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Whenever I was reminded of that incident, 
my entire body would shudder and break 
out in a cold sweat

Victims of sexual violence are 
still too traumatised to speak

I  feel like I can easily be 
attacked at anytime

Victims choose to keep silent 
after May 1998 tragdy

I can’t believe it has 
been 20 years

Victims of the May 1998 violence 
remain silent due to their limitation of the 
justice system
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Whenever I was reminded of that incident, 
my entire body would shudder and break 
out in a cold sweat

Victims of sexual violence are 
still too traumatised to speak

I  feel like I can easily be 
attacked at anytime

Victims remain silent because 
they fear for their safety

Some victims changed their 
identities in their efforts recover 
from the trauma

Victims of the May 1998 violence 
remain silent due to their limitation of the 
justice system

I am still so angry

Some victims changed their 
identities in their efforts recover 
from the trauma
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The May 1998 riots of Indonesia 
also known as the 1998 tragedy 
or simply the 1998 event, were 
incidents of mass violence, 
demonstrations, and civil unrest 
of a racial nature that occurred 
throughout Indonesia, mainly 
in Medan in the province of North 
Sumatra (4–8 May), the capital 
city of Jakarta (12–15 May), 
and Surakarta (also called Solo) 
in the province of Central Java
(13–15 May). 
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The May 1998 riots of Indonesia 
also known as the 1998 tragedy 
or simply the 1998 event, were 
incidents of mass violence, 
demonstrations, and civil unrest 
of a racial nature that occurred 
throughout Indonesia, mainly 
in Medan in the province of North 
Sumatra (4–8 May), the capital 
city of Jakarta (12–15 May), 
and Surakarta (also called Solo) 
in the province of Central Java
(13–15 May). 

The riots were triggered by economic 
problems including food shortages and mass 
unemployment, and eventually led to the 
resignation of President Suharto and the fall of 
the New Order government. The main targets 
of the violence were ethnic Chinese; however, 
most of the casualties occurred among the 
Javanese Indonesian looters due 
to a massive fire.

It was estimated that more than a thousand 
people died in the riots. At least 168 cases of 
rape were reported, and material damage was 
valued at more than Rp 3.1 trillion. As of 2010, 
legal proceedings regarding the riots have yet 
to be completed.
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On 27 July 1996, soldiers, 
police, and civilians attacked the 
headquarters of the Indonesian 
Democratic Party (Partai 
Demokrasi Indonesia, PDI) in 
Central Jakarta, which was 
occupied by supporters of party 
leader Megawati Sukarnoputri, 
daughter of former President 
Sukarno. Megawati had been 
selected as party leader in 
general congress in December 
1993. Her selection, however, 
was seen as a threat by the 
New Order government, which 
suppressed free speech during 
its 30 years in power. Popular 
support of Megawati and the 
PDI was growing leading up 
to the 1997 legislative election 
and threatened the dominance 
of the ruling Golkar party. 
The government declared 
Megawati's appointment invalid 
and organised a new congress 
in June 1996, during which a 
new party leader was selected.
The attackers said they were 
acting on behalf of the rightful 

party leadership. The incident 
evolved into two days of rioting 
in Jakarta that the government 
blamed on the People's 
Democratic Party (Partai Rakyat 
Demokratik, PRD). Violence 
continued up to the election on 
29 May 1997, which was won 
by Golkar with 74 percent of the 
votes. The divided PDI received 
only 3 percent of the votes, 
while the largely Muslim United 
Development Party (Partai 
Persatuan Pembangunan, PPP) 
received 22 percent.

Trisakti University students 
demonstrate to reject the 1998 
Special Session of the People's 
Consultative Assembly, which 
elected Suharto to seven 
consecutive five-year terms in 
office as President between 
1968 and 1998.

