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From Cold War to New
Colombo Plan: The intellectual

and institutional origins
of ACICIS

Liam Prince

When I was 15 years old I got my first job, working as a sales assistant at
Target in Morley, in Perth’s eastern suburbs, where I grew up. Among the
employment papers I signed on my first day were my Shop Distributive
and Allied Employees Association (SDA) union membership forms. I didn’t
know what the SDA was, who ‘the shoppies’ were, what a ‘grouper’ was, or
who B.A. Santamaria and the Democratic Labor Party had been. It didnt
matter. I don't remember not joining the SDA being an option.

I worked at Target until I was 19 years old. I spent my lunch and dinners
reading in the break room. I read Christopher Koch’s Highways to a war,
which my Year 12 English teacher had gifted me as an end-of-year prize.
I read Tim Bowden’s biography of Neil Davis, One crowded hour, lent to me
by an uncle, who at the same time piled me up with John Pilger’s Heroes
and A secret country and Roland Perry’s The exile, about Wilfred Burchett.
I think I must have read The year of living dangerously in that break room
as well.

I left my job at Target, and Perth, at the beginning of 2000 to study
in Indonesia with ACICIS. In 2002, after my university studies in Yogyakarta,
I got a job in Jakarta. I worked as a translator and administrative assistant
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on a project for USAID, which at the time was providing economic advice
to the Indonesian Parliament on banking and finance sector reform in the
wake of the 1997 Asian financial crisis. The project was co-led by a Pepsi-
drinking, aviator sunglasses-wearing, Chicago School economist, and a
cigar-smoking, Polish-American ex-diplomat who was married to the head
of the Ford Foundation in Indonesia.

The project office was in Menteng, on a side street off Jalan Latuharhary —
by the rail line and just down the road from the offices of Indonesia’s human
rights commission. Directly across the street from my office was the home
of General Ahmad Yani, former chief of the Indonesian army, who was one
of the six generals killed on the night of 30 September 1965. Yani’s house —
as I learned on a lunch break visit — has been preserved in a ‘Graceland’-like
fashion as per the night of 30 September 1965 — complete with bullet holes
in the wall, poured drinks on the bar and a roped-off patch of floor tiles
marking the spot where Yani fell.

I know it is a trick of the mind, but looking back, these memories seem
ridiculously overburdened with meaning — historical breadcrumbs hinting
at what had come before. I will probably spend the rest of my life trying
to trace and make sense of the connections between all these things. As a
young person growing up in the eastern suburbs of Perth in the 1980s and
90s, I had no real business finding my way to Indonesia. It was, for me, as it

was for others who have contributed to this book, ACICIS that enabled
these connections to happen.

ACICIS as artefact of Australian
scholarship and education

Indonesian studies as an academic field in Australia originated in the
mid-1950s, during the geopolitics of the Cold War. In September 1954
Australia signed the Manila Pact (the South-East Asia Collective Defence
Treaty). The agreement, signed between the United States, France, Great
Britain, New Zealand, the Philippines, Thailand and Pakistan, ‘obligated
Australia to implement strategies that would counter communist subversion
in the region’ (Thomas, 2019, p 79) and provided for the establishment
of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation.
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A few months later in December 1954, representatives from relevant
departments of the Australian Government — including External Affairs,
Defence and the Prime Minister’s Department — met in Canberra ‘to consider
strategies which Australia could implement to fulfil its treaty commitments’.
This collection of officials was tasked with formulating recommendations
for the Menzies government Cabinet’s consideration (Thomas, 2019,
p 79). Among the proposals put to, and ultimately approved by, the cabinet
in January 1955 was the allocation of £18,000 (approximately $750,000 in
2024) for the establishment of Indonesian and Malay studies programs at
three Australian universities. This initial seed funding led directly to the
establishment between 1956 and 1958 of Australia’s first three Indonesian
studies programs at the University of Melbourne, the University of Sydney
and Canberra University College (CUC, incorporated into ANU in 1960)
(Thomas, 2019, p 80).

These three universities adopted different approaches to the challenge
of establishing their respective programs, with each drawing on different
pre-existing traditions of scholarship of Indonesia (Reid, 1981). The first
appointment to the University of Sydney’s new Department of Indonesian
and Malayan Studies was Dr Fritz van Naerssen. Van Naerssen ‘came from
an old [Dutch East] Indies family and had grown up in Klaten (Central
Java)” (Robson, 2008, p 185). Having completed his doctorate on Old
Javanese epigraphy at the University of Leiden in 1941, van Naerssen’s
appointment directly connected the new department at Sydney with a long
tradition of Dutch philological scholarship of Indonesian (and particularly
Javanese) languages and literatures, a tradition dating back to at least the
mid-19th century.

CUC:s first appointment to its new Department of Indonesian Studies was
Dr Anthony Johns, a PhD graduate in classical Malay literature from the
SOAS in London (Aveling, 2009; Reid, 1981). Johns’ appointment as Senior
Lecturer in 1958 and his promotion in 1964 to Professor of Indonesian
Language and Literature wove into the foundational DNA of the CUC/
ANU program a British tradition of ‘oriental studies’ and SOAS’ early 20th-
century origins as a training institute for British colonial administrators.

The University of Melbourne, meanwhile, adopted quite a different
approach, appointing, in 1958, James A. C. Mackie, a political scientist
and philosophy, politics and economics graduate from Oxford University,
to head its new Department of Indonesian Studies (Reid, 1981).
The multidisciplinary department that Mackie established at Melbourne
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was ‘one of the first “area studies” programs in Australia, where students
combined a study of the Indonesian language with courses on Indonesian
politics, economics, history, society and culture’ (Manning & Maxwell,
2011, p 185). In contrast to the Sydney and Canberra programs, Melbourne’s
program was more directly influenced by post-WWII American area studies
and particularly by Cornell University’s Southeast Asia Program, itself
established in 1950.

