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As A pionEEr in EstAblishing womEn’s rights, FinlAnd sEts 
thE ultimAtE ExAmplE For gEndEr EquAlity. stAtE ministEr 
oF FinlAnd, ElisabEth REhn, tAlks with tAtlEr during hEr 
most rEcEnt visit to indonEsiA—impArting sAgE AdvicE on 
thE EmpowErmEnt oF womEn by hEr own incrEdiblE journEy 
through gEndEr politics. CathERinE lEwis writEs
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its presence of women in politics, such as former 
President Megawati Sukarnoputri and former 
Finance Minister Sri Mulyani Indrawati, to name a 
few. However, this day is also a reminder that abso-
lute equality remains an elusive goal, as efforts to 
empower women are often thwarted by the weak 
implementation of laws designed to accomplish 
that goal, and over 150 discriminatory bylaws still 
exist that infringe upon women’s rights.  

Based on the United Nations Development 
report published last year, Indonesia ranks 90th 

omen in Finland
were the first in the world to be granted the right 
to vote and stand for elected office over a hundred 
years ago.  Today, with two women at the very top 
of its state—President Tarja Halonen and Prime 
Minister Mari Kiviniemi—and femmes representing 
over 35% of its Parliament, Finland remains a trail-
blazer in gender equality and a country that can serve 
as an example for others. This was very much the 
spirit as distinguished guests gathered at the Finnish 
Ambassador’s residence last month for a discussion 
on women empowerment in Indonesia, lead by the 
honorable State Minister of Finland, Elisabeth Rehn.

Resolution 1325 is not only a gender equality 
policy, but also a resolution that seeks to enhance 
women’s roles in crisis management activities.

The event, hosted by the Ambassador of 
Finland in Indonesia, HE Kai Sauer and his 
wife Dr. Erika Sauer, also featured a speech by 
Indonesian entrepreneur, Susi Pudjiastuti of Susi 
Air, as well as participation from an active audi-
ence of mostly female guests. 

The luncheon was held in light of the recent 
seminar by the Women’s Empowerment and Child 
Protection Ministry to draft a national action plan 
for the implementation of UN Resolution 1325 
on women, peace and security.  Rehn, the former 
Finnish Defense Minister, and the first woman in 
the world to ever hold this post, visited Indonesia 
to specifically advise this panel. Resolution 1325, 
expected to be enacted later this year, will empha-
size the increased representation of women at 
all levels of decision making, including in post 
conflict situations and within peace development 
and conflict prevention. 

Rehn emphasizes that Resolution 1325 is not 
only a gender equality policy, but a resolution 
that seeks to enhance women’s roles as decision 
makers in crisis management activities. “1325 is 
an international addition to basic gender equality, 
ensuring that women are present at the table and 
a part of all post conflict peace processes at a very 
high level,” Rehn states. “Indonesia, who is the 
chair to ASEAN this year, should take the lead on 
this topic, as it is extremely important and could 
be good PR for Indonesia in the promotion of 
women’s rights.”   

Adopted in October of 2000 by the United 
Nations Security Council, Resolution 1325 was 
the first formal and legal document that required 
parties in conflict to respect women’s rights and 
to support their participation in peace negotia-
tions and in post-conflict reconstruction.

Kartini’s Legacy

 T
his month, indonesia 
celebrates Kartini Day, a 
commemoration of the 
Indonesian heroine who 
led the struggle for wom-
en’s equality at the turn 
of the 20th century. In 
some ways, this day will 
underscore Indonesia’s 

great strides in advancing gender equality, namely 
with its liberal laws on religion, its emphasis on 
the importance of equal gender opportunities, and 
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out of 156 countries in the Gender Development 
index, down from the 80th position it held in 
2007. Adding to this lower score are the typical 
stereotypes and sex roles that prevail in rural 
Indonesia, where the man is seen as the bread 
winner and the woman as the mother and wife. 
Rehn states “In Aceh for instance, they seem 
to accept that men are the head of the house. 
Domestic violence is very common, as are reports 
of teachers abusing their female students.”

Experts also assert that women, specifically 
in post-conflict areas such as Aceh, should have 
a greater role in the decision-making process 
of administration, to ensure the effectiveness 
of policy programs designed to help them. The 
implementation of the UN 1325 resolution engen-
ders this process. 

Finland adopted UN 1325 in 2008 and is 
strongly committed to this national action plan. 
Rehn states that Finland thus provides a solid 
roadmap for other countries who wish to adopt 
this resolution. She says, “Indonesia can learn 
from Finland that activation of the population 
is important—where everybody plays a role and 
participates on a high level.” 

But Rehn admits that comparing the two 
countries is problematic due to their vast differ-
ences. “Coming from such a small country, with a 
population of 5 million and without many nation-
alities or a vast array of cultures [like Indonesia 
has], it’s not right for me to come and give advice. 
But I do want to always be an advocate on the 
side of women.”

However, despite the differences in these two 
countries, the experienced diplomat says that 
common trends in gender inequalities exists the 
world over. One of these, she points out, is the 
propensity for men to consistently ask for higher 
salaries than women, despite educational back-
grounds or socio-economic class. To this Rehn 
encourages women to take a stand: “Women 
should always take themselves seriously and not 
be shy; if you don’t stand up for power, you won’t 
receive it.”

As the former Special Rapporteur for Human 
Rights in Bosnia and Herzegovina, a two-time 
Presidential candidate, the former Minister 
of Equality of Affairs, the former Minister 
of Defence, a former member of European 
Parliament, and an impressive resume of high-
profile roles in human rights and peace building 

Based on the United Nations Development report 
published last year, Indonesia ranks 90th out of 
156 countries in the Gender Development index, 

endeavours, Elisabeth Rehn truly represents the 
empowerment she seeks to engender in others. 

But the mother of four admits that even in 
the gender equitable country of Finland, holding 
these distinguished positions as a woman was 
not always easy. “I was much younger then, and 
I was blonde,” she laughs. “I’ve course I was a 
little bit hurt not always taken seriously in a 
political capacity. But then I learned that I must 
show all the time that I am brave. I had to be 
braver than the men holding the same leading 
positions, just so no one could ever accuse me of 
not being capable.”

The courageous Rehn, who when living in con-
flict zones only required one body guard, while 
some men required several, also reminds us that 
a little humour goes a long way. “I never forget to 
laugh at myself. Laughing and giving back to the 
community have always helped me to succeed.”  
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