The election was marred by 
widespread cases of vote 
rigging, causing public outcry 
especially among supporters 
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of the PPP, which had called 
on the government to follow 
a democratic process lest 
the results be rejected by the 
public. At this time, Indonesia 
was experiencing an economic 
boom with its Gross Domestic 
Product growing at a rate of 
8 percent in 1996, led by the 
manufacturing sector. Five 
months after the election, 
however, it was caught in the 
Asian Financial Crisis which 
began when the Thai baht 
collapsed in July. The rupiah 
dropped from Rp2,450 to 
Rp4,000 to the US dollar 
between July and October, 
and economic growth slowed 
to 1.4 percent in the fourth 
quarter. Unable to stabilise 
the economy, the government 
sought assistance from the 
International Monetary Fund. 
The rupiah declined further to 
one-sixth of its original value 
by January 1998. With rising 
unemployment and inflated 
food prices, the public lost 

confidence in the government's 
ability to turn the economy 
around.[14] Violence spread 
throughout the island of Java, 
but the government exercised 
its power in February and 
imposed a 25-day ban on 
street protests. Law enforcement 
officials were given the 
authority to imprison anyone 
found participating in political 
activities in violation of the ban.

Suharto was elected by the 
People's Consultative Assembly 
(Majelis Permusyawaratan 
Rakyat, MPR) to a seventh 
consecutive five-year term as 
President in March. Despite 
calls for economic and political 
reforms, his controversial 
Seventh Development Cabinet 
included his family members 
and cronies, including protégé 
B. J. Habibie as Vice-President. 
Student demonstrations in 
campuses grew in intensity 
following these events.
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It was a midsummer nightmare.

fear

The weather was clear 
that morning, yet deep in 
everyone’s soul, 

CREEPINGCREEPINGCREEPINGCREEPING
and 

LOOPINGLOOPINGLOOPINGLOOPING

was 
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CREEPINGCREEPINGCREEPINGCREEPING

LOOPINGLOOPINGLOOPINGLOOPING

I am not sure what define an average 
Indonesian, but I, and my family, have 
lived through the moment so maybe 
I can tell my part of the story. 

That morning I went to my alma mater, 
paying respect to my juniors who were shot 
down. Then I went to work to Karawaci, 
in a high rise office tower. At about ten 
in the morning, we heard from branch 
offices, masses of people had been 
in motion. The boss said to not let the 
employees at the branchesto go home, 
for their own safety. Everything would 
be over soon. He said. He was wrong.

At about lunch time, we heard about 
the riots starting in the city. I looked 
through the office tower’s window. 
From the height, we could see smokes 
from distant fires were here and there. 
An unbelievable sight. Frightening, yet 
also amazing. Something I had never 
seen before, except in war and Godzilla 
movies. We did not know yet the scale 
of riot, but we could feel it was bad.

I called home. Parents were at on their 
way home after closing their shop in 
Ciputat. By motorcycle. Younger brother 
remained there. Youngest brother was 
at home with a maid. He was in second 
year of primary school. I asked the maid 
to take him to a neigbour’s home where 
adults were present.

FRIGHTENING
A

M
A

Z
IN

G
YET ALSO
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At noon, I had a call from my younger 
brother who was about 18 at that time. 
He said people were trying to force their 
way into our parents’ shop. I asked him to 
get away soon. He quickly escaped and 
the shop was soon gone. Almost everything 
in the shop was taken, including the kitchen 
sink, spoons and forks. Everything, except 
for one unit of air con which was hanging 
by the wall when my brother came to 
check a week later. We still have the air 
con installed at my parents’ home today, 
a memento.

I could not go home, so I had to stay 
in a colleague’s home for almost a 
week. No clothing. Borrow his. Had 
to get diaper from nearby hospital as 
underwear substitution. No shop was 
available.

Our parents’ small business was gone. 
We thought we had no future. Heard many 
similar cases. Had many female friends sent 
abroad by their parents’ last fortune. One 
female friend even had to take pills when 
she heard the mosque adzan each Idul Fitri 
takbiran night until just a couple years ago.

My mother was so traumatic that my parents 
had to stay with her sister in Johor for about 
six months. Even then, she was sickly when 
she came back. Depressed and had to get 
medical help once in a while. She would 
later get better and better after she started 
to go to church by accident. She was not 
a Christian before.

almost everything in the shop was taken.
our parent’s small business was gone.
we thought we had no future.

“

“
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My younger brother could not afford to 
continue his uni, because the family business 
was gone.

The night of the riot, some who stayed in 
the office tower actually did see military 
styled guys getting off some trucks and 
set the shopping mall on fire. I was at the 
office lobby, in the darkness, watching 
people in hundreds, laughing and looking 
happy looting the mall. Young and old, 
even grannies. Like an army of sugar ants. 
Taking everything they could, freely.

