women should be 
assigned with a task to reconstruct 
their own communities. If necessary, we 
need to deconstruct that the Indigenous 
heroines are not only those who are 
standing on the frontlines, such as Mrs. 
Den Upa, Mrs. Rukmini, Mama Aleta, 
but also other Indigenous women who 
fight for their survivals. If we see how the 
Dayak peoples clear the lands, almost 
all knowledge about swidden farming is 
actually held by women. If we want to 
maintain such farming, then that’s where 
women play a crucial role. Knowledge on 
medicinal plants, food, water, and many 
other resources are held by women. Men 
sometimes think differently.

The third is how to build the capacity of this 
national organization to reach out to the 
Indigenous women who are the guardians 
of the subsistence. Because surely more 
complicated way of organizing like that. 
PEREMPUAN AMAN needs to show their 
patience and preserverance in finding 
their selves. PEREMPUAN AMAN should 
not use AMAN’s approach. It has to find 
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its own organizing style, find its own battle 
ground, and find its own route. It must 
learn from the villages. Otherwise, the 
women’s movement can be masculinized. 
We will be doomed! If it’s the case, 
feminism of the Indigenous people can 
be elliminated, while femisnism is crucial 
in nursing Mother Earth.
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/2/
FIGHTING FOR 

RECOGNITION AND PRESENTING 

INDIGENOUS WOMEN

Suharto’s New Order era was a bitter 
and difficult period for the Indigenous 
peoples in Indonesia. In those days, 
forests, swamps, seas, rivers where most 
Indigenous peoples depended their 
livelihoods were simply transformed 
into economic space for commercial 
investment and rent seeking. After the 
1965-1966 turmoil that led to massive 
violence and massacre, the New 
Order regime cemented its pillars of 
power on the bases of market-oriented 

economic development, the violence 
and repression of the state apparatus, 
and the centralization of policy-making. 
Moreover, the New Order regime 
negated the existence of Indigenous 
peoples’ rights to land, by enacting the 
Basic Forestry Act no. 5 of 1967 and the 
Mining Act no. 11 of 1967. Both Acts were 
actually to follow up earlier issuance of 
investment-leaning policy as stipulated 
in Foreign Investment Act (No. 1 of 1967) 
and, later, Domestic Investment Act (No. 

The room for Indigenous women in AMAN is not granted, but from a fight. 
Fighting and arguing in the assemblies. Just read all our documents. I am 

convinced that Indigenous Women still have to continue fighting. Otherwise, 
AMAN can be like an uncontrollable giant if there is no change.

Abdon Nababan 
 (Secretary General of AMAN, in his address on the Opening

 of the Second National Meeting of PEREMPUAN AMAN)
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6 of 1968). Meanwhile, various centuries-
old Indigenous governance systems and 
their institutions were eliminated and 
uniformed with the enactment of Law on 
Village Government No. 5 of 1979.

The severe consequences of 
such policy are violence against 
Indigenous peoples - including 
the appropriation of Indigenous 
territories, terror, criminalization, 
environmental destruction, and even 
sexual violence and harassment of 
women - that are rampant across 
the archipelago. In Aceh, for example, 
the Indigenous communities demanded 
for the accountability of Exxon Mobil for 

its involvement in violent acts committed 
by the Indonesian military in the forms 
of mass killing, torture, murder, rape 
and kidnapping. In Timika (Papua) the 
Amungme people also suffered from 
the destruction of their forests and rivers 
due to the gold mining operation of PT   
Freeport Indonesia.

Indigenous women also suffered from the 
forced clearance of their farms, swiddens 
and forests, so that they lost their 
livelihoods and family incomes. In North 
Sumatra, the Indigenous communities 
fought against the land appropriation for 
a pulp and paper company and a number 
of concessions (softwood plantation and 

oil palm  plantations). 
Meanwhile, in 
Kalimantan, the 
Indigenous peoples 
stood up to defend 
their forests that 
were designated by 
the government as 
concessions of logging, 
oil palm plantations, 
softwood plantations 
and coal mining. 
In Sulawesi, the 
allocation of forested 
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areas for protected areas, plantation and 
mining has led to the dispossession of 
some Indigenous communities.

Realizing such unjust condition, several 
activists of WALHI (Wahana Lingkungan 
Hidup Indonesia or Indonesian 
Environmental Forum) and Toraja-based 
WALDA (Wahana Lestari Persada) that 
had involved in the advocacy of several 
cases then organized a meeting in 1993 
in Tana Toraja attended by a number of 
local indigenous movement leaders. The 
meeting was also attended by various 
non-governmental organizations and 
academics-researchers who later agreed 
to form an indigenous rights advocacy 
organization called JAPHAMA (Jaringan 
Pembela Hak-hak Masyarakat Adat or 
Network of Indigenous Rights Defenders).

The participants of the Toraja meeting 
decided to use the term “masyarakat 
adat” as a translation of Indigenous 
peoples and to counter to the labelling 
of the peoples as masyarakat terasing 
(“isolated communities”) or masyarakat 
adat terasing (“isolated indigenous 
communities”) that are often used by the 
government.

They also defined masyarakat 
adat as “a community of the same 
ancestral lineage who inhabit a 
certain geographical area and has a 
distinctive set of value, ideological, 
economic, political, cultural, and 
social systems as well as a territory. 

JAPHAMA then organized the First 
Congress of Indigenous Peoples of 
the Archipelago at Hotel Indonesia, 
Jakarta. The congress was attended 
by about 400 Indigenous persons from 
across the country. During the six days 
of the congress, the representatives of 
Indigenous peoples spoke about human 
rights violations, grabbing of ancestral 
land, cultural denigration, policies 
deliberately marginalizing indigenous 
peoples. The congress was also a forum 
to consolidate indigenous peoples’ 
movements in Indonesia by establishing 
AMAN as an organization of Indigenous 
peoples with the main purposes: to assert 
their customary rights and to position 
themselves as a major component of the 
nation-state of Indonesia. In the Congress, 
the participating local Indigenous leaders 
from across the archipelago agreed on 
the vision, mission, principles, outlines 
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of the future works, and work plan for 
AMAN.

FIGHTING FOR THE RECOGNITION OF 
INDIGENOUS WOMEN 

In the first Congress (1999), one of the 
important things to note was an alliance 
between urban-based women activists 
[feminists] and rural-based Indigenous 
women. The role of women activists in 
organizing the Indigenous women has 
begun since they engaged in the cases 

related to the victimization of Indigenous 
women. These activists also collected the 
financial resources of their respective 
organizations to ensure the participation 
of Indigenous women in the Congress.

Prior to the Congress, the women activists 
demanded the Congress organizers to 
put special attention on the participation 
of Indigenous women. They wanted 
to prevent the domination of male 

Photo: Press conference on Indigenous women of the 
Archipelago at the 1999 Congress. 

Source: AMAN.
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participation in the Congress. They then 
produced a requirement: at least one 
female representative from every region 
had to attend the Congress. In the actual 
event, not many Indigenous women were 
present. There were only about 20 women 
out of 208 participants of the Congress. 
Despite of their small number, they fought 
hard to have their voices heard and were 
able to have a recognition of Indigenous 
women’s existence and the problems they 
were facing. The Indigenous women from 
Kalimantan, North Sumatra, Sumba, 
Timor, Sulawesi, and Papua joined 
their hands and challenged the male 
participants to recognize their positions 
and roles within their communities and 
the problems they needed to address.

The women activists who were also the 
initiators of the 1999 Congress  prepared a 
special theme for a symposium organized 
prior to the Congress to map out the 
problems of Indigenous women. They 
held a symposium with a challenging title, 
“Questioning the Position of Indigenous 
Women vis-a-vis the Indigenous Peoples 
and the State”. The symposium aimed to 
bring together Indigenous women across 
the country in order to enable them 

knowing, sharing from and strengthening 
each other.

The symposium identified that the 
problems faced by the Indigenous women 
across the country were primarily due to 
large-scale investments in their ancestral 
domains. The most notorious investments 
for them were on the energy, forestry and 
mining sectors. One of the major issues 
raised in the Congress was violence 
against Indigenous women. Nur Amalia, 
one of the women activists and initiators 
of the first Congress testified: 

“There were cases of violence against 
women by Exxon Mobil in Aceh, then 
the mining case of Freeport. Later we 
also discussed the cases by PT Kelian 
Equator Mining in East Kalimantan, 
when a worker of Caucasian descent 
raped a woman from an adjacent In-
digenous community. Her community 
then questioned the company on the 
issues of pollution and appropria-
tion of their ancestral land. …  There 
were also cases in oil palm planta-
tions, although the industry was not 
as big as it is now. … and the com-
ing of pulp and paper companies … 
because those days were under New 
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Order government, the forests were 
controlled by Suharto’s cronies.” 

Besides discussing the violence 
against Indigenous women and spatial 
dispossession, the symposium also 
uncovered another women’s issue, i.e., 
state control over women’s body. The 
Indigenous women at the symposium 
complained about the state-sponsored 
family planning program because they 
were forced to adopt methods determined 
by the government. A female participant 
from Kamoro (West Papua) explained 
how the women suffered from the side 
effects of contraceptives imposed on 
them. While, according to her, the Papuan 
women knew how to control pregnancy by 
taking traditional medicines that do not 
have side effects. The female participants 
also complained that work opportunities 
and compensation were aimed largely 
at men, since the women rights was not 
recognized under customary laws.

At the end of the symposium, the Indigenous 
women decided in high spirit to have a 
rally at the roundabout in front of Hotel 
Indonesia to show their existence and their 
struggle. The rally was even held earlier 

than the one organized by AMAN. The 

Indigenous women wanted to express 
their protest of losing control over 
their lands, livelihoods, and even their 
bodies. They chanted energetically, 
“End state violence against women!” 
With the chant, they intended to demand 
state accountability for the negligence 
on the cases of violence against women. 
They also called for the importance of an 
Indigenous organization that focused on 
women issues, “[I]f the state does not 
provide protection for women, we the 
Indigenous peoples will fight for the 
protection of Indigenous women.”

With this aspiration, the Indigenous 
women actually intended to show the two 
layers of their struggles: fight against the 
patriarchy within state bodies and within 
their own communities.

In this period, the Indigenous women 
began to demand their representation 
in the AMAN structure. Some of them 
presided the deliberation in plenary 
sessions, involved in the debates 
and strongly voiced their  concerns 
on the representation of women in 
AMAN’s governing bodies. During the 
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deliberation on the AMAN constitution, 
for example, they fought hard on the 
adoption of the equal numbers of men 
and women in AMAN’s National Council. 
They succeeded in this regard as the 
Constitution requires one male and one 
female to represent each province in the 
National Council. 