After the government-initiated start in the mid-1950s, the 1960s saw
two further key developments and durable additions to the institutional
infrastructure of Indonesian studies in Australia. The first was the
establishment in 1964 of the Centre for Southeast Asian Studies (CSEAS)
at the then relatively new Monash University in Melbourne. From 1968,
CSEAS would bring together what would become a triumvirate of
luminaries of mid- to late-20th century Australian scholarship of Indonesia
in Jamie Mackie, John Legge and Herb Feith (Purdey, 2011, pp 253-254;
Reid, 1981). The multidisciplinary Monash CSEAS was even more closely
modelled on and influenced by American area studies, as practiced at
Cornell’s Southeast Asia Program, with both Legge and Feith studying
there in the mid- to late 1950s with the historian and political scientist
George Kahin.

The second key development of the 1960s was the establishment in 1965
of the Indonesia Project at ANU by the German-born, Oxford-educated
economist Heinz Arndt. In 1963 Arndt was appointed Professor and Head
of the Department of Economics in ANU Research School of Pacific
Studies (Brown, 2015, p 2). The Indonesia Project, as Arndt conceived of it,
‘would have two main fields of activity: general reviews of the Indonesian
economy, and empirical, field-based research on specific sectors or aspects
of the economy’ (Brown, 2015, p 4). The ANU Indonesia Project was
initially underwritten by funding from the Ford Foundation (Brown, 2015,
p 5; Henry, 2015, p 128) and, from 1980, by the Australian Government,
via DFAT (Brown, 2015, pp 38-54).

Over the course of the 1970s and 1980s, the students of this first generation
of programs and scholars fanned out across Australia to establish Indonesian
studies programs at both older and newly established Australian universities.
This second wave of program establishment included James Cook University
and Griffith University in Queensland in 1974 and 1975, respectively;
Murdoch University in Western Australia in 1975 and Flinders University in
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South Australia in 1976 (Worsley, 1994, p 35)." This expansion continued
through the 1980s, such that by 1992 there were 22 tertiary institutions
spread across every Australian state and territory with Indonesian language
programs (Worsley, 1994, p 67).> This expansion was one of the necessary
preconditions for the emergence of a national organisation like ACICIS in

the mid-1990s.

The establishment of ACICIS in 1994 was primarily the innovation
of Australia’s second generation of Indonesia-focused scholars. Looking at
the composition of the national Reference Group convened in 1994 by the
consortium’s founding director, David Hill, one finds represented most
of the various strands of Australian scholarship and scholarly interest in
Indonesia that had been cultivated over the preceding four decades — with
the possible exception of Arndt’s Indonesia Project.’

David Hill, himself an area studies specialist with a scholarly focus on the
Indonesian media, completed his doctoral studies at ANU and Monash
between 1979 and 1988 under the supervision of both Jamie Mackie and
Herb Feith. At the time of ACICIS’ establishment in 1994, Hill (as detailed
in his chapter for this volume) was four years into an appointment as
a Lecturer in Southeast Asian Studies at Murdoch University in Perth.

Among other members of the inaugural ACICIS Reference Group were
Peter Worsley, a scholar of classical Javanese and Balinese literature who had
studied as an undergraduate student under van Naerssen at the University
of Sydney in the 1960s; Stuart Robson, a classmate of Worsley’s in the
Honours group of 1962 at the University of Sydney, also a student of
van Naerssen and a PhD graduate of Leiden University (Robson, 2008,
p 189); George Quinn, an early pioneer of Australian in-country study in
Indonesia being ‘the first Australian or New Zealander to gain a degree from
an Indonesian university’ in 1973 [Hill, this volume]) who completed his
doctoral studies in modern Javanese literature at the University of Sydney

1 The other significant development of the 1970s and 1980s was the rise and entrenchment of
Indonesian as a commonly taught language within Australian primary and secondary schools. For an
account of this phenomenon see Worsley, 1994, pp 74-76 and Hughes’ chapter in this volume.

2 During the 1980s and early 1990s, Indonesian-language programs were established in New South
Wales at UNSW, UWS, UNE and University of Wollongong; in Victoria at Deakin University and
La Trobe University; in South Australia at the University of Adelaide; in Queensland at QUT and the
University of Southern Queensland; in Western Australia at Curtin University; and at the University of
Tasmania and NTU (Worsley, 1994, p 67).

3 See Appendix D for details of membership of the ACICIS Reference Group for the period 1994 to
2025.
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in 1985 under Worsley’s supervision and Supomo Suryohudoyo, a master
graduate in philology from UGM in Yogyakarta who came to Australia and
ANU to complete his doctoral studies (also in philology) in the late 1960s.*

David Hill’s account of ACICIS’ establishment — both in this volume and in
his July 1994 article in Asian Studies Review (Hill, 1994) — gives the distinct
impression of ACICIS being, while by no means inevitable, an idea whose
time, by the mid-1990s, had come.” In fits and starts during the 1970s and
1980s, Indonesian studies departments at Australian universities had been
experimenting with ways and means of placing their students in Indonesia
for periods of in-country study. As Hill explains, Australian educators turned
to in-country study to address ‘the difficulties faced by Australian students
attempting to develop fluency in Asian languages within conventional
degree structures using the range of orthodox classroom teaching practices’

(Hill, 1994, p 32).

Among the progenitor in-country programs cited by Hill in 1994 were
intensive vacation programs such as the program established at Satya Wacana
Christian University (UKSW) in Salatiga by George Quinn in 1974 for
the University of Sydney; by Monash University at UGM in 1991; and by
NTU at Universitas Nusa Cendana in Kupang, West Timor, also in 1991
(Hill, 1994, pp 32-34). Hill also cites early experimentation by Australian
universities with bilateral semester exchange agreements during the 1980s
and early 1990s, including those struck by Griffith University with Ul,
Atma Jaya, UKSW and Universitas Hasanuddin in 1982, 1985, 1986 and
1987, respectively, and by La Trobe University with Ul and Universitas
Hasanuddin in 1992 (Hill, 1994, pp 32-34).

4 For additional information on Soepomo Soerjohoedojo, see Obituaries Australia (2025). Later
additions to the Reference Group during ACICIS’ first decade included Lyn Parker, an ANU-trained
anthropologist who completed her doctoral studies under James Fox at ANU Research School of Pacific
and Asian Studies; Barbara Hatley, a scholar of Indonesian performing arts and modern literature
(see SastraNOW, n.d.) and another doctoral student of Worsley’s at the University of Sydney; Colin
Brown, a scholar of modern Indonesian history and politics who completed his doctoral studies in 1974
under the supervision of historian Christian Penders at UQ and Helen Creese, a scholar of Balinese
language and literature who completed her doctoral studies at the ANU under Supomo’s supervision.