Not a single police or any law enforcement 
was seen during that day. Not a single 
soul. A mystery until today to this average 
Indonesian.

A week later, I and some collegues had 
to go into a burnt and abandoned mall 
to retrieve some documents. Foulest stench 
I have ever had. The smell of death. We 
saw some deadbodies. Burnt. One holding 
an electric guitar. One hugging a washing 
machine. One having a TV set. And some 
others. 

The first time we saw law enforcements, 
after the damage was all done. No 
wonder people are convinced the riot 
was engineered. Like @Julius Galih said, 
it has becoming a national embarassment, 
especially for the men in uniform who were 
hiding when they were supposed to protect 
the people.

But believe it or not, almost nobody put the 
shame to local Jakarta pribumi. Remember, 
things were quite different then. Not so 
many gated housing estate in the past. It 
was only after 1998, we saw many gated 
housing developments. At that time, people 
were living next to others regardless of the 
color and religion. Many saw the locals 
as their neighbours. And almost everyone 
would testify that their neighbours were 
not involved. Hence, almost all believed 
the rioters and looters were sent from other 
regions. But, personally, I believe it was a 
mix, because I stood just feet away from 
the looters, albeit it was technically in 
Tangerang.
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How do we feel 
about it today?

We do not want to talk about it. 
We look at it as a single gruesome 
page in our life. We do not want to 
re-live that day. No point. Nobody 
will ever be held responsible in this 
corrupt country. Nothing good will 
ever come out of it. Bullsh*t if you 
believe this is a country of law. Just 
look at the law makers, they are 
the ones who made this beautiful 
country unlawful.

We are just glad to survive that 
moment, while the evil doers of 
that day are still living in power 
today. They are still filthy rich, 
some even tried the president 
candidacies.

We can still see the remnants of 
those days in some places, burnt 
buildings, left empty. Not sure 
where the owners are. 

Fate must had been treating 
them very unkindly.
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“MILIK PRIBUMI”
“MILIK PRIBUMI”
“MILIK PRIBUMI”

RIOTS.... 
LOOTINGS.... 

KILLINGS.... 
RAPE....

These are the words that 
come into my head whenever 
someone asks me about 
May 1998.

“OWNED BY NATIVES”
“OWNED BY NATIVES”
“OWNED BY NATIVES”
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“MILIK PRIBUMI”
“MILIK PRIBUMI”
“MILIK PRIBUMI”

I was only 11 years old when I started to 
see the signs reading “milik pribumi” or 
“owned by native Indonesians,” around 
her city. My father quickly told her to pack 
a bag and get in the family’s pickup truck. 
I spent days hiding at my domestic helper’s 
home until the chaos subsided. I now live 
in Hangzhou, a city in mainland China, 
with my husband an American citizen, and 
our one-year-old daughter. I would never 
move back to Indonesia, out of fear that riots 
like this in May of `98 could happen again. 

“MILIK PRIBUMI”
“MILIK PRIBUMI”
“MILIK PRIBUMI”

“OWNED BY NATIVES”
“OWNED BY NATIVES”
“OWNED BY NATIVES”
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Chinese people here sometimes ask me 
about what happened —specifically about 
how many “(huá rén, or “overseas Chinese”) 
were targeted during the riots.

I was only a 6th grader at the time, so I didn’t 
understand what was really happening. 
However, I remember the streets were quiet 
around my neighborhood. People closed 
their shops. Something wasn’t right.

Looking back, I guess our family was quite 
lucky because my father knew someone in 
the military—so I guess he asked for help 
from that guy. Still, my father decided that 
running away from our house was the best 
option at the time.

We stayed at our maid’s house in a village 
near Bekasi, West Java for a couple of days. 
I was so confused: why did we have to 
leave our own home?

Some of my friends weren’t so lucky. One 
friend told me how the mobs burned her 
family’s house to the ground after looting 
all of their belongings. Her family survived 
by climbing the wall outside their house.

Now that I’m older, I realize how devastating 
the situation really was. Why did the May 
1998 riots happen in the first place? At the 
same time, I am disgusted. I think what the 
perpetrators did was disgusting.

I live in Hangzhou now and, frankly, I really 
don’t want to return to Indonesia. The pride 
that I once had for my country is now fading. 
I am very disappointed by the government 
because most people in the government only 
work for themselves.

