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Dwi Rubiyanti Kholifah is the Country Director of AMAN Indonesia. She started her career as a note taker 
in a NGO in Indonesia, and after more than 20 years, she is now a national and global figure in the field 
of women and peacebuilding. In her words, “Women has strong power when they tell stories. People love 
listening to the stories, and storytelling is exactly one of tools for peacebuilding”. 

Here is her inspiring story as a peacebuilder.

Q. Can you describe yourself?
 Some people call me that I am a woman peacebuilder or like that, but I just feel that I do what I have to  Some people call me that I am a woman peacebuilder or like that, but I just feel that I do what I have to 
do for this country, specifically helping women. 

Q. What motivated you to engage in the field of women and peacebuilding?
  I think my mom taught me a lot about how I grew up as a woman. My mother always repeated in my 
childhood that if you were a woman, you had to be independent economically. You should never beg 
money from your husband because you never be able to build your own power. At that time my mom 
owed money to my dad. They are a good couple, but she felt that she did not have full power to determine 
whatever she would like to be. She dreamed about having high education but could not simply because 
her parents eventually decided to choose her older brother as priority to get education. At that time, not 
becausebecause people were poor, but simply because they did not believe that education would bring better 
future. But my mom did not want to see her daughters like others did. She wanted to see daughters en-
joying rights of education, so she decided to fully support us and send us to universities. That changed 
situation of my mom, she became a person to be consulted by other mothers in the village when they 
wanted to send kids to universities. My mom felt that what she did inspired others, at least gave new 
belief that education really could help them being empowered to step out of the circle of poverty. 

This is how I adored my mom, and I promised during my study in the University of Jember in East Java 
that I should help more women to bring them freedom so that they enjoy their life. Because my family 
have never restricted me. They always opened space for me to be whatever I wanted to be. I want other 
woman to enjoy this kind of freedom because that is opening your path to reach out much greater 
dream”.

Unflagging w ill 
to empow er 
w omen: life 
story of Ruby, 
the founder of 
AMAN Indonesia
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Q. Why did you want to establish AMAN Indonesia?
  In 2003 I got scholarship for my Master’s degree in Social Science and Humanity at Mahidol University 
in Thailand. I lived in Bangkok for 4 years, two years study and two more years in working with AMAN 
since 2005. I had opportunity to be a coordinator of research program sponsored by AMAN for young 
Muslim scholars in Southeast Asia. The idea was to bring up Islam from within, meaning that we wanted 
to see the perspective from insiders because Islam in Southeast Asia has been often portrayed by for-
eigners and actually we hardly get English documents describing Islam written by Muslim in Southeast 
AsiaAsia themselves. I learned a lot about Muslim in Southeast Asia in this coordinator position. Yet in myself 
I felt dry, feeling like this was not what I wanted to do. I felt that I wanted to help marginalized women, 
wanted to help people in disadvantageous situation. I wanted to help the weakest people, women in my 
community. So I decide to talk to my boss, and proposed to open AMAN office in Indonesia, that was in 
2006. I explained my concept note that the AMAN in Indonesia would play a significant role in bringing 
voice of woman up in peacebuilding.

Q. Why do you think women are important in peacebuilding?
 It’s because, first, women simply spend a lot of time in family and communities. They know better about 
what is actually happening in family. In patriarchy structure like our society mothers know better. If they 
know better, they can create better strategy in family to bring more harmony. You will find that mothers 
will propose unexpected approaches to bring harmony into communities, influencing them to be much 
more caring, loving, helping each other. Because they know in detail to whom they should approach.

  Second, another thing we felt at that time and we have tested in the last 11 years is that women have 
much love with their life because life started in women bodies. Women will say no to any actions to cut 
life. Women are hurt a lot when they see life being cut. In the context of peacebuilding, we want this kind 
of people. They believe that life is more meaningful. I don’t say that man don’t appreciate life, but man 
treat life differently. 

  In psychosocial theory mothers have strong connection with sociality, women are easily connected with 
other groups from outside. Men are more attached with competitiveness, aggressiveness, and masculin-
ity compared to femininity. For peacebuilding we need femininity. We need caring, we need love. We do 
not need competition, but cooperation. You don’t need to be aggressive, but soft, caring, gentle. We 
expect that mothers can transfer power of mothers to everyone in family and to communities. We believe 
that when mothers grow with self-confidence, holding strong leadership, leading families and communi-
ties, they can help much more compared to fathers. 