But, the achievement was not without 
intense fights and contestation.  All 
of them were obtained through long 
debates and tireless contestation. Some 
provinces with strong patriarchy strongly 
opposed the idea. One of the participants 
retold the story how the contestation was 
taking place: “In a number of provinces 
in which patriarchy had stronghold 
said ‘There is no way for women in our 
Indigenous territory become a leader. 
It will never happen.’ They said, ‘In our 
tradition there has never been a female 
leader.’ ‘Women will never represent 
us.’ There were some participants who 
put forward their arguments based on 
religious belief.” 

Despite of the successful move in the 
adoption of women representation in the 
Constitution of AMAN, in reality it was 

difficult to realize it within the Council. 
The provinces that opposed the move 
were quite reluctant in allowing women 
to sit at the Council. For some regions, the 
representation of women could only be 
fulfilled at the Fourth Congress after the 
women activists repeatedly encouraged 
representatives of other regions to veto 
the reluctant regions. 

Regardless of the slow implementation, 
one step ahead was made by Indigenous 
women. In the First Congress they 
were able to obtain recognition on 
their positions and roles from the male 
participants. They were also able to map 
out a number of problems they were 
facing, starting from the grabbing of their 
ancestral lands that affected their lives, 
violence against women, marginalization 
of women within the Indigenous social 
structure, up to the exploitation and 
control over their bodies through state 
programs. 

In the First Congress, the Indigenous 
women convinced others to adopt a 
number of items in AMAN’s workplan 
that were in favor to Indigenous women, 
such as: (1) to form Indigenous women 
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networks at the local, national and 
international levels; (2) to carry out 
trainings on gender awareness for men 
and women by taking into account the 
existing Indigenous values; (3) to draft 
laws and regulations that are in favor 
to women’s interests; (4) to disseminate 
information and knowledge on human 
rights, gender and violence; (5) to provide 
trainings to volunteers on Indigenous 
women’s health; and (6) to end military 

violence and return the military to their 
original function.

Learning from the tough contestation in 
the Congress, the Indigenous women 
aimed to form their own organization. 
They intended to work on further steps 
in order to realize this objective. The 
meeting in the First Congress, they 
believed, was only the beginning. They 
considered it was necessary to organize 
a series of meetings outside AMAN 
Congress to consolidate the Indigenous 
women.  After the Congress, the women 
activists and Indigenous women went 
home a new hope and dream: to form 
a national organization of Indigenous 
women. 

ALIANSI PEREMPUAN ADAT 

NUSANTARA (APAN): DIED BEFORE 

EVER BEING BORN

A few months after the First Congress and 
National Working Meeting (Rapat Kerja 
Nasional), AMAN organized a national 
meeting to discuss its workplan in  Toya 
Bungkah, Kintamani, Bali. A day priort 
to the meeting, a number of Indigenous 
women gathered to discuss their dream: 
to form a national organization of 

Photo: Dhu Are ritual in East Nusa Tenggara.
Source: PEREMPUAN AMAN.
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Indigenous women. In the meeting they 
agreed to form Aliansi Perempuan Adat 
Nusantara (APAN, Alliance of Indigenous 
Women of the Archipelago).

However, the proposal of APAN formation 
did not obtain full support in the AMAN 

meeting. The facilitators and Indigenous 
women  in the meeting argued that the 
formation of APAN is premature, too 
early. One of the arguments was that 
AMAN as an entity was just established 
and in the process of building the 
organization. AMAN had yet to be a 
strong organization in order to deal with 
the state in equal position. Therefore, 
the formation of APAN was considered 
too rush. A number of activists who were 
facilitators of Indigenous communities 
also opposed the proposal. They argued 
that AMAN had to be strengthened first, 
while continuously building the capacities 
of Indigenous women.

Of course, the women activists who 
actively facilitated the Indigenous 
women at the Congress opposed the 
idea. For these activists, postponing the 
formation of APAN was equal to let the 
marginalization of Indigenous women 
continue. To them, there is no freeing 
of Indigenous peoples without freedom 
from the marginalization of Indigenous 
women. To delay means to neglect! 

The heated debate then ended in a silent 
consensus: to let APAN exist without 
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seriously building it. One of the arguments 
behind the decision was because they 
were then still facing the remaining but 
powerful force of New Order, whereas 
AMAN was still weak. The possibility of 
AMAN to be divided with the existence 
of two Indingeous organizations was 
worrisome to the advocates of Indigenous 
peoples. WIth such a decision, APAN thus 
died before ever being born.  

Nonetheless, building an Indigenous 
women organization requires several 
steps of delicate facilitation. In addition, 
there was no special resources, both 
human and financial resources,  to 
facilitate the growth of APAN. The 
unpreparedness of the women activists 
to further facilitate the existence of APAN 
could be in essence understood. The 
activists, however, were based in the 
cities and more familiar with such urban 
women issues as domestic violence, 
women’s political participation and female 
migrant workers. Meanwhile, Indigenous 
women issues were more complex as 
they involved a range of dimensions: 
domestic violence; marginalization 
due to state intervention and market 
intrusion; and marginalization of women 
due to the discriminatory treatment in 

the customary laws, social structures and 
religions, including the marginalization 
of women in the production of natural 
resources and the reproduction of daily 
lives.  

The decision was accepted with a 
reservation by the women activists and 
representatives of Indigenous women. 
To some extent they were disappointed 
that they had to keep the issue of justice 
to women in their pockets to let AMAN 
grow. However, they realized that it 
would take time and patience to form 
a national organization of Indigenous 
women.  While waiting for an appropriate 
time, the Indigenous women and women 
activists convinced that they needed a 
new approach: fighting from within. They 
came to a conclusion that to fight for 
Indigenous women did not necessarily 
mean to building a rival organization. 

One of middle ways to implemented 
was to include the proposed program on 
Indigenous women as a part of Indigenous 
Women Empowerment Program in 
AMAN. But its implementation was weak 
in this period. In their reflections some 
Indigenous women activists indicated 
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that weaknesses were due to several 
factors among others: (1) the common 
understanding on the conditions and 
problems of Indigenous women did not 
exist in different levels of organization; 
(2) the absence of assigned personnel 
with a dedicated task on Indigenous 
women issues; (3) communication 
barrier due to the remoteness of most 
Indigenous settlements; and (4) the lack 
of opportunities for Indigenous women 
to participate in AMAN events.

With such an explanation, it was plausible 
that Indigenous women organization in 
this period grew sporadically and tended 
to be in informal groupings. Within the 
period of 1999-2003, consequently, 
there were only a handful of activities 
concerning Indigenous women that could 
be implemented. The Indigenous women 
at the grassroots did not feel the benefits 
of an Indigenous peoples’s organization.

THE LOWEST POINT

The year 2003 was a spring for the 
national politics, because the year 
after was a time for direct presidential 
election. Numerous political and social 

organizations were busy in discussing 
relevant political strategies to step ahead 
in the transitional path towards democracy. 
For Indigenous peoples, it was a crucial 
year. Resource extraction from forest, 
mining and plantation concessions by big 
companies continued. The government 
kept granting plantation concessions to 
enable the companies expanding their 
landbanks while grabbing Indigenous 
lands. The owners of logging concessions 
continued cutting logs from the forests 
in the Indigenous lands. Meanwhile, 
decentralization and regional autonomy 
created new elites at provincial and district 
levels, while ignoring the autonomy of 
Indigenous peoples in managing their 
lands. The only good news was the 
adoption of the Decision of the Majelis 
Permusyawaratan Rakyat (People’s 
Consultative Assembly) No. 9 of 2001 
concerning Agrarian Reform and Natural 
Resource Management. On another path, 
multilateral and bilateral donor agencies 
promoted good and clean governance 
as a prerequisite towards democracy. 
It was within these contexts the Second 
Congress of Indigenous Peoples was held 
in Tanjung (North Lombok district, West 
Nusa Tenggara) in 2003.
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In the Second Congress, Indigenous 
women held a symposium entitled 
“Strategy for the Strengthening the 
Position and Roles of Indigenous Women 
in an Effort towards a Governance System 
that is Free from Corruption, Collusion 
and Nepotism.” In this period the women 
activists were developing strategies of 
recruiting legislator from Indigenous 
women within AMAN membership and 
other areas it organized. The prominent 
issue was women’s political participation. 

Because they were too focused on the 
women political participation at the 
national level, the Indigenous women 
activists forgot about the struggle on 
women political participation within 
AMAN. Therefore, there was a fundamental 
change in AMAN’s constitution. If in the 
First Congress the Indigenous women 
representatives could secure a clause on 
equal number of men and women within 
AMAN Council, the Second Congress 
only adopted a clause that considered 
the representation of women. Therefore, 
in this Congress the male members of the 
Council outnumbered the female ones. 

At the Second Congress, more 

Indigenous women representatives sat 
in the Commission on Working Programs 
while neglecting their participation in 
the debates on the Constitution. They 
assumed that there would not be much 
change in the discussion of Constitution. 
Moreover, in their judgement then the 
issue of gender justice  in AMAN was 
already accepted by adopting an equal 
numbers of men and women in the 
Council in the previous congress. They 
never thought of a drastic change in the 
Constitution. They were not aware of the 
change until the decision was announced 
and the president of the assembly hit the 
hammer indicating its acceptance. They 
were shocked in disbelief, but it was too 
late. 

In their reflection the facilitators of 
Indigenous women realized the unfinished 
business in advocating Indigenous 
women. They noted that in the Second 
Congress there was a lack of coordination, 
unlike in the First Congress where they 
had daily meetings. During the latter, 
they held daily coordination meetings 
prior to the formal AMAN meetings to 
discuss the agenda of the day and assign 
the representatives of Indigenous women 
to specific commissions to ensure the 
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inclusion of women issues in the decisions. 
Unfortunately, such coordination meeting 
did not take place in the Second Congress. 
The facilitators were preoccupied with 
the task of ensuring the presentations of 
political elites. 

In the end, the incident was considered 
as the beginning of a difficult phase 
for Indigenous women. In addition to 

the setback in the representation of 
women in the governing body of the 

organization, the hope to increase 
the number of Indigenous women 

legislators could not be materialized. 
However, the Second Congress produced 
four points on the political empowerment 
of Indigenous women, which were later 
adopted into 2003-2006 workplan. The 
four points were: (1) to involve Indigenous 
women in determining policies and in 
decision making at the village, district and 
provincial levels by promoting Indigenous 
women in the strategic positions in 
decision making in the government 

Photo: The participants of the Second Congress.
Source: AMAN.
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bodies; (2) to carry out campaigns and 
trainings on women rights and gender 
equality; (3) to enhance the capacities 
of Indigenous women and to organize a 
national meeting for Indigenous women; 
(4) to form and strengthen Indigenous 
women network.