5 Hill’s July 1994 article in Asian Studies Review was based on a paper he presented at the Indonesian
ILOTES Conference, “Teaching Indonesian at Tertiary and Secondary Levels: Constructive Planning for
a Co-ordinated Future’, convened by the Discipline of Asian Studies at Flinders University on 22-24
April 1994. In this conference presentation in April 1994, Hill articulated to his Indonesian studies
colleagues the case for the establishment of ACICIS.
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The most immediate and important precursor program to ACICIS, as Hill
explains, was Murdoch University’s four-year Bachelor of Asian Studies
degree with its ‘Language Year in Asia’ component, established by Hill in
1990. In the Murdoch program, Australian students undertook a semester
of intensive Indonesian language instruction at IKIP Malang in East Java,
followed by a semester of regular subjects (taught in Indonesian) at UGM
in Yogyakarta (see Hill's chapter in this volume).

In Hill's account we see the organic nature of ACICIS creation as a
pragmatic response to a set of common problems experienced by Australian
universities attempting to place their students in Indonesia for in-country
study. While acknowledging:

the pioneering work done by staff in several Australian universities
over two decades to assist their undergraduate students to augment
their conventional classroom language studies with a period of living
and studying in Indonesia.

(HilL, 1994, p 32)
Hill also notes that:

The costs of establishing such programs are considerable. The
risks of inadequately negotiating, resourcing and overseeing such
placements are even greater and likely to rebound on more than just
the individual institution concerned ... [and] while the personal
benefits for the student and the community are demonstrable,
administering such extended in-country programs demands an
enormous amount of staff time, attention and resources.

(pp 39-40)

Thus, in making his case to fellow Indonesian studies colleagues in 1994,
Hill stated:

Rather than burden staff in every institution across the country with
the responsibility of administering competing, extended in-country
programs, there appear to be considerable benefits in establishing
a national consortium, through which individual institutions could
choose to channel their own students ... A consortium would
bring economies of scale, reducing the overall Australian staff input
and increasing student numbers by making the provision of in-
country courses more economic and more accessible. It could look
after the interests of participating students more effectively than
may currently be the situation, by funding a Resident Director
in Indonesia. A unified administrative structure is likely to assist,
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too, in negotiations with Indonesian university counterparts, for
whom it makes sense also to be dealing with a single body rather
than a diffuse range of smaller individual universities.

(p 40)

It is remarkable how many of the challenges enumerated in Hill’s pitch
to colleagues in 1994, and the proposed benefits arising from Australian
universities banding together, were seen and articulated at the consortium’s
inception. It is still more remarkable how many of the challenges Hill
identified with individual universities trying to manage this activity
alone, and the likely benefits arising from a consortium model, remain
current and core to ACICIS’ value proposition 30 years on. These benefits
include aggregating Indonesia-specific expertise and administrative capacity
as well as student demand for in-country programs at a national level.
Through ACICIS, Australian universities have been able to overcome their
own individual institutional limitations to create a permanent student
support infrastructure in Indonesia and to achieve efficiencies, economies
of scale, and outcomes of program quality and durability unlikely to have
been achieved by any individual Australian university working alone.

Beyond the various traditions of Indonesia-focused scholarship embodied
by early Reference Group members, ACICIS’ first RD in Indonesia, Paul
Stange, also contributed significantly to the early shaping of ACICIS’
organisational form and character — particularly the consortium’s field study
program in Malang.® Stange, a historian of Indonesian (and particularly
Javanese) religion, was a doctoral graduate of the University of Wisconsin-
Madison, where he studied under the Cornell-trained historian John Smail.
Reflecting intellectual and theoretical shifts within Indonesian studies during
the 1970s and 1980s, Stange’s vision for the Malang program was quite
radical, seeing it as a means by which Australian students might undertake
‘a kind of cobbled together learning-by-doing, where students would leave
the comfort of campus to “get out there” and meet a wider spectrum of

6 For a fuller account of Stange’s role in establishing ACICIS and his vision for the Malang field
study program, see Baker & Pohlman’s chapter in this volume. The impact of ACICIS’ second Resident
Director (1996-1999), David Reeve, is also worthy of mention. Reeve was a former Department of
External Affairs (DEA) officer who served in the Australian Embassy in Jakarta between 1969 and 1971
under Ambassador Gordon Jockel. Upon returning to Australia, and leaving External Affairs, Reeve
retrained as an academic and historian, completing his PhD at the University of Sydney in 1978 under
the supervision of ANU-trained historian of Southeast Asia, James Angel (see Lawton & Veitch, 2008).
After his tenure as Resident Director, Reeve would serve as a Reference Group member and (honorary)
Deputy Consortium Director from 2000 until 2023. A full treatment of Reeve’s contribution to the
shaping of ACICIS’ form and character is unfortunately outside the scope of this chapter.
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Indonesian society’ (Baker & Pohlman, this volume). The fruits of such
an approach, as Stange saw it, would be ‘to ultimately offer up a set of
opportunities that would change relations with Indonesia and break down
the eddying cycles of misunderstanding between Jakarta and Canberra
(Baker & Pohlman, this volume).

Post-Cold War possibilities

If Indonesian studies as an academic discipline in Australia originated in
the 1950s and was shaped through the 1970s and 1980s by the geopolitics

of the Cold War, the end of the Cold War in the early 1990s opened new
political space and possible directions for Indonesian studies in Australia.

During the 1970s and 1980s, Indonesian studies in Australia had been far
from a monolithic enterprise. As Colin Brown notes in his 2015 book on
50 years of ANU Indonesia Project:

[The ideological debate during these two decades] was often
characterised in Indonesian studies as a clash between the ideas and
approaches of Monash University scholars, such as Herb Feith,
and those associated with the Indonesia Project, epitomised by
[Heinz] Arndt.

