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Personal reflection

Lesley Harbon

What culture doesn’t somehow express the concept that zusammen sind 
wir besser, or ‘together is better’? It therefore makes sense to think of 
the Indonesian version, bersatu kita teguh, bercerai kita runtuh, when 
remembering how ACICIS came into being: a number of Australian 
universities requiring Indonesian language and culture subjects in-country, 
but unable to ensure financially viable cohorts of students alone, sending 
students together through an ACICIS consortium. Problem solved!

This idea of ACICIS as a consortium is not, however, one-dimensional in 
my mind. I reflect on ACICIS’ ‘doing this together’ concept with a specific 
focus on generations and networks, rather than purely from the single 
dimension of enrolments. Let me explain further.

I have not ventured inside the business administration of the ACICIS 
operations over the years. I have instead contributed to the ACICIS 
mission tangentially as a Deputy Member of the ACICIS Reference 
Group, encouraging student uptake and enrolments from my university 
and advocating for Indonesian studies. But, in my longer-term view, I can 
trace events inside the community and alongside the community (I’ve been 
engaged with the Indonesian-in-Australian-universities space for 50 years) 
that are related to what ACICIS does, that have made ACICIS so impactful. 
I’ve seen how ACICIS has allowed student continuity when universities 
could not support Indonesian teaching and learning, and I’ve seen how 
generations of individuals have been involved in making things work and 
how networks of people have been involved in making things work.
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In the mid-1980s, I taught Indonesian at the University of Southern 
Queensland, at that time known as the Darling Downs Institute of Advanced 
Education. Back then, like UNE, we nurtured cohorts of Indonesian 
learners who could not attend campus classes and who desired a distance 
learning program. In those days, there was no such thing as online learning: 
we posted learning booklets and cassette tapes to our students, and they 
posted their voice recordings and worksheets back for marking. Adding 
an in-country experience was only something students would do in their 
private time, or perhaps offered as an extracurricular activity every two years 
when the faculty offered an in-country program.

When the mood was sombre in the mid-2000s, Indonesian language and 
culture programs were anxious because the continuity of one of the oldest 
Indonesian programs in the country, at the University of Sydney, was in 
jeopardy. How could smaller programs survive if the long-running original 
could not? Senior Indonesianists gathered to hear the evidence and debate 
the potential loss of the program. I listened to the concerned voices who had 
taught and learned in this space, and it was clear, the ACICIS model could 
alleviate major concerns.

Various events such as bombings (October 2002 at the Sari Nightclub in 
Bali; August 2003 at the JW Marriott hotel in Jakarta; September 2004 
at the Australian Embassy in Jakarta; July 2009 at the JW Marriott and 
Ritz-Carlton hotels in Jakarta) had resulted in an unease about travel to 
Indonesia, with Australian Government travel warnings put in place. 
The Australian media’s attention to people smuggling through Indonesia 
and boat people arriving illegally in Australia has similarly done nothing 
to encourage Australians to see Indonesia in a positive light. As well, the 
complications in Indonesia sporadically suspending live beef imports 
from Australia into Indonesia has also done nothing to encourage positive 
bilateral relationships. With Australian politicians supposedly at loggerheads 
with Indonesian counterparts, the message emphasised by the media is to 
play up the poor government-to-government relationship between our 
two countries.

These contextual but relevant geopolitical issues were strong enough 
to thwart enrolments in Indonesian programs in general. Put simply, 
families and friends did not wish to have someone close to them travelling 
to a country where lives could be in danger. And the media did not help. 
Headlines could be powerful to sway popular opinion, which in turn 
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impacted university Indonesian language and culture program enrolments. 
I recall ‘sexier’ languages were being offered, providing comparators in the 
market: Spanish, Chinese, languages of the BRIC world.

I can only imagine that it was a long struggle for the creators/designers to birth 
ACICIS. Navigating higher education quality assurance regulations was no 
doubt difficult, with overlays of how the Indonesian host institutions were 
going to assure standards.

But by my observations, it was the networks that operationalised 
support, enabling promotion and encouragement. And the generations of 
Indonesianists within those networks, former and current teachers, former 
and current students, former and current research collaborators, former and 
current colleagues, and most importantly returnees, whose passion for 
‘things Indonesian’ created activity sufficient to cross-promote, disseminate 
information, recommend and advocate for, which has ensured interest 
for ACICIS programs over the years.

It has therefore produced generations of networked graduates, some 
of whom are still in the Indonesian studies space and some who remain 
tangentially linked. I have observed the affordances of ACICIS in these 
networks and generations, and the sentiment would be brought out through 
the peribahasa:1 bersatu kita teguh, bercerai kita runtuh.

It has somehow seemed suitable to apply the concept of ‘togetherness in 
strength’ to ACICIS. In looking back over the ACICIS years, we will long 
remember the generations, the networks and the many who, together, 
solved a wicked problem. The agility by which the ACICIS creators 
responded and produced a sustainable solution to Indonesian enrolment 
matters embodies everything that is contained in another saying attributed 
to somewhere in Africa: ‘if you want to run fast, run alone: if you want to 
run far, run together’.

1	  peribahasa – proverb.
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