What happened at the Second Congress 
was an important lesson to Indigenous 
women activists: patriarchy had a 
stronghold within Indigenous peoples 
organization. They are more convinced 
that the struggle for gender justice could 

not end with a mere textual inclusion in 
the Constitution. It needed contestation 
day by day, it required regular debates. 
The activists also came to another 
conclusion: patriarchy existed within the 
unconsciousness of any human being, 
both men and women. The task of those 
who intended to transform the patriarchal 
system started with the building of their 
critical consciousness on the much 
subtile, detailed issues. Maintaining 
our subconsiousness in identifying how 
patriarchy worked in all levels of life was 
a continuous task.

STAND UP TO FIGHT, DEMAND 
CHANGE

After the fall of New Order, the hope 
for a just and prosperous society kept 
echoing in the mind of any Indonesian. 
The incoming wave of Reformasi was 
often referred to as: a transition towards 
democracy. However, the transition 
was not only a shift from authoritarian, 
centralized political regime towards a 
democratic one. It was also a shift from 
state-led development to market-led 
development. In fact, it was not only the 
actors of democracy who consolidated 
themselves to welcome the dawn of 
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democracy, but the capitalists and state 
officials actively streamlined legislation in 
order to open up new gates for investment 
and to ensure continuous capital flow for 
economic growth. Regional autonomy 
was previously expected to provide room 
for democracy, but in reality it was not 
more than decentralization of permitting 
for giant businesses on mining, forestry 
and plantation sectors to enhance and 
accelerate investment. 

Consequently, during the period of 
2000-2007 Indigenous peoples across 
the country underwent what was coined 
as ‘development aggression.’ Although 
economic growth was considered stable 
in this period, the grabbing of Indigenous 
lands continued, even intensified. It 
coincided with the price hikes rise of 
mining and plantation commodities at 
the global market. The expansion of 
oil palm plantations, for instance, had 
sharp increase in this period. So did the 
expansion of coal mines.

Amidst this situation, the Third Congress 
took place in Pontianak (West Kalimantan) 
on 17-20 March 2007. In this Bornean 
city the Indigenous women activists built 

up their energy to consolidate their 
power. They organized themselves and 
attempted to intervene the Congress by 
mobilizing financial resources and their 
networks to bring in Indigenous women. 
Within only one month, the facilitators of 
Indigenous women worked hard silently. 
They listed the potential participants, 
raised funds, cut coordination line 
that they considered too bureaucratic, 
including changing symposium theme. 
They did all of these based on their deep 
reflection of the Second Congress that 
they considered as the dark period for 
Indigenous women. 

The outcome was that they were able 
to hold a symposium on Indigenous 
women entitled “Indigenous Women and 
Development Aggression.” Around 70 
Indigenous women attended the event 
that was aimed at presenting the latest 
condition of Indigenous women amidst 
the wave of neoliberal development then. 
The symposium was also intended to build 
critical consciousness of the Indigenous 
women on their roles in managing the 
natural wealth of Indigenous peoples. 
The Indigenous women participants 
came from all over the country with 
various backgrounds. They came from 
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Indigenous women organizations 
working on education and health issues, 
women’s agricultural cooperatives, social 
workers, educators, and survivors of 
violence in Aceh, Poso (Central Sulawesi) 
and Papua.

An interesting fact in this symposium was 
that the Indigenous women activists who 
had been long involved in the movement 
met with the newly involved ones who were 
the victims of development aggression. 
All sessions in the symposium were 
facilitated by selected individuals among 
these activists with the presentations made 
by other selected activists as well. A few 
topics in this symposium were Indigenous 
women and military violence, Indigenous 
women and mining, Indigenous women 
and local wisdom in natural resource 
management, and Indigenous women in 
decision making at the community level. 

In this symposium, the leadership and 
pioneering works of Indigenous women 
at the different levels began to appear. 
In South Sulawesi, for instance, some 
Indigenous women put their efforts in 
initiating conflict resolution caused by the 
formation of a new district. They visited 

individual families to prevent a conflict 
due to ethnic and religious tensions at 
a very critical time when it was about to 
manifest. In another example,  Aleta Ba’un 
of East Nusa Tenggara led the Indigenous 
women to fight against marble mining. 
Their struggle was not an easy one, 
primarily in terms of convincing the men 
in their communities to join the resistance. 
In general,  the symposium identified 
that Indigenous women experienced two 

Photo: Coal mines in Sebuku, South Kalimantan.
Source: www.jitunews.com.

Photo: Forest destruction in Papua to be converted into oil 
palm plantation.
Source: Greenpeace, from a copy posted in cerminpapua.com.
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layers of marginalization. The first was the 
marginalization caused by government 
policies in granting natural resource 
concessions on Indigenous lands. The 
second was the weak position of women 
in decision making at all levels.

Besides the stories of marginalization 
and resistance, the symposium also 
identified the roles of Indigenous 
women in their communities as the 
guardians of community survivals. 
They generally possessed knowledge 
on local wisdom, were able to maintain 
food security and sovereignty, as 
well as acting as the guardians of 
agrarian sources under the control of 
Indigenous peoples. 

Learning from the bitter lesson during the 
Second Congress, the Indigenous women 
activists actively coordinated themselves 
at the Third Congress. They did not want 
to loose again in important issues that 
could marginalize them more in AMAN 
structure. With such approach, they could 
secure important changes within the 
organization. Through heated and long 
debates, they succeeded in amending 
the Constitution on the composition of 

AMAN Council, which required one male 
and one female from a given region. 
Furthermore, they demanded capacity 
building for them in the forms of leadership 
trainings and special funds for Indigenous 
women administered by AMAN. Another 
important and fundamental change was 
the formation of a directorate dedicated 
on Indigenous women issues, namely 
Directorate on the Empowerment of 
Indigenous Women.  This directorate 
was led by Rukmini Toheke, one of 
the Indigenous women fighters who 
actively revitalize Indigenous governance 
institution in Ngata Toro that is favorable 
to women and other marginal groups.

In the midst of strong pressures, the 
potential breakup of the AMAN in previous 
congress as well as continuous pressures 
from the state and corporate power, in 
this Congress the Indigenous women 
gained some successes. They still showed 
passions of resistance in different regions. 
They also succeeded in the adoption of 
an impressive recommendation namely 
the formation of a sister organization of 
Indigenous women.



THE JOURNEY OF PEREMPUAN AMAN
An overview of Indigenous Women participation during five Congresses of 

the Indigenous Peoples of the Archipelago 1999 - 2017

38

ORGANIZING AN INDIGENOUS 

WOMEN MEETING 

The small victories and hopes began to 
grow for the Indigenous women across 
the country. However, it did not necessarily 
mean that there were no more problems 
and constraints. Although Directorate on 
the Empowerment of Indigenous Women 
was formed, it was not easy for the 
Indigenous women to enhance the room 
that they successfully gained. They had 
not yet be the main actors within AMAN.  
The difficulty was because the capacity 
building for Indigenous women was not 
implemented optimally.  Another crucial 
issue was the fact that the Indigenous 
women issue was not a mainstream within 
AMAN as an umbrella organization. 
Women issue was somewhat at the 
sidelines of the major issues that AMAN 
handled.

During the period of 2007-2012 there 
were a number of trainings on the capacity 
building for Indigenous women, but they 
were not able to accelerate and enhance 
the organizing of Indigenous women. 
Moreover, the number of Indigenous 
women involved did not increase 
significantly. The officers of AMAN, from 

national down to district levels found 
difficulties in identifying candidates 
among Indigenous women to be invited in 
various meetings. Consequently, not many 
women representatives were involved in 
AMAN’s activities.

Photo: Dwi Sartika in National Seminar on the Draft Law on the 
Protection of Indigenous Peoples Rights

Source: PEREMPUAN AMAN.

To overcome the slow progress, the 
Indigenous women activists piggybacked 
a national meeting on the drafting of The 
Recognition and Protection of Indigenous 
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Peoples’s Rights Act by organizing the 
Indigenous Women Meeting in Bogor on 
22 May 2011. The meeting was attended 
by representatives from all seven regional 
groupings in AMAN: Sumatra, Java, 
Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Bali and Nusa 
Tenggara, the Mollucas, and Papua. The 
meeting produced a recommendation 
that is to establish a sister organization 
under the auspice of AMAN and to be 
announced in a national meeting of 
Indigenous women of the archipelago.

The meeting also had an important 
benchmark, namely a consensus on the 
definition of Indigenous women. The 
meeting participants defined the term as 
“women from Indigenous community 
(that has equal position) who have 
roles and functions in maintaining the 
survival of their community that live 
based on the origin of their ancestors 
inhabiting an ancestral domain for 
generations, possessing sovereignty 
over land and natural wealth, social 
cultural life governed by customary 
law and institution that manages 

the continuity of life.” The meeting 
participants also appointed a number 
of people among themselves to be the 

organizers in their respective regions. 
They were assigned to prepare a national 
meeting of Indigenous women with a 
purpose to establish and announce a 
sister organization of Indigenous women 
under the wings of AMAN.

ANNOUNCING PEREMPUAN AMAN

During the period of 2008-2012 the global 
economy was hit by overaccumulation 
crisis. Economic growth at the global level 
slowed down. Capital surpluses from the 
rich countries kept attempting to find 
new places for investment. On the other 
hand, the Government of Indonesia tried 
to take the advantage of the coming of 
the capital flow into Asia. Therefore, the 
government issued policies to accelerate 
and expand economic growth. All islands 
in the country were reframed as mere 
market commodity producers. New 
concessions on mining, plantation and 
forestry sectors were granted in a large 
number. Land grabbing on ancestral 
domains for oil palm plantations, food 
agriculture and energy development 
became more notorious. In addition, the 
government crammed every island with 
plans for infrastructure and industrial 
zone development. 
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In such context the Fourth Congress of 
AMAN was held in Tobelo on 19-25 
April 2012. AMAN had grown to be a 
big organization coordinating 1.696 
communities across the country. This 
Congress had a theme of “Strengthening 
Togetherness, Realizing Sovereign, Self-
sustained and Dignified Indigenous 
Peoples.” The theme implied a hope to 
solidify a strong determination to fight in 
unison the dignity and rights of Indigenous 
peoples that had been neglected or 
marginalized by the power holders.  The 
Fourth Congress began with a water 
ceremony in which the participants 
poured water they individually took 
from a spring in their respective home 
villages into a water fountain. The hope 
of this ceremony was that the Indigenous 
peoples could join their forces in fighting 
for their rights. The communities of 
Tobelo themselves collected water from 
three sources: the spring of Molulu river 
in Wangongira Village (Tobelo Barat), 
Talaga Biru (Galela), and Talaga Lina 
(Kao Barat). Four elders from Wangongira 
Village dashingly brought water from the 
directions of four corners of the wind and 
pour it into the water fountain constructed 
for the ceremony. 