I think it is not impossible for something like 
the May 1998 riots to happen again. I think 
some Indonesians are still easily provoked 
and pulled into conflicts, especially when it 
comes to racial and religious issues.
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During the 98 riot, I lived in Mitra Bahari 
apartment located in Jakarta Utara, 
Penjaringan. The riot was big in that area.

My  two daughters were there when the  
riot happened. I was at the office. My 
daughters hid in the unit but somehow the 
natives managed to enter. They searched 
the entire unit and located where my two 
daughters were. 

Both my daughters were raped and till 
today they still feel traumatized and they 
turned crazy eversince the incident.

I have nothing much to say except that 
it was terrifying and traumatic. Native 
Indonesians are causing fire and more 
destructions. Chinese Indonesians were 
trying to escape. Stores and houses were 
destroyed and burnt. 

I don’t really want to talk 
about this because it still 
hurts me till today.  

Everytime I see their condition 
and get reminded of it, it hurts me 
knowing that I was not there to 
help them. It still makes me angry 
remembering the 98 riot and what 
they did to my daughters. It’s 
really unfair.
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It was one dull thud, at first. Unnoticeable 
somewhat to the ear, but you could feel it 
on your skin.

Then came another, and another, and many 
others, and then the piercing sound of 
shattered glass, followed by screams. 

I ended my email to my friend, saying 
I had to go because my house was being 
attacked. 

As the screams became louder and rowdier, 
and as more rocks flew into my house, I 
ran downstairs and saw my father. “Turn off 
the lights! Stay inside!” he said. Behind him 
were several small bags, filled with important 
documents he had prepared the previous 
week,immediately after the news that several 
Trisakti University students had been shot 
dead on May 12.

I grabbed my passport and the little money 
in my wallet and then wondered if I should 
even bother with ATM cards with all the 
reports of lootings. 

My aunt and uncle with my two younger 
sisters were already at the far corner of the 
house. The rocks kept coming. Clanking and 

scraping of metal. “They’re pulling down the 
gate,” Dad whispered. 

The sun soon faded, no more rocks. Just 
random sounds, faint chants. It felt like a 
million years before Dad came and told 
us to get out of the house quickly, because 
he could smell gasoline from outside.

The chants became screams, “Bakar [burn]! 
Bakar! Bakar!”, as we anxiously headed 
toward the gate. Our 3-meter high metal 
gate had been derailed but not yet breached. 
The gate was tougher than the mob. 

I could see thick black smoke coming from 
the looted minimart across the street. Rumors 
about Chinese Indonesian women being 
attacked, raped and killed by raging mobs 
ran through my brain. As we edged out of the 
house through the skewed gate, I thought, 
“How is our fate on the other side of the gate 
better than being burned inside the house?” 
I glanced at the faces of my sisters and tried 
to suppress all kinds of ominous thoughts. 

BURN 
BURN 
BURN
BURN 
BURN 
BURN 
BURN
BURN 
BURN 
BURN
BURN
BURN 
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BURN 
BURN 
BURN
BURN 
BURN 
BURN 
BURN
BURN 
BURN 
BURN
BURN
BURN 

BURN 
BURN 
BURN
BURN 
BURN 
BURN 
BURN
BURN 
BURN 
BURN
BURN
BURN 
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Young men, high schoolers, I assumed, with 
genuine hatred were screaming insults like, 
“Cina anjing! [Chinese dogs]!”, pushing 
us, hitting us, kicking and spitting on us and 
throwing sandals, garbage, whatever they 
had at hand. Dad’s face was like I’d never 
seen it before. 

Heads down, we moved cautiously away. 
With each hand or foot that touched any 
part of my body, I felt like throwing up. I 
frantically peered around trying to keep 
my sisters in sight as we were pushed and 
kicked around. A few of the men stopped 
and flew into the house. 

Out of nowhere, a tiny old lady appeared. 
A few more people came and formed a 
human barricade. The lady yelled at the 
mob, said they better stop because pak 
Lurah ( the subdistrict chief ) and pak Ustadz 
( the cleric ) were coming. Come they did. 
We were lucky.

I can’t remember their faces anymore. That 
mob of livid teens. But I remember their 
warm spit on my face, on my chest. I can’t 
remember the old lady’s face anymore, nor 
those of the small human barricade. But I 
remember the sweet sense of safety in my 
chest, in my stomach. We were very lucky. 