 Also, when you pick up women, they are actually one of the representatives of marginalized groups in 
communities. When you are with women, you will start thinking about other marginalized groups, such 
as youth and the disabled. Those groups are finally found and united to work together, because when 
you have disadvantageous people united that is the time you have power to convince majority. We be-
lieve that working with women will help grow other movements, for example, now mothers are active in 
social problems, you will see young people following them.

Q. How do you lead AMAN Indonesia as the country representative?
 I have never been trained as a director. I have never joined any training, everything is learned by doing.

 I am telling the staff here that you have to try to make mistakes, by bringing your ideas. 

IfIf you have space to make mistakes, you don’t need to worry that your ideas are unusual or too compli-
cated. I would say yes for any new ideas as long as they are connected with AMAN’s vision. If it is some-
thing else, I have to be careful and ask what the benefit for AMAN will be to adopt the ideas. It’s fair, right? 
As long as you can explain the office will give funds to exercise the idea and we can evaluate if it is cor-
rect or not. Of course, we need to put the ideas on table because they are no longer personal ideas but 
funded by the organization. We have to be responsible for the ideas. But if you make mistakes, we come 
back, learning that we should not do it.
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Also,Also, people joining here are new to the world of NGO, and as the person exposed to NGO I need to give 
them direction. Everyone should learn about basic skills to working with NGO, you should understand 
program planning using logical framework analysis. You need to use this in your logic, if you do the inter-
vention what will be the best indicators that you want to see? And by learning the logical framework anal-
ysis you need to be realistic in your capacity, organizational capacity, and money capacity. I push every-
one to do that because the only thing in the program which people understand well is about budget, be
cause the logic of budget is coming from program itself. This organization is growing in flexible but at the 
same time professional way.

Q. What is your current task in AMAN Indonesia?
My current role is much more on facilitating movement building. Hanifah and other managers see how 
our projects achieve the indicators we agree with donors. My task is looking at how to bring these issues 
into movement building. At provincial, district and national level we want people to understand women in 
peace and security in broader way to enable everyone to engage. Our role is to ensure that we are work-
ing with any women organizations to formulate local action plans in women peace and security, as well 
as integration of preventing violent extremism. We want to do this as the movement building beyond proj-
ect, because if we do only projects, that is only it.

Q. You are one of the main figures in the field of women and peacebuilding. Can you describe 
your individual contribution to the discourse of women in peace and security issue at national 
level?
II have built up myself with all the skills as a peacebuilder, and in 2011 I finally joined with the group on de-
velopment of the National Action Plan (NAP) in Indonesia based on the UN resolution 1325. The group 
had already started negotiation of NAP in 2007, and I was a newcomer as one of the representatives 
from civil society who were working in grassroots level. I helped the drafting team with how to put better 
indicators and how to make logic in the issue over women in peace and security. In the group there was 
a debate over why we still had to care about security, some thought that it was already in our hand. So I 
waswas saying like “no, security for women is this and that…”. Women in peace and security issue was chal-
lenging the conventional concept of security.

 In 2012 we passed the national law on Handling Social Conflict, Law No.7 Year 2012. The mandate of 
the national law is promoting women participation in handling social conflicts. Under that law, we have 
more committed to contextualize the UN resolution 1325 into Indonesian contexts. We put the element 
of children because Ministry of Women’s Empowerment and Child Protection (MoWECP) addressed that 
we should take children especially girls into consideration because they were more affected by social 
conflict. 

  In 2014, NAP on women in peace and security in Indonesia tuned into NAP for the Protection and Em-
powerment of Women and Children in Social Conflict (RAN P3AKS). As decentralization of Governance 
System of Indonesia required all the policies built up on national level need to be translated into local pol-
icies, I have dedicated myself to help MoWECP to bring the NAP down to provincial level. If it remains 
only at national level, it won’t say anything. I am happy that MoWE provides some support at provincial 
level to develop the local action plans. I am also happy and have to thank organizations like Asia Pacific 
Women Alliance for Peace and Security (APWAPS), UN women, and Inclusive Security based on Wash-
ington, for helping us a lot on how to make our RAN P3AKS relevant to local plans and assessing the 
status of RAN P3AKS.

