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Immersive Indonesia:
ACICIS, fieldwork and the
production of research
expertise

Jacqui Baker and Annie Pohlman

In this chapter, we reflect on the crucial role that ACICIS played in the
formation of Australia’s third generation of research expertise through
the ‘immersive’ EJFS semester program based in Malang. Drawing on
interviews with eight Australia-based Indonesia academic experts and our
own experiences — as we are both Malang program alumnae — we discuss how
this ‘third generation’ experienced what was an unprecedented fieldwork
training experience, radically different from the earlier generations of
Australian ‘Indonesianists’.!

We find that the Malang program was rooted in a particular set of research
principles and sensibilities. The Malang program’s deeply ethnographic,
people-focused, learning-by-doing understanding of fieldwork represented
a break from established practices undertaken by previous generations of
Indonesianists. Left to their own devices for a semester to produce a final
Indonesian-language research report, students were forced to develop new
skills and networks. In this chapter, we explore how this sink-or-swim

1 We understand first-generation Indonesianists as the initial post—World War II generation; the second
those who studied in the 1970s and 1980s; the third in the 1990s and 2000s; through to the fourth

generation emerging today.
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program deeply affected the trajectories of alumni, shaping their research
agendas and approaches. This is important because this third generation,
whose tertiary studies began at roughly the same time that Indonesia’s
authoritarian New Order regime fell in the late 1990s through to the mid-
2010s, make up much of Australia’s current pool of Indonesia experts in
academia, government, teaching and trade.

In this chapter, we outline the radical conceptions for the Malang field
study program by its architects before turning to how third generation
Indonesianists utilised this remarkable opportunity. We observe how the
fall of Suharto and Indonesia’s democratic opening created extraordinary
avenues for research for third generation Indonesianists that would go on
to shape the core intellectual questions of their research careers. We find
that paradoxically, this pool of experts most practiced in a long-term and
grounded notion of ‘fieldwork’ and most able to take up professional
opportunities based on their networks and skills, are the same generation
most intimate with a sense of crisis and precarity over the future of Indonesia
research expertise. As this chapter shows, most of our interviewees pointed
to the precipitous decline in demand for Indonesia expertise and the kinds
of knowledge that this sort of fieldwork offers. Interviewees identified a
range of causes driving this loss and, in turn, expressed a sense that those
of the emerging fourth generation (those who have been studying since the
mid-2010s, or thereabouts) are disadvantaged by comparison. This sense
of crisis and loss in skills was balanced against the recognition that this
fourth generation (and those who will come after) are developing their own
expertise, wider ranging than the deeper knowledge of their predecessors,
but contingent upon the need for this generation to acquire a much broader,
more commodified and diversified sets of knowledge and skills, driven by
neoliberal education systems and far more insecure future labour (Australian
Government, 2012; Hyatt et al., 2015; Urciuoli, 2012). Interviewees fear
that after more than 20 years of decline, the remaining tertiary education
programs in Australia to gain Indonesia expertise are under greater threat
than ever before.

Early beginnings of the Malang program

ACICIS is often synonymous with Yogyakarta and UGM, and few recognise
how the program’s Malang research semester was an integral part of the
ACICIS design from the beginning. A range of short course/stay programs
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had been running since the 1970s from Australian universities, but ACICIS
was the first to set up a program for semester-long, in-depth training (see
Hill, 2018, p 419). The original idea was that students would spend their
first semester deepening their language training in Yogyakarta. In the second
semester, students would tackle an independent field study from Malang.
This design reflected the four-year Asian studies degrees initiated first at
Murdoch University in the early 1990s and which later became popular in
Asian studies degrees across Australia’s sandstone universities. It was the four-
year Asian studies degree, popular in the late 1990s but declining in favour
and offerings by the late 2000s, which enabled much of the innovation and
cultural immersion of the ACICIS program.?