(Brown, 2015, pp 20-21)

In crude terms, the divide was between those Australian scholars, like Arndt,
who emphasised the economic growth and human welfare gains achieved in
Indonesia under the authoritarian developmentalism of Suharto’s military-
led New Order, and those who instead emphasised the regime’s repressive
character, its ‘manifest human rights failings’, and the extremely bloody
manner in which the regime had come to power in 1965-1966 (Brown,
2015, pp 19-22)

7 The most full-throated critique of Arndt and, by extension, the Indonesia Project on these grounds
was that delivered, not by Feith, but one of Feith’s doctoral students, and then University of Sydney—
based scholar, Rex Mortimer, in his 1973 essay ‘From Ball to Arndt: The Liberal Impasse in Australian
Scholarship on Southeast Asia’ (in Mortimer, 1973). Mortimer died in December 1979, aged just 53,
but his work significantly influenced the generation of Australian scholars of Indonesia completing
their postgraduate studies in the 1970s and 1980s. Among Mortimer’s doctoral students in the 1970s
was Richard Robison. Robison would go on to play a leading role in the establishment of Murdoch
University’s Asia Research Centre in 1990 (see Hill’s chapter in this volume); and in the shaping of its
distinctive political economy approach to the study of Indonesia politics and society (Aspinall, 2014,
pp 242-243).
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If the establishment of ANU Indonesia Project in 1965 was intertwined with
the strategic imperatives and ideological conflict of the Cold War, ACICIS
was, arguably, the first durable post—Cold War addition to the institutional
infrastructure of Indonesian studies in Australia. In 1994 — the year
ACICIS was established — Australia was a country of just under 18 million
people. Australians were living under the third year of Paul Keating’s prime
ministership and the 12th year of a federal Labor government. Indonesia,
meanwhile, was a country of 195 million people, living under the 28th year
of the military dictatorship of President Suharto. The country was three
years away from the Asian financial crisis, the fall of the New Order and the
advent of reformasi.

If ACICIS was the somewhat-organic product and outgrowth of four
decades of Indonesian studies in Australia, it was also, to a significant degree,
shaped by the specific historical moment in which the consortium came into
being — a time, in the early 1990s, when the regional and domestic political
constraints imposed by the Cold War were loosening. In particular, the
confluence of the Keating government’s ‘Asia literacy’ policies of the mid-
1990s and broader push for closer ties with Australia’s Asian neighbours,?
the fall of Suharto in 1998 and the East Timorese independence referendum
in 1999, all shaped markedly the experiences of the first decade of ACICIS

students and their encounters with Indonesia.’

ACICIS as artefact of Australian
Government policy

As I have outlined, ACICIS grew out of the Australian universities and built
upon the foundation of the preceding four decades of Indonesia-focused
scholarship within the Australian academy. However, the consortium’s
establishment in 1994 — and its survival over the following 30 years — is also
inescapably the product of Australian Government intervention, policy
and funding.

8  See Hughes’ chapter in this volume for details. In 1995, the Keating government initiated the
NALSAS strategy that saw approximately $207 million ($440 million in 2024 terms) invested in the
initiative between 1995 and 2002 (Prince, 2022a). This remains, to date, the highest level of public
funding for Asian languages education in Australian schools by the Australian Government.

9 Indonesia in the late 1990s and early 2000s was an extraordinarily exciting place to be. As an ACICIS
student in Yogyakarta in 2000, I remember well the atmosphere of excitement at the very new and welcome
political liberalisation, the new possibilities for free speech and expression, and the distinct sense of no one
quite knowing what the rules were, or where the new limits on public discourse and political expression lay.
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As Hill outlines in his chapter for this volume, ACICIS was established
with $200,000 of funding provided by the Commonwealth Department
of Education to Murdoch University between 1994 and 1995. In the
decade between 2003 and 2012, ACICIS secured, cumulatively, a further
$1.8 million in funding from the Commonwealth Department of
Education. This helped to underwrite the consortium’s core operational
costs, to diversify its program offerings in Indonesia and to ensure ACICIS’
survival through the turbulent decade after the Bali bombing in 2002 and
its implications for the ability of Australian students to study in Indonesia.'

The first 10 years of the 21st century were something of a lost decade
and missed opportunity for the building of a more complex and rich
relationship between Australia and Indonesia, with 2001 serving as the
hinge. The Tampa affair in August 2001, the terror attacks in New York and
Washington, DC, in September 2001, and the re-election of the Howard
Coalition government in November after an election campaign fought
on the grounds of national security and immigration, had fundamentally
altered the orientation of relations between Australia and Indonesia by
late 2001."

By the end 0f 2002, the possibilities opened by the end of the Cold War had
been narrowed considerably by the new imperatives of the US-led ‘Global
War on Terror’, the Australian polity’s newly heightened preoccupation
with irregular immigration and boat arrivals, and the Australian public’s
pragmatic safety concerns after the Bali bombing in October 2002.
In Australia, 2002 also saw the discontinuation of the NALSAS strategy,
mirroring the Howard government’s reorientation of Australian foreign and
defence policy towards a renewed emphasis on the United States alliance
and a concomitant de-emphasis of the Keating-era push for building closer
ties with Australia’s Asian neighbours (Henderson, 2007; Prince, 2022a).

However, by the early 2010s, the pendulum of Australian politics and
public discourse had once again begun to swing back towards an emphasis
on the opportunities, rather than the threats, inherent in Australia’s

10 Historical funding data obtained from the ACICIS Secretariat’s records on 1 April 2025. For a
detailed account of this period of ACICIS’ organisational maturation and development, see King’s chapter
in this volume.

11 By contrast, the decade after the Bali bombing, although challenging, was certainly not a lost
decade for ACICIS, serving as a vital period for the maturation and development of the consortium’s
organisational capacity in both Indonesia and Australia, particularly from 2005 onwards. See King’s
chapter in this volume for a detailed account of ACICIS during this period.
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relationship with Indonesia. The election of the Rudd Labor government
in November 2007 signalled the beginning of the change. Kevin Rudd
had been a key architect and driver of the Keating-era NALSAS initiative
(Mackenzie, 2001). In 2009, as Prime Minister, Rudd reinstated federal
funding for Asian-language education in Australian schools under NALSSP
(Prince, 2022a).