Another contribution I have made is that I proposed integration of preventing extremism into NAP. We 
want the global to be aware that the national action plan of women in peace and security doesn’t means 
that you have to have conflicts first. Even if you do not have conflicts you have a reason to implement it 
because whole of it is about prevention. We are very clear that the growth of extremism and radicalism 
is happening in post conflict situations. If you have conflicts, it’s like having fertilizer for extremism. They 
are looking for conflict situation to smuggle into the areas, because extremism will be undercover. It is 
hard to be detected. But when they come in normal situation, you can detect it. hard to be detected. But when they come in normal situation, you can detect it. 
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So one initiative I proposed to MoWECP was that why we do not do integration? You know that discus-
sion over women in peace and security can handle the prevention of extremism. Look at what happened 
in Nigeria, Boko Haram. That is reflecting women in peace and security but also violent extremism. The 
intersection is very clear. 

Surabaya bombing was shocking for us. That was done by families. Everyone in the families engaged in 
the violent act. After the bombing, it triggered the government to look into the integration. The ministry 
asked me to facilitate two time focused group discussions in Surabaya and Jakarta, after that they came 
up with national coordinating meeting in Jakarta run by MoWECP to talk about the integration with invit-
ing other ministry agencies and civil society. The attack in Surabaya involving whole family may be repli-
cated in the future in Indonesia or other countries. It is very possible because the reason why engaging 
whole family is strong. Because if you involve whole family, you don’t have to worry that someone is left 
behind. If you have somebody left behind, he or she will be stigmatized and discriminated. Nobody would 
be able to survive in that situation.

Q. How about your contribution at global level?
I think AMAN Indonesia is one of actors who most frequently speak to international community about the 
issue of women in peace and security in Indonesia, explaining why NAP is relevant to what we are doing 
in grassroots level. Otherwise it’s like hanging on the air, yes we have national action plan, but how it is 
relevant to work at grassroots level? I am advocating among others to really talk to the global public that 
we have this work in grassroots and our projects has strong connection with three pillars Indonesia came 
up with, which are prevention, handling conflicts including protection and participation, and empower-
ment.ment. It is hard to speak to the global and make them understand about our national action plan, and I 
had to talk to UN bodies like UNDP and UN women. Actually, they made a study trying to document the 
development process of RAN P3AKS and translated it into English. The global finally recognized RAN 
P3AKS as one of the models in the world, not copy and paste. 
 



 Q. How do you see the future of AMAN?
 I am optimistic. When we started AMAN Indonesia, we felt lonely. All the organizations working related 
to women were organizations working in women empowerment, but none of them were touching on 
women peacebuilding. But now there are many organizations considering women peacebuilding as one 
of their agenda. 

InIn the last 11 years I have seen so many changes in communities, including relation between mothers 
and husbands, children, and neighborhood. That really contributed a lot to our sustainable peace. Also 
in global crisis of extremism, women can play important role to counter extremism and spread of radical-
ism because women have love in life. What I am very thankful to all the mother joining to schools is that 
they believe what we believe. They believe the power of mothers. So they can develop schools in their 
own way, we have modules but all the innovations they create on the field remain free. They have space 
toto innovate. They can develop other activities related to any skills that they think beneficial to other moth-
ers in the program. I hope this kind of initiative will be duplicated.

Q. How effective do you think women storytelling is in peacebuilding?
Women have strong power when they tell stories. People love listening to stories instead of log frame. 
Stories are everyday nature. There is personal element in there, everyone tells different stories. The sto-
ries I am telling you is affected by my personal life and journey. At the first time I visited Poso in 2008, I 
traveled to one of refugee areas. My mission was to create my brothers and sisters in the Christian area 
which was attacked by Muslim. When I arrived, everybody stared me with hatred look. They felt that 
Muslim ruined their life. Several years had already passed since the conflict ended yet I clearly saw that 
hatredhatred feeling was still there. They told the stories how Muslim attacked them, burned their houses. I told 
them that we could not live with the hatred if we want to start peaceful life. We need to forgive. We heard 
feeling of the same hatred from Muslim side but our life will continue. I asked them how we can achieve 
it, what we should do. They told me a lot of things. That’s actually gave me a lot of inspiration and I used 
them in our program.

Our program in Poso in central Sulawesi is now very strong. Mothers there are really owning this pro-
gram. They feel that our organization opened space for women to have genuine conversation about their 
feeling. One day I was crying to see one Muslim woman saying that without the program she could not 
have conquered her fear against Christian. Now she has many Christian friends, visiting them, eating, 
talking, and laughing with them. That was fantastic feeling. I felt that this program created the magic 
things and story-telling, sharing genuine feeling, is exactly one of peacebuilding tools to achieve these. I 
support any initiative to document stories, online or writing or whatever it is. 
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