Two days before the Congress started, 
Indigenous women finally fulfilled their 
promise. They held the First National 
Meeting for Indigenous Women at Dukono 
Hill on 15-16 April 2012. More than 200  
Indigenous women from Sumatra, Java, 
Bali, Nusa Tenggara, the Mollucas, Papua, 
Kalimantan and Sulawesi gathered and 
discussed various problems experienced 
by Indigenous women as well as taking 
bold actions to form an autonomous 
Indigenous women’s organization. 
In the meeting the participants 
discussed the Statute, Work Program, 
Resolution and Recommendations of 
the new organization. The meeting 
then adopted PEREMPUAN AMAN 
(Persekutuan Perempuan Adat 

Nusantara, Alliance of the Indigenous 
Women of the Archipelago) as the 
name of the new organization.
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DECLARATION OF THE NATIONAL MEETING 
OF INDIGENOUS WOMEN OF THE 

ARCHIPELAGO

TOBELO, NORTH HALMAHERA, 

APRIL 16th 2012

We, the Indigenous Women of the Archipelago, 
are the guardians of Nature and the link to our 
ancestors. We hold the knowledge of Nature, 
knowledge of seeds and natural medicines, and 
maintain the economic sources, food sovereignty 
and self-sufficiency of our communities. We hold 
the knowledge and expressions of our cultures, 
dances, songs and music, and knowledge of 
traditional motives and skills.

On 15-16 April 2012, we, the Indigenous 
Women of the Archipelago, consisting of the 
representatives of the members of the Alliance 
of Indigenous Peoples  of Archipelago (AMAN) 
conducted the National Meeting of Indigenous 
Women of the Archipelago, to discuss various 
problems experienced by Indigenous women, 
and to formulate strategic steps to promote the 
important roles of Indigenous women in achieving 
the ideals of Indigenous Peoples that are 
politically sovereign, economically independent 
and culturally dignified.

The National Meeting of Indigenous Women 
of the Archipelago is a mandate of the Third 
Congress held in Pontianak, West Kalimantan, to 
promote the fulfillment of Indigenous women’s 
rights within the Unitary State of the Republic 
of Indonesia and, in particular, encourage the 

formation of an Indigenous women organization 
as a sister organization of AMAN, which is an 
entity for Indigenous women to fight for their 
rights and dignity.

We, the Indigenous Women of the Archipelago, 
have experienced various forms of injustice and 
marginalization, be in our own community, in 
our own organization, as well as in our country. 
The rights of Indigenous Women to engage in 
decision-making are often ignored, so that the 
interests and unique characteristics of Indigenous 
Women are not taken into account and even 
become the victims to decision-making processes.

Exploitative development practices have 
marginalized the roles of Indigenous Women in 
managing, preserving and controlling the sources 
of life, so that Indigenous Women have lost their 
access to and control over these sources and can 
no longer apply their unique knowledge in the 
management of these sources.

We, the Indigenous Women, who possess cultural 
knowledge and  expression in the forms of dances, 
songs and music are often accused of performing 
pornographic, uncivilized and pagan acts either 
by the general public and by the state through its 
policies.

Therefore we, the Indigenous Women of the 
Archipelago who come from various ethnic 
groups and diverse custom and cultures, are 
determined to gather and unite, to fight for the 
collective rights of Indigenous Women and noble 
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ideals to be fully involved in decision making, 
have full control over the management of 
natural resources, promote self-reliance, stand 
up against poverty and injustice, and maintain 
food sovereignty and self-reliance as well as the 
sustainability of community life.

We, the Indigenous Women of the Archipelago, 
will build networks to foster solidarity values, to 
document local wisdom including local languages 
(native languages), encourage Indigenous 
Women representatives to become organizers 
and leaders, and to encourage community-level 
change and in Indigenous Peoples’ territories, at 
the regional, national, and international levels.

Witnessed by the Ancestors and Leaders of 
Indigenous Peoples, we declare today, April 
16, 2012, as the Day of Awakening for the 
Indigenous Women of the Archipelago, which is 
marked by the formation of an organization that 
we call Persekutuan Perempuan Adat Nusantara 
Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara (Alliance of 
the Indigenous Women of the Archipelago of 
the Alliance of the Indigenous Peoples of the 
Archipelago) or abbreviated PEREMPUAN AMAN.

Together with AMAN, we the Indigenous Women 
who are members of PEREMPUAN AMAN will fight 
for recognition, respect, protection and fulfillment 
of the rights of Indigenous Peoples throughout 
the Archipelago to have political sovereignty, 
economic independence and cultural dignity, for 
justice and equitable welfare for all Indonesian 
people in the Archipelago.

We would like to thank the Indigenous Peoples 
in Tobelo, North Halmahera, who have provided 
their Indigenous territory as the venue for the 
National Indigenous Women’s Meeting. We 
recognize that this meeting cannot be carried 
out without the blessing of the Ancestors of 
Indigenous Peoples and God Almighty.

Monday, 16 April 2012 

Tobelo, North Halmahera 

PERSEKUTUAN PEREMPUAN ADAT ALIANSI 
MASYARAKAT ADAT NUSANTARA (PEREMPUAN 
AMAN)
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The meeting then agreed on the 
establishment of the National Council 
of PEREMPUAN AMAN, consisting of 
Sulasmi (Sumatera), Surti Handayani 
(Java), Mardiana Deren (Kalimantan), 
Romba ‘Maranu Sombolinggi (Sulawesi), 
Aleta Bau’un (Bali-Nusra), Badriyah Fadel 
(Maluku), and Yosefina Efun (Papua). 
These selected women are the leaders of 
PEREMPUAN AMAN who are in charge 
of organizing the Indigenous Women in 
their respective region they represent 
and making decisions in collective and 
collegial manner. The National Meeting 
then reached a consensus to appoint 
Romba ‘Sombolinggi as the Chairman of 
the National Council.

In this forum, the participants of the 
meeting produced the vision, mission, 
statute and working program of the newly 
established organization, as well as a 
resolution and recommendations for wider 
audience. Based on a consensus reached 
in the meeting, the Vision of PEREMPUAN 
AMAN is; “Indigenous Women have 
full control control over themselves, 
their lives and surroundings in order 
to realize sovereign, independent 
and dignified Indigenous Peoples”. 

To support the Vision, the participants 
listed a number of missions. Some 
of the relevant ones are: (1) Building 
the identity, confidence, self-esteem 
and dignity of Indigenous Women; (2) 
Defending and fighting for the respect, 
protection, protection and fulfillment of 
rights and the elimination of all forms 
of discrimination against Indigenous 
Women; (3) Ensuring the recognition on 
the knowledge and skills of Indigenous 
Women in the management of  ....   and 
other resources, as well as the spiritual and 
cultural values; (4) Ensuring the younger 
generation to maintain the knowledge 
and skills of Indigenous Women; (5)  
Ensuring the fulfillment of gender equality 
and justice within families, communities, 
parent organization (AMAN), sister 
organizations [of AMAN], autonomous 
bodies [of AMAN], and the state; (6) 
Creating, developing and strengthening 
the cadres of Indigenous Women’s 
organizers and leaders; (7) Ensuring 
the existence of policies in favor of the 
interests and fulfillment of the rights of 
Indigenous Women.

PEREMPUAN AMAN has also succeeded 
in formulating several programs of work, 
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such as: (1) enhancing the capacity of 
Indigenous Women through gender 
education and social analysis, women’s 
leadership education and education 
on the advocacy for women’s rights; 
(2) economic empowerment for the 
improvement of women’s economy 
in terms of financing, promotion and 
marketing of products; (3) facilitate 
better involvement of Indigenous Women 
in decision-making at various levels; (4) 
the management of crucial information 
and documentation aimed at conducting 
various research, critical publications and 
an inventory of indigenous knowledge.

To facilitate coordination and 
organizational management, the 
National Meeting then appointed Ms. 
Surti Handayani as its first Executive 
Secretary. Along the way, Mr. Arifin 
Saleh (AMAN’s Deputy I Organization, 
Cadreization and Membership) acted as 
Interim Executive Secretary for 6 months 
before Ms. Silvi Motoh took over the helm 
as Executive Secretary until the Second 
National Meeting. This period is actually 
a crucial period for PEREMPUAN AMAN. 
The decision to appoint an Executive 
Secretary as the organization’s daily 

executive is based on the need to form a 
collective and collegial leadership. This is 
a learning period for PEREMPUAN AMAN 
in building organizational structures and 
systems. Therefore, it was decided that the 
term of office of the Executive Secretary 
was three years that ended at the 
Second National Meeting. This decision 
reflects an anticipatory approach: to 
assess whether this newly established 
organization can implement its vision and 
mission, and in running the organization. 
This decision was taken in purpose to 
enable the organization learning to find 
its appropriate organizational format.

MATURING FORMATION OF THE 
ORGANIZATION

It has been three years, 2012-2015, since 
PEREMPUAN AMAN as an indigenous 
women organization works. A growing 
numbers of indigenous women joined 
PEREMPUAN AMAN. At that time, the 
board of PEREMPUAN AMAN was 
working hard to expand and increase 
membership which was later to be 
consolidated into each organizing areas. 
Referring to the mechanism of member 
admission, PEREMPUAN AMAN, in 2015, 
was recorded to have 615 members. 
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The journey to establish the organization 
of PEREMPUAN AMAN is not as easy as 
pie. During the period of 2012-2015, the 
targets stipulated in the work program 
have not yet achieved. On their reflection, 
the current board of PEREMPUAN AMAN 
concluded that the major obstacle was 
from within the board and elements of 
organization. After all, this phase was 
just an initiation. The board was still 
learning how to build coordination, 
communication and network within both 
internal of PEREMPUAN AMAN and its 
parent organization, AMAN. Another 
barrier was that PEREMPUAN AMAN was 
not widely known by members of AMAN 
as well as public in general. Hence, there 
were difficulties in building networks 
with other women organizations. 
Nevertheless, the programs on capacity 
building of indigenous woman worked 
pretty well. At this time there were a 
number of trainings created by the board 
to strengthen indigenous women. On 
international fora, PEREMPUAN AMAN 
was also heavily engaged in many 
important events.

Based on the decision of the First 
National Meeting of PEREMPUAN AMAN 

in Tobelo, the Second National Meeting 
of PEREMPUAN ADAT was held in Bumi 
Gumati, Bogor, on 27-29 September 
2015. The meeting aimed to evaluate 
the indigenous women challenges, 
roadmap and action plan. Moreover, the 
meeting also tried to build new formation 
of organization and elected a new 
leadership. 