In early 2012, reflecting the new political mood, Hugh White, an ANU
defence analyst and commentator, published an op-ed in 7he Age calling for
Australia to ‘refocus, away from third-order issues such as people smuggling
and cattle exports’ in its relations with Indonesia, to ‘de-emphasise aid in the
relationship’ and to ‘spend the money instead on a program to send large
numbers of young Australians — perhaps 10,000 a year — to Indonesia to
learn Bahasa and get to know the country’ (White, 2012). Of more practical
and immediate significance for ACICIS’ operations, in May 2012, DFAT
lowered its travel advisory for Indonesia for the first time since the Bali
bombing.'* This development was a crucial precondition for the significant
expansion of the number of Australian students travelling to Indonesia for
study that was to occur in the following decade.

By October2012, Gillard’s Labor government had synthesised and formalised
this new emphasis on the opportunities arising from regional engagement
via its Australia in the Asian century: White paper (2012)."3 After the paper’s
publication, the Australian Government announced $37 million ($51
million in 2024) in funding for a new ‘AsiaBound’ initiative under which
Australian university students would be eligible to receive Commonwealth
grants of between $2,000 and $5,000 to support short-term or semester-
long study in Asia (Australian Government, 2013).

The Rudd-Gillard Labor government lost office in September 2013.
However, by this point, bipartisan support had consolidated behind the idea
of funding students at Australian universities to study in the Indo-Pacific
and behind the Australian Government’s co-option of outbound student
mobility as a tool of foreign policy and public diplomacy. Under the new

12 In May 2012, DFAT lowered its travel advisory for (most of) Indonesia from Level 3 ‘Reconsider
your need to travel’ to Level 2 ‘Exercise a high degree of caution’. This was a decisive development for
many Australian schools and universities who, since 2002, had been either unable or unwilling to send
their students to a destination with a Level 3 DFAT travel advisory (see ABC News, 2012).

13 ACICIS was cited in the Australian Government’s Australia in the Asian century: White paper
(Australia in the Asian Century Taskforce, 2012, p 173) as a ‘successful model for in-country learning’.
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conservative Abbott Coalition government, Labor’s AsiaBound program
was reinvented as the NCP, under the political stewardship of Foreign
Minister Julie Bishop.

The NCP retained many features of the predecessor AsiaBound scheme
but differed, for ACICIS’ purposes, in one very significant respect. Under
the guidelines of the NCP’s Mobility Program, provision was made for
Australian universities to apply for project funding jointly, as consortia.
This represented the first time that ‘the consortium model’ for the delivery
of learning abroad programs for Australian students, a model that ACICIS
had pioneered for two decades before the advent of the NCP, was explicitly
recognised (and encouraged) in the guidelines of an Australian Government
funding program of this kind.

This administrative change opened the door for an entirely new level of
Australian Government funding of ACICIS activities. Between 2014
and 2024, the consortium was successful in securing (cumulatively) over
$21 million of NCP funding — or, on average, $1.7 million each year
over this 12-year period, to support student participation in the consortium’s
Indonesia-based programs.'

It is difficult to overstate the impact of the NCP on the scale of ACICIS’
operations since 2014. The organisation has more than tripled in size — with
the annual number of ACICIS students increasing from 134 students in
2013 (pre-NCP) to more than 600 students in 2024. The number of in-
country study options has increased from eight to 15, with the establishment
of programs in fields and disciplines well outside the consortium’s traditional
remit of in-country (Indonesian) language study, including programs in
business (2015), agriculture (2016), public health (2016), creative arts and
design (2017), law (2018) and tourism (2019). Meanwhile, the consortium’s
annual operating revenue has increased from $600,000 in 2013 to more
than $3 million in 2024, and the number of ACICIS staff working in
Australia and Indonesia has increased from 10 personnel in 2013 to more
than 30 personnel in 2024."

To put the size of transformation more starkly: it took ACICIS eight
years to send its first 500 students to Indonesia between 1995 and 2002.
As I write this, the consortium has sent its most recent 500 students to

14 See ACICIS, 2025.
15 For a more detailed account of ACICIS’ expansion and program diversification during this period
see Williams chapter in this volume.
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Indonesia in just the last six months. The two decades of patient, although
often improvisational, organisational development and maturation leading
up to 2014, described in detail in Hill’s and King’s respective chapters in
this volume, meant that ACICIS has been, arguably, better poised to take
advantage of the opportunities afforded by the NCP than any other actor
in Australian higher education.

What has 30 years of ACICIS delivered
for Australia?

Adam Hughes Henry in his 2015 book The gatekeepers of Australian foreign
policy 1950-1966 describes the small coterie of Anglo-Australian men who
shaped Australia’s relationship with Indonesia during the second half of
the 20th century.’® Henry points out that until very recently the conduct
of Australian foreign and defence policy was managed by a very narrow
segment of Australian society, a segment characterised by a high degree of
ethnic, gender — and, indeed, educational — homogeneity."” He quotes a
study of the educational backgrounds of DEA recruits commissioned by
then-Departmental Secretary Arthur Tange in 1964, which found that of the

16 A surprising number of the key actors have Western Australian connections and ties to UWA.
A few hundred metres from the ACICIS office at UWA, where I am writing this chapter, sits a memorial
to Professor Edward Shann. Shann served as Foundation Professor of history and economics at UWA
between 1913 and 1934 and as Vice-Chancellor between 1921 and 1923. Among Shann’s students
at UWA in the early 1930s were both Paul Hasluck and Arthur Tange. Hasluck would go on to serve
as Minister of Defence (1963-1964) and Minister for External Affairs (1964-1969) in the Menzies,
Holt and Gorton governments during a tumultuous period that included Konfrontasi (1963-1966), the
overthrow of Sukarno (1965-1967) and the establishment of Suharto’s New Order regime. Tange, after
completing his undergraduate studies at UWA, married Professor Shann’s daughter, Marjorie, in 1940,
and would go on to be Australia’s longest-serving Secretary of the DEA from 1954 until early 1965
(Edwards, 2000). Professor Shann’s nephew, and Majorie’s cousin, Keith Shann, meanwhile, served as
Australia’s Ambassador to Indonesia during the pivotal years of 1962 to 1966.