The ACICIS field study in Malang came about through the demise of an
existing United States-based international mobility program run by CIEE,
where universities around the world sent students to Institut Keguruan
dan Ilmu Pendidikan (IKIP) Malang. This program maintained a locally
stationed United States citizen who provided support to this international
student cohort studying in Malang. However, students from Perth’s
Murdoch University far outweighed other universities in their uptake of the
program. In 1992, when the CIEE RD position became open, Murdoch
anthropologist Paul Stange took over the position to better meet the needs
of the large cohort of Murdoch students. In 1994 and 1995, when CIEE
abandoned the Malang exchange program, David Hill and Stange received
funding from successive Australian Government grants to establish a new
Malang program as part of Murdoch’s four-year Asian studies degree. The
program was run through Pzk Habib, who had been the main contact at
IKIP Malang. When Pak Habib transferred to UMM, he took the Malang
program with him.

Radicalising research

The Malang program, with its emphasis on deep fieldwork, represented
a shift in how the third generation of Indonesianists did research. While
international travel was becoming cheaper by the 1990s, established norms
within Australian universities on how Indonesia was known and researched
were slower to shift. Several second generation scholars observed the way

2 The four-year ‘specialist’ degree model now only exists at ANU (Bachelor of Asian Studies, with
Year in Asia) in Australia, although various universities offer additional Diplomas in Languages to three-
year programs.

197



198

EXPERIENCING INDONESIA

that much Australian research on Indonesia had largely been document-
based. Australian Indonesianists of the first and second generations more
commonly visited Indonesia rather than stayed long-term (Hooker, 2020;
Reeve, 2020). Even at Monash University under Herb Feith, whose works
were a witness to changing political regimes, ‘PhD fieldwork was not that
big a deal’ (Bourchier, 2020). Fieldwork was not a formative period in
which academics would build the networks and skills that would service
them into their careers. Instead, it was a few months of the PhD process to
be efficiently dispensed with.?

In many ways, these methodological norms echoed dominant theoretical
frameworks. In the post-WWII period, scholars were concerned with the
core issues of modernisation theory, how Indonesia would develop politically
and economically and whether that trajectory would diverge from or align
with Western interests (Hooker, 2018). Studying his PhD at ANU, David
Hill remarked that ‘postgraduates would go from Canberra to Jakarta to
study national development. They'd look at issues and policy. They'd obtain
and bring back manuscripts and subject them to study’ (2020). However,
throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the study of Indonesia increasingly moved
away from the concerns of the Feith, Mackie and Legge era to an interest
in culture and power best associated with the work of Claire Holt and
Ben Anderson at Cornell University (Reeve, 2020). Cornell’s scholarship
also impacted the history department at ANU, shifting to a focus on local
history, Indigenous sources, and oral history, recalled Hooker (2020).
These theoretical shifts increasingly primed scholarship for extended
in-country fieldwork.

Paul Stange was himself heavily influenced by this shift. Wilson recalled
animated undergraduate Asian studies or Asian history classes under
his tutelage at Murdoch with expansive reading lists dominated by
anthropologists and scholars of cultural studies (2020). It was an extension
of Stange’s intellectual approach to envision for ACICIS students
a period of ‘field study’ that dislocated existing methodological traditions
in favour of a grounded approach. Stange argued that students needed to
experience fieldwork, 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 Indonesian society. An independent field study project

3 There were of course exceptions to this. Anthropology had a rich history of in-country ethnography.
Moreover, economists such as Chris Manning lived in Jakarta and brought this sensibility to his studies
on labour and economic development (Hill, 2020).
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would also create an applied venue for new forms of Indonesian language,
knowledge and learning. Just as importantly, Stange called for student field
study topics that would emerge out of discussions with actual Indonesians,
supervised by Indonesian academics, written, and presented in Indonesian
(Hill, 2020; Reeve, 2020). In this way, Stange imagined that the Malang
field study would advance the wider projects to decolonise knowledge from
its Western roots (Reeve, 2020).