Mariana Deeren opened the agenda 
of the Second National Meeting of 
PEREMPUAN AMAN with Paramisi, a 
ritual of Dayak Manyaan indigenous 
people of East Barito. She put a grain 
of rice on her head and splashed some 
water. The ritual was a symbol to ask for 
permission to the ancestors to bless the 
activity as well as dispel bad luck in order 
anything bad not to happen during the 
meeting. Devi Anggraini, the Chairperson 
of National Meeting Committee, hoped 
that the indigenous women would take 
the momentum as an opportunity to have 
a consolidation and build a strategic plan 
for PEREMPUAN AMAN to respond to 
some ever bigger challenges. Meanwhile 
Romba’ Sombolinggi, a member of 
National Councilof PEREMPUAN AMAN, 
kept reminding about marginalization of 
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indigenous women and their struggle, 
either against the state or within the 
scope of fight of the indigenous peoples 
themselves. And Abdon Nababan, 
Secretary General of AMAN, asserted that 
during the course AMAN slowly started 
to have significant influence in facing 
the state. In a strong address, Abdon 
Nababan reminded the line of struggle 
of PEREMPUAN AMAN:

“We are free, yet colonization still ex-
ists. Looking at the vision of law, vi-
sion of politics, it’s all the same as 
the colonialist. We still colonize our-
selves. Later, when we get legal rec-
ognition of our custom, but not yet 
becoming indigenous people, then 
we will colonize ourselves. We will 
sell our good forest. We will sell our 
good land… Then we will be van-
ished! We will be vanished!... Indige-
nous women should build and restore 
indigenous peoples… So, it is not just 
restoring indigenous peoples’ rights, 
but restoring indigenous peoples… 
So that the rights are in line with the 
goals, the goals of indigenous peo-
ples, to get up and unite, sovereign, 
self-sufficient and dignified.”… when 
the feeling of being on the same 

boat could not be transformed into 
a common goal, then we will surely 
colonize ourselves. The indigenous 
women should prevent it! The indig-
enous women should be there!”

One of important moments of the meeting 
was the opportunity for indigenous women 
activists to learn from the experience 
of Misac people of Kolombia who 
revitalized the governance of indigenous 
management area. Two of Misac people, 
Liliana and Jeremias, were there, sharing 
important experiences of how they tried 
to fight against marginalization of the 
indigenous people while preparing 
for livelihood plan for them. The Misac 
people had been destroyed by the savage 
Spanish colonialism for centuries. Their 
indigenous territory was plundered and 
grabbed. The elderly got their tongue 
cut to cut the chain of knowledge and 
resistance. The Misac people were also 
regarded dumb and backward. Then 
they wanted to rise up to become an 
indigenous people with full autonomy 
since 1965. They prepared a plan called 
“Plan of Life”. Thus, the Misac people 
started rebuilding their indigenous 
knowledge system; defending their 
indigenous territory from the threats 
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of land grabbing from external and 
land transaction from internal; building 
production and consumption systems 
by prioritizing natural and organic 
food ingredients; building indigenous 
education to revive the indigenous 
identity, language and knowledge; and 
building a health system by building 
hospital and laboratory to produce 
medicines taken from herbs growing in 
their indigenous territories. From this 
session, the faces of PEREMPUAN AMAN 
activists seemed sparkling, full of spirit. 
They seemed like to have found back a 
road path of their struggle and movement 
that they have been doing so far.

Besides learning from the Misac people, 

Photo: 21c The address of AMAN Sec-gen, Abdon Nababan, in 
the opening of the Second National Meeting.

Source: PEREMPUAN AMAN.

the indigenous women also shared 
experiences with each other. In a 
workshop on “Indigenous Women and 
Natural Resources”, the participants 
discussed about the experience of 
resisting and defending women’s living 
space from Gunarti (Sedulur Sikep, 
Central Java), Mardiana Dereen (Dayak 
Manyaan, Central Kalimantan), and 
Indraswari (National Commission of 
Women). From this theme, the National 
Meeting participants found out that the 
model of development currently in place 
had not only exploited the nature and 
uprooted women’s main livelihood, but 
also erased the knowledge of indigenous 
women of their living space. Another 
thing that the participants learnt together 
was the current digging-deep economic 
sytem had, in such a way, suppressed 
reproductive power of indigenous women 
on their daily life. As a consequence, 
many women in many indigenous areas 
currently migrating and stranded in urban 
areas or other countries became labourers 
and worked in informal sectors. Another 
lesson learnt by the participants of the 
forum was that it was not uncommon to 
find the indigenous women fighting for 
their fates and indigenous communities 
undergoing violence, intimidation and 
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challenges from close relatives, society, 
corporations and the state. Hence, it was 
not uncommon that the women at the 
forefront of the agrarian conflict created 
distinct characters of resistance and 
struggle. Gunarti, for instance, shared 
stories of mothers who constantly stayed 
at a camp resisting against PT. Semen 
Indonesia. She also told a story of the birth 
of Simbar Wareh community, a group of 
women who produced medicinal herbs to 
preserve the mountains of Kendeng.

In the meantime, at another workshop, 
participants identified “Indigenous 
Women, Indigenous People and the State”. 
The workshop presented five resource 
persons, including Saur Situmorang 
(National Commission on Women), Aleta 
Ba’un (Mollo, Nusa Tenggara), Hermina 
Pasolang (Toraja, Central Sulawesi), 
Rukka Sombolinggi (Central Governing 
Body of AMAN), and M. Luthfi (Legislation 
Council of DPR RI). The forum identified 
many layers of women’s problems against 
the state as well as within the indigenous 
peoples themselves. First, in general, 
the indigenous women experienced 
discrimination and violence during their 
lifetime, even when they already passed 

Photo: Learning from Misaac Community, Colombia.

Source: PEREMPUAN AMAN.

away. Second, the indigenous women 
also often experienced discrimination 
and violence based on religion and 
culture. In such cases, the victims as well 
as survivors usually tended to remain 
silent. It was realized that culture has two 
sides of a knife: on one hand it brought 
the sense of comfort to have an identity 
and protection against violence; but on 
the other hand it was not uncommon to 
trigger and become a factor in a violence 
and discrimination against the indigenous 
women. Third, there were such difficulties 
in mainstreaming the role of women 
in decision making. It happened, in 
general, because the indigenous women 
had already been weakened by their own 
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system of tradition and culture, as well 
as their lack of capacity in mapping the 
actors, situation and dynamics of political 
domain in various layers.

There were important decisions and hot 
debate resulted in the National Meeting. 
In the Session of Commission 1 on the 
Statute, for instance, the participants 
had a debate on changing the structure 
of organization. Among the change of 
organizational structure was by forming 
the Executive Board (PP), Regional 
Executives (Pengurus Harian Wilayah), 
Local Executives (Pengurus Harian 
Daerah), and Community Executives 

(Pengurus Harian Komunitas). Such 
changes also mark the transformation 
from the form of executive leadership 
who, on the First National Conference, 
was held by the National Council of 
PEREMPUAN AMAN into the Executive 
Board consisting of the National Council 
and the President of PEREMPUAN AMAN. 
Such transformation was based on a 
reflection of the previous executives’ 
experience. By putting the position 
of President to replace the Executive 
Secretary, it was meant to create a balance 
of power between the executive function 
held by the President and the function of 
supervision and policy making who were 
in the hands of National Council. 

One of the hot topics was the mechanism 
of organizing the indigenous women. 
Previously, members of the indigenous 
women in the communities should have 
coordination with Regional and Local 
Coordinators accordingly; however, in 
this National Meeting, it was agreed to 
form organizing areas of PEREMPUAN 
AMAN, namely Regional Executives, Local 
Executives, and Community Executives 
who are directly responsible to the 
President. By this model of organization, 

Photo: Presentation of Rukka Sombolinggi, Central Governing 
Body of AMAN.

Source: PEREMPUAN AMAN.
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the mechanism in organizing was hoped 
to be faster, while the coverage towards 
members should be more responsive, and 
the mobility and coordination became 
easier.

On the expiry of term of office of the 
PEREMPUAN AMAN’s 2010-2015 
executives, the members selected the 
Central Executives: the National Council 
and the President of PEREMPUAN AMAN 
for the period of 2015-2020. Those 
who are elected as the National Council 
members are Rohani Inta Dewi (Regions 
of Bali-Nusra), Mamiek Yuliantri (Region 
of Java), Olvy Tumbelaka (Region of 
Kalimantan), Yoana Cocatu (Regions 

of Maluku-Papua), Siti Johar Karim 
(Region of Sulawesi), and Khaerina 
Arif (Region of Sumatra). The internal 
discussion among the National Council 
elects resulted in a consensus to appoint 
OlvyTumbelaka as the Chair of National 
Council, while Siti Johar Karim became 
Vice-Chair I and Mamik Yuniantri 
became Vice-Chair II. Meanwhile, at the 
selection of the President, there were two 
candidates nominated by the regions, 
Arimbi Heroepoetri and Devi Anggraini. 
The consensus among the newly-elect 
National Council resulted in appointing 
Devi Anggraini as the President of 
PEREMPUAN AMAN for the period of 
2015-2020.

Later on the members also formulate 
some strategic issues and work program. 
The strategic issues selected are: (1) 
building and strengthening the awareness 
of identity of the indigenous women; 
(2) capacity building of the indigenous 
women in politics, legal, economy and 
ecology; (3) policy advocacy on the rights 
of indigenous women; (4) documentation 
of knowledge and experiences of the 
indigenous women.

Photo: President and National Council of PEREMPUAN AMAN. 
2015-2020.

Source: PEREMPUAN AMAN.
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In order to amplify the fight of the 
indigenous women across the archipelago, 
the participants also prepared a strong yet 
beautiful Resolution of Indigenous Women. 
Such Resolution was the voice, aspiration 
and affirmation of the line of struggle of 
the indigenous women. The Resolution 
was like a summary of the long road of 
the movement of indigenous women of 
the archipelago. Such Resolution seemed 
to echo the enduring struggle and fight: 
bearing witness, claim, urge as well as 
demand from indigenous women of the 
archipelago.
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RESOLUTION AND RECOMMENDATION 
OF THE SECOND NATIONAL MEETING OF 

PEREMPUAN AMAN 

Bumi Gumati, Bogor, West Java, 27-29 
September 2015

On 27-29 September 2015, Indigenous Women 
from all regions of the archipelago gathered in 
Bumi Gumati, West Java, to hold the Second 
National Meeting of PEREMPUAN AMAN. The 
National Meeting was attended by members, 
National Council, Regional Coordinators and 
Local Coordinators of PEREMPUAN AMAN, as well 
as supporters of indigenous women’s movement 
of the archipelago.