17 Since the mid-1960s, demographic change in the Australian population and proactive changes
to recruitment and retention practices have improved the diversity of Australia’s diplomatic corps and
broader foreign policy establishment. The lifting of the Australian Public Service’s marriage bar in 1966,
and the introduction of equal pay, flexible working hours and paid maternity leave in 1973, in particular,
paved the way for parity of recruitment of women and men into DFAT’s graduate program by 1985
(Conely Tyler, 2016. p 696). It took until well into the 21st century, and the election of the Abbott
Coalition government in September 2013, for Australia to get its first female Foreign Minister, Julie
Bishop. Frances Adamson was appointed Australias first female Secretary of DFAT in 2016, and in
2021, Penny Williams was the first woman appointed Australia’s Ambassador to Indonesia. In 2025,
as I write this chapter, Australia currently has its third successive female Foreign Minister, in Penny
Wong. Wong, born in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, to Chinese-Malaysian and Australian parents, is also the
first Australian of Asian heritage to hold the office. Progress away from the homogeneity of the DEA of
the 1950s and 60s that Henry describes has been slow but undeniable.
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189 domestically educated graduates recruited to the department between
1943 and 1964, more than 70 per cent had been educated in elite, selective
New South Wales and Victorian independent secondary schools (Henry,
2015, p 76)."® Departmental recruitment efforts of the 1950s and 60s,
according to Henry, under the stewardship of Tange and Foreign Minister
Richard Casey ‘focused on [graduates of] ... the top Australian universities,
Oxford and Cambridge, and the Australian independent school system’
(Henry, 2015, p 65).

This is the educational pathway and pipeline that produced Casey himself as
well as subsequent Australian Foreign Ministers like Gordon Freeth, William
McMahon, Andrew Peacock and Alexander Downer; DEA and DFAT
Departmental Secretaries like Keith Waller, Alan Renouf, Peter Henderson
and Richard Woolcott; and Australian Ambassadors to Indonesia including
Keith Shann, Laurence McIntyre, Rawdon Dalrymple and Allan Taylor.

Although undoubtedly in possession of the best educational pedigrees of
their day, what these earlier generations of Australian diplomats and stewards
of the Australia—Indonesia relationship, for the most part, did not have in
their biographies was a period spent during their formative undergraduate
years studying in Indonesia or Southeast Asia alongside Indonesian and
Southeast Asian peers.

Within the history of the Australia—Indonesia relationship there have,
of course, been independent, Australian citizens, such as Molly Bondan,
who found their own way to Indonesia, to sojourn there for long periods

of time (Britton, 2019, pp 9-10, 15, 17; Purdey, 2011, pp 71-98,

18  One particular Victorian independent school, Geelong Grammar (GGS) — under the
headmastership of James Darling (1930-1961) — played a particularly outsized role in providing the
DEA with recruits during this period. Casey, a close friend of Darling’s, believed that ‘the right type of
candidate would emerge from schools such as GGS’ that ‘naturally produced the right type of person
for the DEA, irrespective of the degree they went on to take at university’ (Edwards, 2006, p 85; Henry,
2015, pp 62-64). Among the GGS alumni who studied at the school during Darling’s tenure and
who went on to exert significant influence on the course of Australia—Indonesia relations included
both Richard Woolcott and Jamie Mackie. Woolcott went on to serve as the DEA’s Public Information
Officer in the mid-1960s and played a key role in crafting the Australian Government’s response to the
political upheaval that accompanied the transition from Sukarno to Suharto’s New Order in 1965-1966
(Henry, 2020, p 129-135). Woolcott would then go on to serve as Australia's Ambassador to Indonesia
in 1974-1978, and as Secretary of DFAT between 1988 and 1992. Mackie, meanwhile, as outlined
earlier in this chapter, went on to become one of the founding fathers of Indonesian studies in Australia.
James Darling went on to serve as Chairperson of the ABC between 1961 and 1967. He also played
a significant role in the events of 1965 in Indonesia, specifically in the bureaucratic tussle over use of
Radio Australia to support the Indonesian military’s consolidation of power following the overthrow

of Sukarno (Hodge, 1995, p 80-94, 157-180).
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113-158). Previous efforts to regularise and institutionalise this process of
familiarisation and solidarity building through living in-country include
the work of Herb and Betty Feith and Jim Webb in the early 1950s in
establishing the Volunteer Graduate Scheme (VGS). Over the course of the
1950s and 60s, the VGS enabled scores of Australians to live and work
alongside Indonesia colleagues in Indonesia, at an early, formative stage of
their lives and careers — including Herb Feith himself, Jamie Mackie, Lance
Castles, Joan Hardjono, Ailsa Zainuddin and Elaine McKay (Britton, 2019;
Hooker, 2018; McCarthy & Zainuddin, 2017, Purdey, 2011).

The key achievement of ACICIS has been, since 1995, to routinise this
process of relational capital and solidarity building between Australians and
Indonesians at an entirely new scale, enabling hundreds of Australians
each year to study in Indonesia, at Indonesian universities and among
Indonesians, during formative undergraduate years.

It is perhaps too early for a complete stocktake of the collective impact
of nearly 5,000 ACICIS alumni. Even the earliest cohorts of ACICIS
students are only just now reaching their 50s and the senior ranks of their
respective occupations. We have not yet had an ACICIS alumni serve as the
Australian Ambassador to Indonesia. However, in 2024, Australia’s High
Commissioner to Brunei, Consul-General in Makassar and Deputy Consul-
General in Surabaya were all ACICIS alumni. Perhaps it is only a matter of
time. At the very least, the cumulative work of ACICIS over three decades
means it is entirely more probable today than 30 years ago that a future
Australian Ambassador to Indonesia, Departmental Secretary of DFAT or
future Director-General of the Office of National Intelligence, or perhaps
even a future Foreign Minister, will have in their educational background,
lived experience of studying in Indonesia alongside Indonesian peers.

