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Personal reflection

Ratih Indraswari

I have been involved with ACICIS for over a decade in two roles. First, 
as a teaching professor in the Department of International Relations at 
Universitas Katolik Parahyangan (UNPAR) since 2013 and second, as the 
Head of Cooperation in UNPAR’s International Office from 2016 to 2019. 

ACICIS has facilitated bringing Australian students into Indonesia, 
including through the semester-long International Relations Program 
hosted by UNPAR in Bandung. In-country study provides a conducive 
environment for shaping mutual understanding by engaging students 
directly. Australian students experience the uniqueness of Indonesia’s 
academic environment and learn from Indonesian academics, who offer 
different perspectives on bilateral relations and shared concerns between the 
two countries. The International Relations Program also incorporates a field 
trip to Jakarta, where students have the opportunity to meet with speakers 
from key institutions. Listening to practitioners in the region exposes 
students to local narratives, enhancing their understanding of Indonesia. 
Furthermore, Australian students are paired with Indonesian classmates, 
and their interaction fosters collaborative learning, enriches coordination 
and promotes deeper intercultural engagement.

The best experience I share with ACICIS students in my capacity as a 
teaching professor takes place during the learning process in class. We adopt 
a dialogue and discussion-based approach, highlighting the dialectic 
component of Australian and Indonesian perspectives. Through this 
exercise, Australian students gain the ability to reevaluate their views about 
Indonesia and, more importantly, about Australia from an Indonesian 
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perspective. They compare these newly found insights to the narratives 
they have learned in Australia. Likewise, Indonesian students also benefit 
from alternative exposures.  Students are able to identify gaps in their 
understanding, and addressing these gaps is crucial for fostering a deeper 
mutual comprehension between both nations. 

This process is especially crucial amidst the current trend in regional 
politics, where heightened tension can easily spark unnecessary clashes 
among regional partners. Undoubtedly, Australia and Indonesia have long 
been important partners. Australia’s geographical location, nested among 
Asian countries, makes Jakarta an important partner for Canberra. Both 
countries have consistently worked together through multilateral platforms 
such as ASEAN and the G20. However, the current regional instability, 
largely influenced by the China–US struggles, has further highlighted the 
significance of this partnership. These political nuances, often discussed at 
elite government levels, place immense pressure on policymakers to steer the 
course of bilateral relations amidst turbulent times. 

What is often taken for granted is that the current student is the future 
policymaker. I believe in education’s pivotal role in shaping policymakers’ 
understanding of issues that inform subsequent foreign policy decisions. 
Hence, there is a pressing need for academics to facilitate this dialogue. 
By investing in ACICIS students now, we ensure the continuation of a 
cooperative relationship between Indonesia and Australia in the future. 

On a different level, as the Head of Cooperation at UNPAR’s International 
Office, my work related to ACICIS extends beyond the academic context. 
According to the 2020 ACICIS Annual Report, interest among Australian 
students in studying abroad has consistently increased over the last decade 
(pre-COVID), rising from around 15,000 students in 2009 to 58,000 
students in 2019. However, I have observed that Australian students’ focus on 
Indonesia remains limited compared to their focus on major countries in the 
Indo-Pacific region, such as China and India. To create a better distribution 
mapping, Indonesian higher education institutions can encourage more 
student exchanges between Australia and Indonesia to take place. 

UNPAR has recognised this concern for a long time. As a response, university-
to-university cooperation between UNPAR and Australian academics was 
established as early as 1994 through ACICIS and the establishment of the 
International Relations Program hosted in Ciumbuleuit Campus in 2010. 
Thus, retaining and institutionalising the already established trust between 
academics is one of the office’s main tasks. 
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Furthermore, I see that cooperation with ACICIS benefits UNPAR in three 
main ways. First, it allows interaction between Australian and Indonesian 
students. Second, it challenges our faculty to deliver world-class teaching. 
Third, institutionally, it pushes us to improve our management systems to 
host foreign students and enhance international collaboration. This role 
addresses the social integration of the students in areas such as safety, health 
access and cultural-social immersion.

Despite the ACICIS programs’ obvious benefits, some challenges are 
also posed. As with any class, student participation fluctuates, with some 
students showing more interest than others. Generally, ACICIS students 
enrolled in my classes participated extremely well, but there were shared 
concerns that some students may take the opportunity to join ACICIS for 
reasons beyond educational focus. Indonesia, with its vast cultural diversity, 
attracts a lot of interest. While a balanced exposure is suggested, neglecting 
the academic experience can negatively impact ACICIS programs.

Moreover, interest in Indonesian domestic political issues is unavoidable 
for foreign students studying here. As the most populous Muslim-majority 
country where democracy coexists with Islam, curiosity about Indonesia’s 
domestic politics is natural. This curiosity is encouraged as it helps foster 
a deep understanding of Indonesia’s role in international relations. However, 
when academic curiosity turns into political involvement, it impairs the 
continuation of the program. For instance, ACICIS students’ attendance 
at one of Indonesia’s domestic protests alerted authorities, highlighting the 
sensitivity of such issues. This situation is not constructive as it hinders the 
long-term sustainability of partnerships.

As I delve deeper into Indonesia’s cooperation with Australia and witness 
Australia’s engagement with the region, I am reminded of the importance of 
regional collaboration in nurturing strong bilateral ties. Witnessing students 
reevaluate their views on Indonesia and Australia through the lens of 
mutual understanding has been truly enlightening. By providing Australian 
students with firsthand experiences in Indonesia and engaging in dialogue 
that incorporates diverse perspectives, we contribute to narrowing the gap in 
mutual understanding between the two countries. Consistent engagement 
and commitment to mutual understanding are essential for realising the 
long-term benefits of these investments in strengthening bilateral ties. Here, 
ACICIS plays a key role in bridging such partnerships.
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