“S
C

R
EW

 C
H

IN
ES

E!
”
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MAY 
1998

changed my life

It changed 

INDONESIA
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Before, I was the “typical middle-class 
Chinese Indonesian”, over-simplified and 
stereotyped as apolitical, an economic 
animal and racist. Afterwards, I became 
a livid Chinese Indonesian and desperately 
wanted to escape my homeland. Being 
awarded an Australian government 
scholarship to Canberra was a blessing, 
I thought.

But the true gift was meeting a lot of 
gracious people — Indonesians, Australians 
and others — that inspired and encouraged 
me to be part of the ongoing discourse 
about the tragic events of May 1998, of 
the exhilarating reformasimovement toward 
becoming a new Indonesia. So I decided 
not to escape but to join in the fight with 
the very little I could offer. 

Endeavors to seek justice and to ensure 
that May 1998 never happens again had 
earlier shifted into high gear. But after a 
certain period of governmental and social 
apathy, they have begun to run out of 
steam. Several notable Chinese Indonesian 
activists have moved on to other human rights 
issues, Chinese Indonesian associations 
have become less involved in, if not outright 
dismissive of, May 1998-related events. 

Those in power have made promises, but 
none of them have been fulfilled — some 
had too little time or too few opportunities, 
others had too little will.
This year is different. For the first time, the 
government has opened a path for people 
to take the first step toward reconciliation, 
beginning with the 1965 tragedy. It is an 
unprecedented effort to fulfill a promise, 
made during President Joko “Jokowi” 
Widodo’s campaign to seek reconciliation 
for gross violations of human rights, May 
1998 being one of them.

Looking at the challenges that emerged 
almost immediately after the controversial 
national symposium on 1965, obviously 
“reconciliation” will be a herculean effort. 

Pak Jokowi’s scrawny figure reminds me 
of that tiny old lady, to whom I never said 
“thank you for saving us.” His courage, 
even though he’s no ( son of ) a general, 
no blueblood nor descendant of a political 
dynasty, also reminds me of that old lady’s 
courage. Can Jokowi save Indonesia from 
the bitterness of our past, like the old lady 
saved us from that bitter mob? 
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So it was on Friday when it happened 
and I was supposed to be on my way 
home. I couldn’t go home and got stucked 
in Citraland. I was not alone, surrounded 
with people who was also as terrified and 
panicked but I did not know any of them 
personally. We were asked to hide in a 
3x4m street food shop. Three soldiers 
came in with guns that are a meter long 
while mugging it to us. I was confused 
at first about what they were doing so 
I paid attention. I figured out they were 
searching for people who participated 
in the riot. 

Finally I walked out of the store slowly. 
When I was outside, I saw motorcycles  
got burned, and not a single car could 
be seen. Soldiers are on high alert with 
their guns. My eyes witnessed so many 
damages. Houses from Jembatan 2 until 
Grogol were burnt. Ramayana mall was 
vanished, everything in it was taken. King 
photo studio’s glasses were shattered. 

In the red light intersection, suddenly 
a public transportation passed by. 
And that was my only hope to go back 
home. I was not sure why that particular 
bus wasn’t burnt by the natives yet. 

Trisakti University was filled with soldiers. 
I could hear gun shots. I did not know and 
did not want to know where it came from. 

For me, a recent incident that came to mind 
while remembering the historical 98 riot 
was the bomb incident in Sarinah, Thamrin. 
But to think about it 98 was a hundred times 
worse with more soldiers, snipers, long barrels 
and other equipments. Situation in 98 was 
more heated, more crowded and chaotic. 
It actually even frightened people in entire 
Jakarta.

Retelling this story now to you gave me 
goosebumps trying to remember what 
exactly happened during the riot. I was 
terrified and I felt lost. For a second there 
I thought that I was gonna die. 
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terrified

panicked

vanished

confused



46

goosebumps

lost
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I never told this story to anyone—not to my 
friends, not even discussing it with my family.

I was 8 years old when it happened. My 
parents run a grocery store, which is an 
easy target for the rioters, as the economic 
problems of Indonesia in 1989 caused rising 
price for foods, prompting them to sack 
shops like ours.

As a child, I didn’t understand anything 
about the situation, but I remember the date. 
It was May 14, 1998, around 2 p.m., I think, 
after lunch. I remember I was watching the 
news about the riots that were happening 
all around Jakarta from the day before. My 
family was clearly terrified and discussing 
our options.