This is no small achievement. It is a measure, however modest and
incremental, of progress towards an Australia more familiar with its
neighbours and more at home in our region. Although the ‘eddying cycles
of misunderstanding between Jakarta and Canberra’ have not yet been
overcome entirely, if one squints, one can just about make out in ACICIS’
achievements the outline of Paul Stange’s original vision.

Not all ACICIS alumni are diplomats, of course. Against considerable odds,
the second generation of Australian Indonesianists who saw fit to establish
ACICIS in the mid-1990s have also succeeded in begetting a third generation
of Indonesia-focused scholarship within Australia’s universities. Although
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the resourcing and status of Indonesian studies as a field — along with area
studies more generally — has diminished significantly within the Australian
higher education system since the mid-1990s (Aspinall & Crouch, 2023),
Indonesian language remains taught at 13 of Australia’s 42 universities and
significant Indonesia-focused scholarship continues at Australian universities,
particularly (but not exclusively) at Australia’s long-standing centres of
excellence in Indonesian studies, including the University of Melbourne,
Monash University, the University of Sydney and ANU.

At the University of Sydney, ACICIS alumnus Simon Butt serves as
Professor of Indonesian Law and Director of the University’s Centre for
Asian and Pacific Law and is one of Australia’s foremost experts on the
Indonesian legal system. Meanwhile, ACICIS alumna Natali Pearson is a
Senior Lecturer in Heritage Studies within the University’s Discipline of
Archaeology, an expert on Southeast Asian maritime heritage and, until
recently, the Curriculum Coordinator of the Sydney Southeast Asia Centre.
Natali is also the current president of the Indonesia Council — the Australian
professional association for teachers and researchers focused on Indonesia.
At the ANU, Elly Kent now heads up the Indonesian language program in
the School of Culture, History and Language, while Eve Warburton serves
as the Director of ANU Indonesia Institute.

At Murdoch University in Western Australia, ACICIS alumni Ian Wilson
and Jacqui Baker form the core of the Indo-Pacific Research Centre’s
Indonesia expertise and number among the foremost ranks of Australian
scholars making sense of contemporary Indonesian political developments
for Australian audiences. In South Australia, ACICIS alumnus Tom Power
maintains the Indonesian program at Flinders University — the only
university-level program remaining in that state, while in Queensland,
Annie Pohlman similarly has kept Indonesian language alive at UQ — again,
the only program of its kind remaining in that state. Annie is also a leading
historian of the Indonesian political violence of the mid-1960s, working
in recent years to document and excavate this hugely significant — and still
contentious — chapter in Indonesia’s recent history.

Other ACICIS alumni have found their way into positions at university-
hosted research centres and think tanks, including Kate O’Shaughnessy,
who serves as Research Director at the UWA-hosted Perth USAsia Centre,

and Marlene Millot, who, until recently, served as Program Manager at
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the Monash-based Australia—Indonesia Centre, not to mention the many
ACICIS alumni (including me) who have staffed — and continue to staff —
the ACICIS Secretariat at UWA.

At most Australian universities where significant Indonesia-focused research
and scholarship continue, one will find ACICIS alumni. Indeed, much of
Australia’s new knowledge of and about Indonesia is now mediated through
their research, teaching and work.

Still other ACICIS alumni hold key positions in the delivery of Australia’s
official development assistance to Indonesia. These include Dan Hunt and
Elena Williams, who currently work on delivering the Australian Awards
program in Indonesia, and Angie Bexley, who, until recently, helped set
up KONEKSI, the new knowledge partnership platform established
collaboratively by the Indonesian and Australian governments in 2023.
Brynna Rafferty-Brown serves as Program Director of DFAT’s Australia—
Indonesia Muslim Exchange Program, and Amelia Fyfield was CSIRO’s
Indonesia Country Director for six years before being promoted in 2021 as
the organisation’s Southeast Asia Director.

In the media, the journalistic work of ACICIS alumni like Angela Dewan,
Rebecca Henschke, Lisa Martin and Kate Lamb continues to contribute
significantly to the improved quality of Australian and international
media coverage of Indonesia and Southeast Asia. Their work, grounded
in a fluency in Indonesian and extensive experience studying, living and
working in Indonesia, has shaped coverage of the region for more than
a decade in outlets including CNN, 7he Guardian, Reuters, Agence France-
Presse and the BBC.

The above account is far from an exhaustive list. ACICIS alumni are to
be found in every corner and every aspect of the Australia—Indonesia
relationship. The organisation’s survival over three decades is remarkable
and unlikely. Its achievements are the product of the canniness, passion and
commitment of now multiple generations of Australian university staff,
government administrators and consortium personnel in both Australia and
Indonesia. ACICIS remains something of a miracle.
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ACICIS’ role within Australia’s uncertain
regional future

In June 2019, in a speech delivered by Federal Labor MP Tim Watts at the
launch of historian David Walker’s book Stranded nation: White Australia
in an Asian region (2019), Watts observed wryly that ‘[e]very generation of
Australian politicians excitedly rediscovers Asia anew and uses it as a canvas
to construct and project an image of themselves to their colleagues and the
public’ (Watts, 2019). Watts' remark captures some long-standing tropes of
Australian engagement with Asia: episodic rather than sustained; too often
performative and surface-level rather than patient and structural. While
the ecclesiastical ‘nothing new under the sun’ modesty of Watts' remark
was a self-deprecating dig at his own status as both a young Australian
politician and self-confessed ‘Asian engagement’ enthusiast, in truth we
are in urgent need of more Tim Watts-es. We need a new generation of
Australian political leadership to ‘rediscover Asia’ and reinvigorate the long-
term cultural project of reconciling Australia with its geopolitical position

in Asia. The project has stalled.

ACICIS, along with Asialink and centres like Murdoch University’s Indo-
Pacific Research Centre, is among a handful of remaining institutional
legacies within Australian higher education, vestiges of the Keating-era push
for Asia literacy. Since 2001, Australia has retreated from the aspirations
of the mid-1990s — the political moment that gave birth to ACICIS,
Asialink and Murdoch’s Asia Research Centre — of reorienting Australian
society, culture and politics towards Asia. The Australian Government
has abandoned the specific ambition of achieving widespread literacy in
Asian languages among the Australian community through our schools
and universities. The dismantling of the Keating government’s NALSAS
strategy in 2002 marked the end of the last meaningful system-wide effort
to integrate Asian language learning across Australian education.