We, Perempuan Adat Nusantara, consist of 
many ethnic groups and various customs and 
culture. We dwell on the mountains, plains and 
forests, coastal areas and small islands in the 
archipelago. We gather in the Second National 
Meeting of PEREMPUAN AMAN to reconsolidate 
ourselves, to urge recognition, protection and 
fulfillment of our rights as Indigenous Women.

We are the pillars of communities, the guardian 
of noble values and cultural identities contained 
within each of our indigenous systems. As 
indigenous women, we have the main role in 
indigenous peoples-based conservation and 
sustainable use of biodiversity. We have close 
relations with nature, maintain knowledge 
and wisdom to manage the land and natural 
resources, master knowledge about seeds and 
food, traditional medicine, cultures, languages, 
dances, songs and music, motives and symbols, 

traditional and ritual skills, and pass them on to 
the next generations of Indigenous Peoples of the 
Archipelago.

We affirm that internationally the rights of 
Indigenous Women are recognized and protected 
in particular in the United Nations’ Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. In addition, the 
rights of women are recognized in the Convention 
on Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
and nationally are recognized and protected in 
the Law No. 7 year 1984 regarding the Ratification 
of Convention on Elimination of Discrimination 
Against Women.

We realized that indigenous women in Indonesia 
share many common problems, including the 
ignorance of our basic rights such as civil, 
political, social, cultural and economic rights. 
In general, we do not have access to important 
decision making affecting the continuity of the 
futures of families, communities, and the state. 
The obstruction of access to the decision making 
has an effect of the low sense to side with our 
interests as indigenous women.

We bear witness that land grabbings of indigenous 
territories and massive land clearings of natural 
forests for large scale plantations, Industrial 
Timber Plantations, minings and national parks 
have effected the loss of our sources of living. 
Industries’ activities have caused global warming 
with many impacts, food crisis, freshwater 
crisis, the loss of cultures and the increase of 
poverty driving us to fight for the fulfillment of 
our livelihoods. The loss of forest, coastal areas 
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and small islands has also caused the loss of our 
native sources of knowledge on food and natural 
medicine so that it creates dependency on the 
market and modern medication. Minings and 
industrial factories operating in our indigenous 
territories leave wastes which caused many 
problems, especially to us who are mostly 
vulnerable towards being exposed by the wastes.

We, indigenous women, have already suffered 
seriously from colonialism, resources conflicts, 
resettlements and forced displacements of our 
communities, and discriminative law. In territories 
where conflicts happen, we as indigenous women 
often become the first victims of intimidation, 
violence and destruction of biodiversities and 
natural resources. 

We also undergo the lack of access to justice, from 
within communities, organizations and in the life 
of the people and of the nation. Various laws 
and policies issued by the government are still 
lack of gender perspective, have not yet fulfill the 
sense of justice and side with indigenous women. 
The ignorance of our rights as citizens brings 
about our customary marriages unrecognized, 
lack of access to birth certificate, denial of 
inheritance rights, discriminations in education 
and defamation against our ancestral religions.

We often become victims of violence, either 
domestic level or in public which denigrate our 
dignity. We are vulnerable towards practices of 
human trafficking, prostitution, transmission 
of HIV/AIDS, and cheap labours. Hence, we, 
Indigenous Women of the Archipelago determine 

to gather and unite, to fight for collective rights of 
indigenous women, noble ideals to fully engage 
in decision making, being sovereign in managing 
natural resources, encouraging self-sufficiency, 
rising up from backwardness and injustice, and 
maintaining food sovereignty and security of the 
communities.

We are against any forms of discrimination, 
violence, intimidation, abuse of our rights 
and denial of all our knowledge and wisdom. 
Indigenous women should be protected by the 
constitution from destructive influences of the 
power of global trade and capitalists dominating 
economic, polical, social and cultural systems of 
indigenous peoples. Indigenous women should 
be free from gender-based discrimination and 
violation occurred in domestic, communities, and 
the state levels. Recognition and protection of 
civil and political, economic, social and cultural 
rights of indigenous women should be adopted 
into relevant laws. We urge special protection 
and rehabilitation for indigenous women who are 
human right defenders. 

We urge the government to pass the Bill on 
Recognition and Protection of the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples and ensure the rights of 
indigenous women are accommodated into it. 
We urge for special dissemination of information 
to indigenous women regarding The Ruling of 
Constitutional Court No. 35/2012 on Customary 
Forest, so that we can optimize our role in 
managing and guard the forests and indigenous 
territories as well as sources of knowledge 
contained therein. We also urge the central 
government to disseminate the information to 
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local governments and immediately push the 
implementation of The Ruling of Constitutional 
Court No. 35/2012 by relevant institutions.

We urge the government to undertake an 
affirmative action to protect indigenous women 
from the danger of human trafficking, protect 
women and children from the danger of natural 
resources conflicts, increase reproductive health, 
and adopt indigenous education system so that 
indigenous women can pass their indigenous 
knowledge on to the next generations.

We urge the Alliance of Indigenous Peoples of the 
Archipelago (AMAN) as the parent organization 
of PEREMPUAN AMAN to ensure gender balance 
in the structure of AMAN on all levels, and 
create programs to strengthen the capacity of 
indigenous women on human rights, women and 
gender justice, as well as facilitate the expansion 
of networks of indigenous women on regional 
and international levels.

Specifically, regarding haze disaster blanketing 
many regions in Indonesia, we assert that the 

allegation towards management of indigenous 
territories and cultivation system of indigenous 
peoples as the cause of the haze disaster is 
not true, baseless and demeaning our hundred 
years old traditional knowledge. We urge the 
government to conduct special investigation, 
disclose the facts and punish the real perpetrators 
who bring about this disaster.

We urge the government to repeal the regulations 
and permits such as Cultivation Rights Title, 
minings and large scale plantations, Industrial 
Timber Plantation, etc. which take away the 
indigenous lands.

We, Indigenous Women of the Archipelago, 
are ready to cooperate with any parties whose 
aim is to ensure the recognition, protection and 
restoration of the rights of indigenous women all 
over the archipelago. 
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THEIR COMMUNITIES’ SURVIVAL”

Devi Anggraini was born on 
26 August 1971 in Pekanbaru, 
Riau. She has become part of 
the struggle of the indigenous 
people, especially indigenous 
women, since living in Riau 
after her study, with an 
organization named Riau 
Mandiri (Independent Riau), in 
1998. Initially, she assisted Sakai Tribe of 
Petalangan, who was involved in a dispute 
of its communal land (tanah ulayat) and 
was threatened to be removed by the 
business of Industrial Timber Plantation 
owned by Indah Kiat Pulp and Paper as 
well as Riau Andalan Pulp and Paper 
corporations.

Since 1999, she had attended the First 
Congress of AMAN as a pendamping 
mayarakat adat Talang Mamak. The 

Talang Mamak indigenous 
people lived in the buffer zone 
of Bukit Tiga puluh National 
Park and were often labeled 
uncivilized and primitive. At 
that time, the Talang Mamak 
indigenous people possessed 
a limited indigenous territory 
because it was confined by the 

National Park and had limited access to 
health and education services. The Talang 
Mamak indigenous peole were also 
threatened by illegal logging sponsored 
by elite of officials of both Riau Province 
and national.

Since then, she was heavily involved 
in building indigenous people in Riau 
by establishing AMAR (Aliance of Riau 
Indigenous Peoples) during 1999-2000 
and kept involved in the struggle of 

(This interview was conducted by Perspektif Baru of whom Melda Wita Sitompul was the interviewer 
and Devi Anggraini was the resource person. The interview was republished and reedited in this book 

as a means of documentation and education of PEREMPUAN AMAN)
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indigenous people at AMAN (Alliance of 

Indigenous Peoples of the Archipelago) 

until now. At the Second National Meeting 

of 2015, Devi Anggraini was then 

appointed as President of PEREMPUAN 

AMAN for the period of 2015- 2020.

What does PEREMPUAN AMAN mean? 

PEREMPUAN AMAN is short for 

Persekutuan Perempuan Adat Nusantara 

Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara 

(Association of Indigenous Women of the 

Archipelago of the Alliance of Indigenous 

Peoples of the Archipelago), a wing 

organization of AMAN to particularly 

facilitate indigenous women. 

What is exactly the philosophy of 

the establishment of PEREMPUAN 

AMAN? 

Indigenous women are always eliminated 

in the process of development. They 

always have no room to have a say in it, 

even if it is related to the knowledge that 

they have already developed themselves. 

Thus, the organization was established to 

show the dignity of indigenous women. 

Then, how indigenous women get 

recognition, build their life dignity, and 

their life as a women and indigenous 
women since it is two different things, 
being citizen women and indigenous 
women.

This is then what makes the foundation 
of why indigenous women established 
this organization. The discrimination 
experienced by indigenous women 
has made them deeply eliminated, 
far more unable to have a place 
in the processes of dialogues of 
development planning, even to the 
process of decision making in village 
level, notwithstanding the state level.

What are the role and function of 
indigenous women communities in 
their indigenous communities? Do 
they just act behind the scene or are 
there in fact any systems in place of 
which they have certain portion(s) in 
their own communities? 

This is something that we can not describe 
in general because every area has its 
own distinct characteristics. However, for 
the women of AMAN, we describe the 
function and role of indigenous women 
are as the guardian of their communities’ 
survival. 
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It is because when we look at the women 

in the management of indigenous 

peoples’ territories, they must have 

taken an important role. For instance, 

they determine what things are needed 

to fulfill the food necessity, either by 
planting themselves or by accessing the 

forest and the surrounding areas to make 

use of the production which ensure that 

their family’s life is guaranteed.  

  

It ensures that the life of their communities 

could be fulfilled self-sufficiently. That is 
their important role, in addition to other 

social functions carried out by indigenous 

women depending on which indigenous 

community they belong to.

Indigenous women are the guardian 

of the survival in their respective 

territories. In facing the situation 

in their own territories, they always 

experience being discriminated. 

What should be done to facilitate 

their needs?

In fact, the biggest challenge faced by 

indigenous women is that they have, so 

far, fought for indigenous territories. For 

instance, Opung Putera, or other persons 

who was granted a Decree of Customary 
Forest Acknowledgement from Minister of 
Forestry and Environment. This is part of 
her fight for land in order to ensure that 
her family’s needs are fulfilled through 
community forest of Styrax spp (Hutan 
Kemenyan).