Then the mob came.

I remember they were banging on our 
doors. We couldn’t get outside for the fear 
that they’d just kill us. My father, running 
out of ideas, brought us to the attic to hide. 
He thought that if the mob somehow got in, 
they would just take all our belongings, and 
if they couldn’t find us, they’d just go away 
with our valuables.

I remember that my brother and sister were 
also there, frightened. My sister cried so 
much. They were discussing what if they 
burned us down along with the house. My 
mother asked me to pray to God. I was 
counting a tasbih, the Islamic prayer beads. 
(It was our maid’s tasbih; our family is 
Christian.) I’m not sure why I was doing that, 
but I didn’t feel scared. Maybe I was not 
really understanding what was happening.

Then I remember I saw one of the mob climb 
up, break our window, and open the door 
from the inside. The mob flooded in. They 
took everything. Food, money, electronics, 
furniture—all of it. Among them, I saw my 
father’s employees, people who were 
happily playing with me as a kid, carrying 
our belongings. I do remember that I really 
hated them at that time. I felt like I was 
betrayed.

Eventually, they did find us hiding in the attic. 
I don’t remember how we got out from the 
house, but I remember my mother shouted.” 
Somehow, we escaped from the house, 
and we got to my uncle’s place—I don’t 
remember how. We should not have been 
able to use our car in that situation. Maybe 
we walked all along.

“
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Among them, I saw 
my father's employees, 
people who were 
happily playing with 
me as a kid, carrying 
our belongings. I do 
remember that I really 
hated them at that 
time. I felt like I was 
betrayed.

YOU CAN TAKE         
IT ALL, YOU CAN 
TAKE IT ALL . 

When we actually got back, 
I saw my father's shop and 
our home in devastating 
conditions. I can't imagine 
what my father's feeling 
was, seeing the shop that he 
built from scratch for almost 
20 years just destroyed like 
that.

“

“

A lot of hostility was 
shown to Chinese 
Indonesians at that 
time. I identified myself 
as Indonesian, but my 
hatred to people who 
destroyed my father’s 
hard work made me 
unsure about that.

I can’t choose my 
birthplace and my 
ancestors, but I can 
certainly choose the 
country that I care 
for, and that is 
Indonesia.
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I remember life after that was hard. Somehow, 
my father was able to restart his business, 
but we got nothing and needed to live 
frugally. A lot of hostility was shown to 
Chinese Indonesians at that time. I identified 
myself as Indonesian, but my hatred to 
people who destroyed my father’s hard 
work made me unsure about that. One day 
in PPKn (Pancasila and Civics Education) 
class, my teacher asked, “Who among 
you feel that you are an Indonesian?” 
I was not raising my hand. She really 
scolded me at that time.

Things are getting better now. The Chinese 
New Year is a national holiday, thanks 
to Gus Dur. We can display our unique 
culture as Chinese Indonesian. The racial 
discrimination that we experienced before 
is still there, but the situation has much 
improved since. I managed to get 

a scholarship to study abroad, and I feel this 
opportunity made me think a lot about my 
identity. I met with mainland Chinese, but 
I identify myself more as an Indonesian. I 
can’t choose my birthplace and my ancestors, 
but I can certainly choose the country that 
I care for, and that is Indonesia. Until now, 
I still don’t really understand why Chinese 
Indonesians were targeted. I know that there 
is financial and political crises, but I don’t 
know why and how the riot happened, who 
started it, and why there is a need to divide 
between Chinese Indonesian and Pribumi.

Oh, and some journalist came to our house 
after the riot and interviewed our family. He 
wrote an article describing how much fear 
the Chinese Indonesians experienced at that 
time.
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I was at the office when the riot was going 
on. I did not manage to go back home so 
I stayed in my friend’s house as it was the 
closest and the furthest I can go with the riot 
going on. The crowd and chaos was getting 
out of control. I saw thousands of natives 
burning things in the middle of the road. Lots 
of Chinese Indonesian men who don’t look 
really “chinese” joined the crowd and acted 
like they’re one of the natives just so that they 
won’t get attacked.  

I called my mom to check if she was okay 
and if our house was entered by the mobs. 
Fortunately, the residence that we lived in is 
safe and guarded by armed securities.  