To an extent, the ambition of broad-based Asia literacy lives on in the NCP.
For this, we should be extremely grateful. However, 13 years on from the end
of the Rudd government’s NALSSE, Australia remains without a national
languages education policy. The Australian Government’s withdrawal
of leadership, coordination and funding in this policy area, since 2012,
has implications that will last at least a generation. The failure to embed
Indonesian and other Asian languages across Australia’s education systems
has narrowed the base from which initiatives like ACICIS and the NCP can
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draw. With the decline of Indonesian language education in our schools,
and of Indonesian studies in our universities, the structural foundation that
ACICIS was built to complement has weakened dramatically.

The NCP is the sole, significant piece of public policy currently working
to reorient the hearts, minds and livelihoods of young Australians towards
our regional neighbourhood. Yet, the NCP cannot do everything; already
it is arguably being asked to do too much. The NCP promotes Australian
undergraduate student mobility into the region. It does not, on its own,
remake curriculums or strengthen language programs in Australia’s schools,
nor does it nurture subject area expertise or research capacity at Australian
universities, at least not of the sort, or at the scale cultivated over the course
of the second half of the 20th century, and not in the way that a new
comprehensive national Asia literacy strategy might.

As things stand, and looking forward, the policy terrain ACICIS inhabits
remains ambiguous and contradictory. Australian foreign policy — at
least rhetorically — affirms the strategic importance of the Indo-Pacific
and of Indonesia specifically, whereas domestic policy, and particularly
Australian education policy, is failing to cultivate the linguistic and cultural
capabilities or the subject area expertise at the scale needed to make good
on that affirmation.

The Albanese government’s [nvested: Australias Southeast Asia Economic
Strategy to 2040, published in September 2023, makes rhetorical signals
in the right direction (Moore, 2023). The strategy’s first reccommendation
calls for National Cabinet to ‘consider developing a whole-of-nation plan to
strengthen Southeast Asia literacy in Australian business, government, the
education and training system, and the community’ but so far, no significant
public funding has been allocated, nor any policies enacted, in order to
implement this recommendation (Moore, 2023, p 27).

The $50 million per year currently spent on regional engagement through
the NCP looks exceedingly modest when considered alongside the Australian
Government’s large public investment in national security and defence
spending — AUKUS chief among this investment — and the reaffirmation
of the United States alliance that this spending signals. AUKUS’ Pillar 1,
which provides for the procurement of nuclear submarines, is set to cost the
Australian community between $8 billion and $12 billion per annum over
the next 30 years (United States Studies Centre, 2024).
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We are yet to see a national Asian languages program, or any kind of
Australian education policy, that might underwrite greater regional
enmeshment at anything like the scale and long-term ambition of AUKUS.
A revived NALSAS strategy, allowing for inflation and growth in the size
of the Australian school population since 2002, would cost the Australian
Government approximately $84 million per year, or $2.5 billion over
30 years (Prince, 2022b). It would be a modest investment in creating
an Australian population with the discernment to know when our vital
interests are actually in peril, better able to differentiate actual threats from
imagined ones and capable — as a population — of calibrating our anxiety
appropriately.

Against this backdrop, what future role might we imagine for ACICIS?
Part of the answer lies in Australias demographic trajectory. The most
transformative development in Australia’s engagement with Asia of the
first two decades of the 21st century has arisen, not from Australian
education policy, but from immigration policy and, in particular, the rapid
expansion of Chinese and Indian diasporas in Australia. The presence of
1.39 million Australians of Chinese ancestry, constituting 5.5% of the
Australian population as of the 2021 Census, and 780,000 Australians
of Indian heritage, or 3% of the Australian population as of 2021, has
changed considerably the makeup of the Australia community and will pay
dividends for Australia’s relations with China and India well into the future
(ABS, 2021).

For now, at least, the Indonesian diaspora in Australia remains comparatively
small — just 88,000 people in 2021 (ABS, 2021). This demographic
reality means that relationship building, cross-cultural outreach initiatives
and advocacy for closer ties between Australia and Indonesia remain
disproportionately driven by Indonesia-engaged Australians of non-
Indonesian heritage. ACICIS alumni have driven much of this activity over
the past three decades and are likely to continue to do so, particularly in the
absence of a step-change increase in Indonesian migration to Australia.”
It is a heavy lift for a relatively small cohort. But ACICIS is a powerful

19  The case for the creation of a larger Indonesian diaspora in Australia through a deliberate
immigration strategy as a means of strengthening ties between the two countries has been forcefully
advocated by the Lowy Institute’s Sam Roggeveen in his February 2019 article, entitled “The fix: Solving
Australia’s foreign affairs challenges” (Roggeveen, 2019).
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network. With nearly 5,000 alumni across government, academia, media
and the private sector, ACICIS has seeded a critical mass of Indonesia-
literate Australians into almost every domain of Australian public life.

In a Quarterly Essay published in June 2025, entitled ‘Hard new world,
Hugh White describes the significantly changed geopolitical circumstances
in which Australia increasingly finds itself. In short, White asserts that we
are witnessing the strategic twilight of American primacy in Asia and the
rise of a multipolar Indo-Pacific. In this new regional order, White argues,
multiple large powers: China, India and, yes, Indonesia, will all likely
wield considerable — although not hegemonic — influence. Australia, for its
part, will no longer be able to depend on a ‘great and powerful friend’ to
guarantee regional stability or Australia’s economic security. Instead, White
suggests, our national future will depend on deeper, more mature and more
reciprocal relationships with our neighbours.

For 30 years, ACICIS has worked to deepen Australia’s people-to-people
ties with Indonesia, the most populous country of Southeast Asia and an
emerging regional — if not global — power. In so doing, ACICIS has quietly
helped to lay the foundations for a more regionally embedded future for
Australia. Three decades after David Hill and colleagues established the
organisation, ACICIS’ core proposition — that placing Australian students
in Indonesian universities, workplaces and communities is a good idea, and
potentially transformative for both the student and bilateral ties — remains
prescient, potent and urgent.
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