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Personal reflection

Hillary Mansour

I moved to Yogyakarta with ACICIS in 2018 with the single goal of 
improving my Indonesian language skills. I’d just finished my Bachelor 
of Arts and an Indonesian language diploma and felt I hadn’t spent nearly 
enough time in Indonesia. The end of my undergraduate degree seemed 
a critical juncture in terms of making plans about my career. I figured 
moving to Indonesia would not only be a chance to really solidify my 
Indonesian skills, but also to decide whether Indonesian studies was 
something I wanted to pursue further. So, deferring my postgrad plans, 
I enrolled as a private applicant in ACICIS’ FLIP in Yogyakarta, followed 
by the WJFS in Bandung.

ACICIS facilitated a soft landing in Yogya and smoothed the transition 
to life in Indonesia. I quickly realised that in all settings outside the 
classroom, informal Indonesian was the vernacular. This was an instant 
challenge for me; it meant consciously unlearning rules that had been 
drilled into me over a decade of classroom tuition. I had to drop formal 
pronouns (a friend nudged me once, ‘Hillary, we’re friends, you can say 
kamu …’) and abandon textbook verb prefixes, or sometimes switch verbs 
altogether (forget mempunyai, use ada!). But learning to speak the same 
lively Indonesian as my peers unlocked new worlds in art and pop culture 
and was the basis for forming close relationships with people. The hours 
I spent conversing with Gojek drivers and warung staff, bartering at markets 
and nongkrong with friends, fast-tracked my learning and made my overall 
experience so much richer.
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Once settled in my kos, I became close with my local community. I regularly 
sat downstairs chatting with kos caretakers, Ibu Yanti and Pak Aan, and my 
adopted kos ‘uncle’ Om Pong. I loved my homestay experience; it made me 
feel like a resident, not just a visitor. On occasion Pak Aan would host ronda 
malam gatherings – homage to a village tradition where men would go on 
night patrols together, sounding a percussive instrument called a pentungan 
bambu. The version at my kos was more like a ‘men’s shed’, with tea, cards 
and a lot of chilling on reed mats. I was always thrilled when invited to join. 
The times spent downstairs with my kos family remain some of my most 
special memories from Yogya.

The energetic ACICIS staff were similar in age to me and enthusiastic about 
how ACICIS brought Australians and Indonesians together. I was grateful 
for their friendship and, in retrospect, I appreciate how seriously they took 
their duty of care responsibilities. At the time, however, my cohort lamented 
that a Smartraveller update could derail our weekend travel plans! Travelling 
in Indonesia was a huge part of my ACICIS experience, and we kept the 
ACICIS team busy in terms of keeping track of our movements. With 
friends I camped at Mt Merbabu’s summit, snorkelled in Karimunjawa, 
explored remote Sumba and surfed breaks in Pacitan. Even when we weren’t 
travelling, ordinary life felt more daring and exciting – for instance, on the 
back of a Gojek, with a helmet that didn’t fit and the driver taking selfies 
with one hand.

Yet simultaneously, I was struck by how safe it felt to travel solo as a young 
woman, including in places with few foreigners. My understanding of 
Indonesian was a safety net, as well as a resource to understand more about 
the places I was visiting. Being able to speak Indonesian lowered my risk 
of being misunderstood, or unknowingly causing offence; I could connect 
and communicate with people. It was also the case that in remote parts of 
Indonesia, as in cities, foreigners like us were treated with warm hospitality 
and given considerable flexibility and leeway.

This flexibility extended to our studies, through offers of ‘special’ (easier) 
exams for foreigners and extra praise we received for speaking Indonesian 
in class. The first time I contributed in Indonesian to a class debate, my 
classmates applauded. This was a gorgeous gesture of encouragement, 
and I was very moved, but it rings in my memory because most of my 
classmates could speak three languages fluently, including English. And I’d 
never witnessed any class paused in Australia, or during my studies in 
the United States, to applaud foreign students’ contributions. Situations 
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like these were a source of discussion with my ACICIS friends about the 
treatment of foreign students in our home countries and about whether our 
own academic contributions in Indonesia were legitimate, if we were given 
special privileges. On the one hand we were impressed by ACICIS’ access 
to its partner universities, such that students with advanced language skills 
could join classes across faculties. This was testament to the strength of 
ACICIS’ relationships and the stream of Australian students it has brought 
to these universities year after year. However, we were also conscious these 
benefits seemed skewed too far in our favour when we slowed down the 
class or made extra work for our lecturers.

UGM and UNPAR were, of course, full of keen-minded and curious people, 
and I relished my conversations over coffees with classmates. I felt my 
worldview change and expand over the year, pushed by my internationally 
minded friends. Every day was a lesson in cross-cultural understanding, 
especially in class debates covering politics, religion, gender and history. 
Whether I liked it or not, being the only Australian in the room meant 
I was expected to represent Australia’s position and have answers to difficult 
questions about my country’s domestic politics, international actions and 
history. I was in a place where stereotypes about Australia were not positive.

These circumstances pushed me to strengthen my critical understanding of 
my own context and of what my nationality and heritage mean to me; the 
parts I was proud of, the stereotypes I would reject and the parts of ‘Australia’ 
I wanted to show others. During honest conversations with friends and 
in class, I tested my footing on these issues, and when I asked hard-truth 
questions about Indonesia’s history, I could see my Indonesian counterparts 
doing the same. It was a two-way process. In this sense, my classes and 
conversations went far beyond the immersive challenge for which I’d hoped.

Years later when I started writing about global affairs, I realised my 
international relations tuition had all been at UNPAR, delivered in 
Indonesian, taught from a nonaligned, Indonesian perspective – with 
classmates who were, let’s say, not always thrilled with Australia on the 
international stage. My critical perception of Australia as an international 
actor had not been formed at home in ‘first person’ but from a distance, 
through the lens of how Australia’s close neighbours see it. My classmates 
and I discussed how our perceptions of Australia and Indonesia were shaped 
by our own values and political consciousness. It was an unfolding lesson on 
how differently two near neighbours can see the world, themselves and each 
other, how complex histories and legacies can still impact how we operate, 
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and what we can make of our common ground. I’m sure this kind of 
experience is familiar not just to ACICIS alumni but anyone who has spent 
time engaging genuinely with other countries; yet it spurred important 
lessons for me.

I came away from my ACICIS year with close friendships and a profound 
personal connection to Indonesia that I still cherish. It was also a turning 
point in my academic journey. Upon return, I taught Indonesian at the 
University of Melbourne while completing Honours in Indonesian 
Studies and History. I later worked on the Indonesia program at the 
Australian Strategic Policy Institute, before joining the public service. 
In 2020 I applied for ACICIS’ ILSC in Salatiga to support my academic 
research and Indonesian teaching, but had to withdraw when lockdowns 
commenced. It’s been years since, but the Salatiga program is still on my 
list. I’ll get there one day.

ACICIS is more than the sum of its parts. Beyond its educative outcomes, 
it represents decades of goodwill built between individuals, institutions and 
communities. I look forward to seeing what the future holds for ACICIS, 
noting it is an enduring and prolific facilitator for educational and personal 
links between our two countries. I’ll always be grateful to have been part 
of it. 
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