My family and I chose to leave town for a 
while till things simmer down and get better. 
We escaped with the help of my sister’s 
husband. We bought our tickets in the 
airport. A policeman that happened to be a 
family friend helped escort us to the airport.  

We strapped money into our bodies and 
bring just enough essentials to survive. We 

decided to escape to Singapore as that’s 
the only destination where our money is 
enough to buy all of us a one way ticket. 
We stayed in Singapore for a year and 
decided to come back on 1999 because we 
didn’t wanna risk having to go through that 
experience again.  

Those days were one of the most chaotic, 
hectic days ever. Half of the people kept 
fueling the riot so it would never end while 
the other half, who is mainly consisted 
of Chinese Indonesians were trying their 
hardest to escape, survive and live.  

My story is nothing compared to other 
people’s experience. My friends that I know 
had a lot more in their plates regarding the 
98 riot. One of my friends lost his house 
because it was totally burnt down. One got 
raped and left her scarred for life. One lost 
a family member. Each and every one of our 
stories are different but it ends at the same 
point. 1998 left us with painful memories 
and we’re still in the process of recovering 
from it.  
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painful 
memories

1998 left us with 

we’re still in 
the process of 
recovering from it.  
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It has been more than twenty years since the riots in May 
1998 took place. Those buried in these graves are in 
danger of being forgotten. The tragedy remains a mystery 
as to how such systematic and gross crimes against 
humanity could happen in a country globally known for its 
hospitality and friendliness. 
 
May 98 alleged killing of Indonesians of Chinese descent 
is still a taboo to discuss. Details are either murky at best 
or non-existent at worst, with the government unwilling to 
launch an official investigation. It is at risk of being buried 
forever without the facts being revealed, unless a worthy 
government comes to power in Indonesia with the courage 
to uncover the truth. Facts are continuously debated and 
twisted even now. The perpetrators walk free while rape 
victims committed suicide and suffered mental breakdowns. 
Repeated calls to action from human rights bodies, both 
domestic and international ones, are conveniently ignored. 
Despite signs pointing to a systematic mass killing, the 
government has insisted that there is no proof.  

Until today, there has been no official data on the precise 
number of people killed, seriously injured, permanently 
disabled and raped when Jakarta became engulfed in 
total chaos during those few days of May 13-15. Victims 
of May 1998 riot are still waiting for justice to be served. 
For every year that passed by, these people come up 
with ways to commemorate this historial riot. Starting 
from forming protest groups to visiting the graves of their 
loved ones who passed during the incident. Lots of people 
don’t have a single clue of what happened on 1998, it’s 
unfair for them to have to lose their family members, feel 
traumatized, and have to witness such anarchy incident 
over something that they don’t even know what. 
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Chinese-Indonesians – estimated to make up 1% to 4% of 
the country’s 250 million people – have had an impact on 
Jakarta which is vastly disproportionate to their physical 
numbers. The Chinese Indonesians are said to have a 
vulnerable position in Indonesian society. They often 
become the target of discrimination, violence and riots, 
especially when the country faces an unstable political 
situation.

News regarding Chinese-Indonesians are still all over 
Indonesia. Latest news being Governor Basuki Tjahaja 
Purnama or Ahok’s case. Fast-forward to today and 
his replacement in Jakarta, he is behind bars, jailed for 
committing blasphemy in a highly controversial case that 
quickly took on racial and sectarian tones. Ahok, as he is 
popularly known, is ethnically Chinese and Christian, two 
distinctions that were made plainly clear during a series of 
massive protests calling for his arrest.

People don’t learn from the damage that May 1998 
has caused but instead, they use it as a threat. Scaring 
Chinese-Indonesians away, hoping that they’ll back off 
and flee from Indonesia.

As of today, discrmination towards Chinese-Indonesians 
is still happening. It starts as simple as insulting physical 
appearance till feeling envious towards their social status. 
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May 1998 have 
brought fears and 
traumas among many 
Chinese Indonesians.
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May 
peace 
come 
soon 

to 
you.
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Decades have passed by, but the 
haunting memories of the May 
tragedy is still as clear as day. 

May 1998 riot is something we 
should remember and learn from. It’s 
a lesson to both Natives Indonsians 

and Chinese Indonesians. 

Let’s hope that people will keep this 
near to their hearts. 