They must have insisted, “The money 
for my children’s education lies here, 
my life is here.” It was conveyed directly 
to President Jokowi by Opung Putera. I 
think it becomes the biggest challenge 
for women: how they, while in the 
process of fighting for their lands, avoid 
experiencing discrimination. Now the 
Decree does already exist, yet will the 
access of women to community forest of 
Styrax spp remain the same as today or 
will it undergo some changes? That’s the 
challenge. 

Another thing is related to climate 
change. Those who will be the first in 
facing the situation induced by climate 
change are women. However, when 
they take adaptation measure to the 
changes happened in their surroundings, 
such knowledge is not acknowledged as 
knowledge, and even they have never 



THE JOURNEY OF PEREMPUAN AMAN
An overview of Indigenous Women participation during five Congresses of 

the Indigenous Peoples of the Archipelago 1999 - 2017

58

been engaged in the process of talks 
which are related to the climate change.

The decisions have always been made 
by other persons from outside of their 
communities. Actually, they are those 
who mostly know the real conditions 
on the field everyday. For instance, 
they have difficulty in predicting 
when the best time to plant is due 
to the very drastic weather changes 
these days. It will eventually threaten 
food security on the village level too. 
However, women have never been 
engaged in the processes.

Regarding legal rights, this right 
of indigenous women is already 
stipulated in legislation, but in 
reality, it does not function because 
the government seemed to disregard 
women’s right, especially indigenous 
women. Will Perempuan AMAN make 
an effort to intervene or convey the 
voices of indigenous women in order 
to keep putting them in the priority 
bill prepared by the government, 
especially the Bill on Indigenous 
Peoples’ Rights?

In fact, PEREMPUAN AMAN for the last 

two years have paid full attention to 
the  government policy, not only the 
legislation, but also other policies which 
serve protection against women’s rights. 
So far, the policies are still in place, 
protecting women’s rights as citizens or 
individual rights as a citizen; however, 
the rights championed by indigenous 
women in the context of collective rights 
as part of indigenous communities are 
still ignored. 

Convention on the Elimination of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 
also does not stipulate about collective 
rights. For instance, the right on 
management areas currently encouraged 
by Perempuan AMAN should be seen 
as part of the collective rights being 
fought for. It was not put in the CEDAW 
nor the Law Number 7 Year 1984 on 
the Ratification of Convention on the 
Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women.

So, until now, the Bill just regulates 
specifically on women, but not their 
collective rights? 

We have not talked to that level since 
we realize that CEDAW was born before 
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the indigenous peoples’ movement, even 
on international level. Yet it does not 
mean stopping our effort to show to the 
government that there are certain rights 
to be observed, to be protected, not 
only to the government but also to the 
indigenous peoples’ movement so that 
they see that this is also an important 
agenda.

PEREMPUAN AMAN later on took 
position to be actively involved in the 
preparation of academic paper of the 
bill which has eventually become the 
Bill on Indigenous Peoples included 
in 2017 National Legislative Program 
(Prolegnas). Perempuan AMAN was later 
also engaged in the preparation of the 
bill.

So we held consultative meetings with 
indigenous peoples from all regions 
in Indonesia. There were two national 
seminars and national consultation, 
followed by a regional consultation. 
The results were then put into the Bill of 
Indigenous People whose perspective is 
now, in my opinion, far different from the 
previous draft.

Thus, is the draft enlisted in Prolegnas 

quite sufficient in facilitating the 
needs to fulfill the rights of indigenous 
peoples in particular? 

So far we make provisions which are 

not put in a certain article in particular; 

however, it is an on-going process, so it is 

still being discussed.We made provisions 

of crucial things we consider could ensure 

that the collective rights of indigenous 

women shall be fulfilled through the Law 
on Indigenous Women, since they have 

no place in other Laws, such as the Law 

on Citizenship. The Law number 7 Year 

1984 has many stipulations on women’s 

rights, but more of individual rights. 

Do, after having the Decree of 

Customary Forest, women have some 

freedom of action in the indigenous 

management area, or are men still 

in control of it? 

Usually women like to call it the struggle 

for life. Not only for the life today but also 

for the after life, so women were willing 

to face such harsh situation against 

military and police that they also lent 

their support. Remember Mama Aleta of 

NTT. When we traced back to1999, when 
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AMAN was declared, such indigenous 
warriors were so plenty.

We learn from these women that 
what they tried to save was life for 
the future. What they were thinking 
was how future generations can live 
at least the same decent life as they 
are and are able to fulfill their own 
needs.

The issuance of this Decree became a kind 
of challenge to indigenous communities 
since they have to engage women to be 
involved in the decision making of how 
the customary forest should be managed. 
The source of knowledge of the customary 
forest is the indigenous women. For 
example, how they produced medicinal 
herbs from forest as well as vegetables 
for their diet. This is something to be 
seriously thought of together, both by 
AMAN and PEREMPUAN AMAN.

What are the roles of AMAN and 
PEREMPUAN AMAN in securing the 
knowledge and local wisdom of 
indigenous peoples? 

Current education system exactly keeps 

children away from local knowledge 
developed for hundred years. In fact, the 
knowledge is very practical for them in 
order to survive in their very own living 
space. Instead, children learn something 
that makes them at a distance with their 
own knowledge. 

Take Talang Mamak, for instance. This is 
an indigenous territory in Riau, which is 
now full of oil palm plantation. We had a 
training session in Talang Mamak, talking 
with the mothers. They said, “We used to 
go to the field with children, and we went 
in groups.” Along the way to the field 
then the mothers told them about plants 
and anything they met. “This leaf will 
make you itchy if you touch it. And, this 
plant can be used for your diet.” Thus, 
such knowledge is transferred to the next 
generation through daily activities. Not 
by a formal school like today.

Nowadays, such method could no longer 
be done in Talang Mamak because their 
fields have already turned into oil palm 
plantation. If they want to open a new 
field, it will take a very long journey. There 
is no other opportunity to share their 
knowledge to the children while walking 
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to the field. Education for indigenous 
peoples’ children is the one close to 
their daily life. For instance, “This kind of 
guava should not be eaten much, it could 
make you diarrhea.” Such knowledge 
can be passed on by directly pointing out 
the exact tree.

Reflecting on this situation, some 
members of PEREMPUAN AMAN, 
including Community Executives of Dayak 
Manyalin, initiated Indigenous School of 
Samabue in West Kalimantan. They got 
an award from Provincial Government of 
West Kalimantan. Some friends tried to 
share and retain the knowledge by getting 
some indigenous women who have such 
local knowledge as weaving, preparing 
raw materials, and other knowledge in 
to the school. Then children can learn 
directly from them.

This is a kind of effort which is kept doing 
by our friends. They introduce clothes 
made of tree bark to the children so that 
they realize, “Oh, this is our traditional 
attire.” It also teaches that natural 
resources should be preserved so that 
you can still be able to develop your 
knowledge and culture. 

Similar thing is also done at Indigenous 
School of Punan Simeriot, which was 
recently received appreciation from 
some people. It was also initiated by 
members of PEREMPUAN AMAN who 
were consolidated in the Local Executives 
of Sekatak. This can’t be separated from 
the role of our friends at Indigenous 
Youth of the Archipelago (Pemuda Adat 
Nusantara), who had already developed 
indigenous school more seriously. 
Education is actually the main agenda 
of PEREMPUAN AMAN until 2020. 
The opportunity for girls, compared 
to boys, is less. In a family, boys will 
be given bigger chances. For instance 
with the reason of the school being far 
away so that it’s worrying if anything bad 
happens. This happens a lot. So, in my 
opinion, Indigenous School is a quite 
good initiative and should be developed 
consistently.[]
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/3/
FUNDAMENTAL CHALLENGES OF 

INDIGENOUS WOMEN

Indonesia is the largest archipelago in 
the world, marked with 17,504 islands, 
including 9,634 unnamed islands and 
6,000 uninhabited islands. Indonesia is a 
country which has the most ethnic groups 
in the world, about more than 740 
ethnic groups. Indonesia is also known 
as a country whose local languages 
are the most, precisely 583 languages 
and dialects from 67 mother tongues 
used by many ethnic groups. In 2006, 
the Ministry of Social Affairs conducted 
a mapping, updated in 2008, which 
resulted in the number of KAT population 
of about 229,479 head of household. 
Geographically, Bappenas in 1993 

stated that the number of population 
who live inside and around forest area 
is 12 million people. Meanwhile, other 
sources, Owen Lynch and Kirk Talbott, 
mentioned a bigger figure between 40-
60 million.

Similar to the geographical category of 
Bappenas, State Ministry for Acceleration 
Development of Backward Regions 
mentioned the number of population 
who lived in the forest village reached 
33,512,845 people. AMAN issued a 
figure of 40 to 50 million of indigenous 
peoples all across the Indonesian 

 “Te Aro Neweak Lamo”, Nature is me, I am a dirt.
 (Yosepha Alomang, the First Congress of Indigenous Peoples, 1999)
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archipelago. According to AMAN, until 
November 2012, Geospatial Information 
Agency officially accepted the mapping of 
indigenous areas of 2.4 million hectares.

The lack of category of indigenous peoples 
in statistical data of the government led 
to the ignorance of indigenous peoples’ 
identity. The government created several 
new rules limiting how and by whom 
the indigenous peoples’ area could be 
utilized. As a consequence, gradually 
indigenous villages fell into the state’s 

control. The role and position of 
indigenous institutions which regulated 
social and cultural interaction in the area 
were then removed.

The state’s presence has changed 
indigenous villages into villages whose 
governance are completely similar. This 
situation led to marginalization of the 
rights of indigenous peoples in political 
and development agendas in Indonesia. 
Domination of the state towards 
indigenous peoples created imbalanced 

Photo: Cultural rally to commemorate International Indigenous Peoples’ Day (7/816). 

Source: aktual.com.
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power relation between the state and 
indigenous peoples’ groups. At this point, 
reconstruction applies to indigenous 
communities all over Indonesia.

The state’s obligation on natural 
resources’ governance and fair 
distribution to all Indonesian people 
was, instead, translated into the right 
to control and own (usually called “Hak 
Menguasai Negara”, the State’s right to 
control). The earth, water, space and air 
as well as natural resources are treated 
as productive assets to be commercialized 
without thinking about the goals to 
achieve, to the fullest, wealthbeing of 
people. The state manipulated this claim 
and denied that the State’s right to 
control was limited by the rights of the 
people, both individual and communal, 
on land, areas and natural resources. 

Moreover, the government then walked 
hand in hand with big scale industries in 
managing the natural resources, pushing 
big corporate to control the living space 
of indigenous peoples. Land grabbing 
and ecological crisis on indigenous 
areas are unavoidable features during 
the last five decades. Based on FWI’s 

analysis, the loss of natural forest 

covers (deforestation) in Indonesia 

during 2009-2013 is about 4.5 

million hectares and the loss rate of 

Indonesia’s natural forest is about 

1.13 million hectares per year. The size 

of about 73 million hectares of natural 

forest in Indonesia was threatened to have 

much bigger destruction in the future, as 

a consequence of logging activities and 

planned land conversion, open access to 

the land, as well as the absence of the 

management on the site level. Until year 

2013 about 44 million hectares or 25 

per cent of the size of Indonesian 

land has been burdened by land 

permits in the forms of Forest Timber 

Product Exploitation in natural forest 

Permit (IUPHHK-HA), Forest Timber 

Product Exploitation in plantation 

forest Permit (IUPHHK-HT), oil palm 

plantation, and also mining.

The process of development has 

resulted in layered and structured 

marginalization suffered by 

indigenous women which ended up 

on a number of common problems, 

including ignorance of the basic 

rights of indigenous women such as 
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political, civil, social and cultural, 

and economic rights.

EXPROPRIATION OF WOMEN’S 

MANAGEMENT AREAS

Industrialization had created new social 

classes within the society. Communal 
ownership which is common among 

indigenous peoples all of a sudden 

transformed into individual ownership. 

Each individual (men) clashed with 

each other to fight over an access to 
the management areas. In reality, such 

individual clashes compelled women 

to accept their elimination from their 

management areas (Anggraini, 2006). 

It caused not only the loss of land 

and management areas, but also the 

elimination from social system and 

authority which regulated functions and 

roles of indigenous people in natural 

resources management.

INEQUALITY OF RELATIONS 

BETWEEN MEN AND WOMEN

At the community level of indigenous 

peoples, there is, in general, a different 

role between women and men. The role 

of women is related to the productive 

and reproductive works, such as getting 

fresh water, working in the field and rice 
field, giving birth and nurturing family. 
Whereas, men has a more dominant 

role in the community, including political 

position on various levels (such as 

indigenous institutions, peasant groups, 

youth groups, etc.). The introduction of 

industries also brought capitalism and 

patriarchal system which imposed work 

system based on division of women and 

men to the indigenous peoples. This has 

created inequality of social relations 

which is increasingly sharp and resulted 

in discrimination against indigenous 

women.  

THE DESTRUCTION OF INDIGENOUS 

KNOWLEDGE SYSTEM

The state’s ignorance on the existence 

of indigenous peoples started with 

the process of development as a 

modernization effort, especially in terms 

of natural resources management. The 

policies on development, which depend 

on industrial and accumulation of capital 

approaches, no longer give space to 

traditional wisdoms of indigenous peoples 

in the praxis of managing their natural 

resources. Indigenous women had no 
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longer had any opportunity to develop 
and pass through their knowledge 
on seeds, medicine, weather, etc as a 
consequence of the change of women 
management areas into consessions 
of plantation, mining, factories, etc. 
Women’s knowledge could not respond 
to drastic change and at the vast scale of 
forest of their management areas. 

INDIGENOUS WOMEN WERE NOT 
ENGAGED IN DECISION MAKING

Policies of development had never made 
indigenous women as integral part of 
their communities, 
so that the whole 
policies, either on 
the step of planning 
or in the process of 
development itself, 
always disregarded 
the interests and 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n s 
of indigenous 
women. In this 
case, significant 
decisions influencing 
the continued 
future of families 
and communities, 
including decisions 

on indigenous women, were made without 
having them engaged. Structurally, the 
government, through policies that they 
issued, had removed indigenous women 
away from their role and space in their 
communities. The obstruction of access 
of indigenous women to the decision 
making had an effect of the low sense to 
side with women’s interests.

CHRONIC POVERTY

Chronic poverty has become a major 
problem which haunted indigenous 
women. They have to fight to fulfill the 
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need for food since theycould no longer 
rely on their management area which 
was taken away by the development. 
Villages turned into industrial areas, 
from agroindustry, forestry, and mining. 
For the people who keep staying at the 
management area, life is increasingly 
difficult. The decline of economic 
standard due to the smaller plot of land 
becomes the main factor. The emergence 
of industry in an area made the area 
connected to the market. All needs 
from food until consumption goods are 
imported or always related to other areas. 
Peasants could no longer able to face 
the invasion of imported rice of cheaper 
rice, while production cost is far higher 
because all fertilizers and pesticides must 
be bought and controlled by cooperatives 

or Agriculture Instructor. The demand 
and dependency on cash money are so 
high that peasants unwillingly give up 
their land because of a debt trap. In 
Aceh, women could no longer able to 
collect oysters and fire wood because 
coastal areas are transformed into 
tourism object; whereas Papuan women 
lost their sago villages because their area 
was under control of palm oil plantations 
(Anggraini, 2006).

LACK OF POLITICAL REPRESENTATION 
OF INDIGENOUS WOMEN

The government’s policies on women in 
Indonesia are based on Convention on 
the Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW). Affirmative action in 
the form of the decision to have a quota 
of at least 30 per cent parliamentary 
seats for women, which was originally 
meant to increase women participation 
in national political system, instead, 
discriminates indigenous women. Such 
policy is insensitive towards the situation 
of indigenous women who do not have 
sufficient academic level to be able to 
compete with other women in fighting for 
seats in the parliament.

Photo: Cultural rally to commemorate 

International Indigenous Peoples’ Day (7/816). 

Source: PEREMPUAN AMAN.
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30% IS NOT ENOUGH BECAUSE 
WOMEN’S VOTERS ARE HIGHER. 
HOW COULD WE, INDIGENOUS 
WOMEN, WHOSE EDUCATION 
ARE LOW AND EVEN ILLITERATES, 
COMPETE WITH THOSE OF LLBS, 
DOCTORS AND CELEBRITIES?

(Den Upa Rombelayuk, Board 
Coordinator of AMAN 1999-2007)

THE DECREASE OF HEALTH QUALITY 
OF INDIGENOUS WOMEN

 “Applying fertilizer to oil palm makes 
palm skin peeled because of touching 
them without cover, painful, and sore 
eyes (of fertilizer’s steam). Spraying 
(pesticide’s steam) makes headache, 
nauseous, thick and dry lips, coughing, 
burn wound.” (Training session of Dayak 
Hibun Indigenous Women, Sanggau, 
West Kalimantan).

Massive land clearing of natural forest for 
plantation, Industrial Timber Plantation 
and Natural Forest Management 
Permit caused the loss of traditional 
healing culture. Indigenous women 
could no longer easily find sources of 
natural medication to be concocted. 
The dependency on modern medication 

relying on chemical substances makes it 
difficult because it needs money which 
tends to be unlikely to be found by 
indigenous peoples. This, in turn, affects 
their health quality. 

Minings and factories operating inside 
the area of indigenous peoples always 
left waste problem which was not well-
handled by the corporations. Women 
workers at palm oil plantations and 
other modern agriculture use bare hands 
to touch fertilizers and pesticides so 
that they have such health problems as 
reproductive disorder, cervical cancer, and 
hand and foot skin damage. Respiratory 
disorder also becomes chronic disease 
after spraying pesticides. 

Until today indigenous women still use a 
river as a place to bathe, to wash clothes, 
and to defecate, even as a source of 
drinking water.

Mercury and other dangerous and 
toxic heavy metals, chemical fertilizer, 
and pesticides have penetrated into 
groundwater and flowed along the river. 
This dangerous and toxic waste has 
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consequences to women, children, babies 
yet to be born and livestock consumed as 
food.

SEXUAL VIOLENCE AND HIV/AIDS

Losing management areas makes 
indigenous women work in mining 
and plantation corporations. They 
often experience discrimination, even 
sexual violence. The rampant practice 
of prostitution, in turn, creates health 
problems with the spread of HIV/AIDS. 
One of the indicators of the rampant 
practice of prostitution is the increased 
number of HIV/AIDS patients. The HIV 
epidemic in West Sumbawa district 
(Kabupaten Sumbawa Barat, KSB) is one 
of the fastest in West Nusa Tenggara. 
Even though only five years being a new 

district, and with the least number of 
people, the discovery of its HIV/AIDS cases 
ranks the third, with cumulative number 
of cases of 21 persons. Considering 
the population of KSB of 119,528 
people, KSB constitutes one of the most 
concentrated epidemic areas of HIV/AIDS 
because the rate of transmission of HIV/
AIDS is more than 5 per cent on certain 
population. For instance, in Timika of 
West Papua, the mining company of 
PT. Freeport Indonesia provides such 
facilities as nightclubs, motels, hotels 
and resorts, etc. in residential areas. The 
entertainment facilities boost migration 
(by the increased number of workers from 
other islands) and an increase of women 
trafficking practices for sex industry 
as a consequence of the expansion of 
prostitution involving indigenous women 
and sexual workers from other islands. 
Hence, the spread of HIV/AIDS in 
indigenous communities and indigenous 
women keeps increasing. The spread 
of HIV/AIDS is not only a health 
issue, but also a social issue. Once 
indigenous women are infected by 
HIV/AIDS, they will be isolated by their 
husbands and communities, and they 
often have to raise their own children 
alone because their husbands then 
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look for other women. Another impact 
which keeps flourishing is trafficking 
of underage girls for prostitution, 
either in the areas of indigenous 
peoples or outside the areas. 
Based on the data released by LPMA-
SWAMEMO, on Wednesday, 4 January 
2012, around 20 businessmen, including 
two big companies, PT. Marta Mining and 
PT. Salmo Mining, entered Degeuwo, 
district of Paniai. Ever since heavy 
equipments showed up, the businessmen 
were backed up by the police, and 
there came some problems. There are 
many cafés opened, about 20 cafés in 
Lokasi 99 whereas another 20 cafés in 
Bayabiru, selling alcohol and providing 
prostitutes, besides having billiard halls 
and the mangker. The introduction of 
these facilities exposes possibility of the 
spread of HIV/AIDS. About more than 
200 people were infected by this deadly 
desease. Of these, the death toll reached 
more than 20 persons.

Residential areas around the plantation 
and mining sites have also transformed 
the behavior of indigenous peoples to 
be highly consumptive towards alcohol. 
Previously, the use of liquor such as rice 

wine in Dayak communities in Kalimantan 
has been part of their culture which is often 
used in ritual and traditional ceremonies. 
However, after the emergence of private 
corporations, alcohol became a catalyst 
for social interaction in the areas; hence 
the consumption of alcohol became 
higher. In addition, the presence of 
those companies triggered rampant 
practice of prostitution around the 
companies’ areas and contributed to 
the practice of temporary marriage 
between a worker from outside of 
the areas and an indigenous woman. 
Thus, it has brought about some 
negative impacts, contributed to 
cultural transformation as well as 
incited violence against women.
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