David Hill, instrumental in establishing the Yogyakarta arm of the initial
ACICIS program, was at first cautious about these plans, anticipating that
Australian universities would find the sheer latitude given to students in
Malang unacceptable. Stange argued that the Malang field study would ‘fire
the imagination’ of students. Students would enjoy a lived-in intimacy with
Indonesia that other scholars had few opportunities to develop, and this
would be reflected in the kind of scholarship that they produced. Ultimately,
Hill came around. ‘If I had started my career in Malang, I'd see Indonesia
a different way, I'd see a different community’ (Hill, 2020). The Malang
program gave students an educational pursuit that would provide ‘a purpose
to stay, and through it, an ‘identity’ that would provide a foundation for
engagement with the wider Indonesian community’ (Hill, 2020). Malang
was about ‘instituting a different set of fieldwork principles’ that would
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’ (Hill, 2020).

Discovering the field

For the third generation of Indonesianists whose expertise was honed
through the ACICIS program, the Malang program was most often the
second of two semesters of study in Indonesia and the far more independent
and challenging period. In many ways these students were primed for
such an experience. All the alumni we interviewed, including ourselves,
already had substantial travel and study experience in Indonesia and sought
out an undergraduate degree program that would enable further in-country
study. After the initial move to Malang, and a week of basic methodology
classes on the UMM campus, students were offered a giddying freedom
to explore their chosen field study topic through interviews, participation
observation and travel. For students, that freedom was both amplified by
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Indonesia’s unfolding political crisis at the turn of the century and yet
nonetheless anchored in the intellectual training students had developed at
their home universities.

In 1995, Ian Wilson was among the earliest cohorts of ACICIS students
sent through Murdoch University. For Wilson, the Indonesia studies
of the mid-1990s had transcended the ‘traditionalist, romanticist and
exoticist’ roots that had so shaped Stange’s own work and teaching. As the
New Order regime began to fray, Wilson was increasingly attracted to an
Indonesia studies that took on a progressively ‘activist’ turn, spurred on by
scholars such as Max Lane and Keith Foulcher. Intellectually, he combined
this approach with Virginia Hooker’s Culture and society in New Order
Indonesia (1993), which for Wilson demonstrated how art and culture were
the terrain for contestations between the regime and elements of wider
Indonesian society. Wilson came to focus his Malang field study on spirit-
possession ceremonies such as jaranan, known as the horse dance trance.
As the only non-Indonesian in attendance at shows, Wilson was a spectacle
of curiosity. These events provided Wilson with the opportunity to stay at
local homes, watch shows and engage with communities. Here, he observed
how struggles over development were mediated through the traditional arts
as communities expressed their torment over land dispossession through
ancestral spirit possession. Wilson observed firsthand how local military
Koramil soldiers were particularly terrified of peasant resistance and
monitored these events and, in turn, his presence, assiduously. Through this
work, Wilson became acquainted with the work of pro-democracy activists
Mulyono and Wiji Thukul who, drawing on Paolo Freire, saw arts as a
‘transformative space’ where everyday people could share everyday material
problems (Freire, 1970). This work ultimately became the basis for Wilson’s
Honours thesis, supervised by David Bourchier at Murdoch, and a lifelong
commitment to critical activist scholarship that expressed solidarity with
proletarian social movements.

At David Reeve’s urging, David McRae similarly took on the Malang
semester in the fortuitous year of 1998, the year in which President Suharto’s
New Order would finally collapse. Like Wilson, McRae came to Malang
well-schooled in the Indonesianist literature and with significant bouts of
in-country living under his belt. As the New Order crumbled around him,
McRae observed ‘it was something to have a ... front row seat to profound

4 David Bourchier also spoke at length of Max Lane and Keith Foulcher’s contributions to teaching
and scholarship as part of his own attraction to Indonesia studies.
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political change. [...] I had a sense that there wasn’t much to this massive
mobilisation of students. It was a loosely organised, small set of people
crucial to producing this massive disruption’. At UGM in Yogyakarta,
McRae had become active with a student press run by a cohort of activists
connected to the protests. For his Malang study, McRae travelled the
country interviewing journalists and activists to understand the opposition
movement that toppled Suharto. ‘Secing the way mass mobilisation of
student movement was produced made me sensitive to the fact that it can
take a small core of individuals can set into train a large set of events under
the right circumstances’ (McRae, 2020).

Like Wilson, Angie Bexley came to the Malang program with a wealth
of prior experience. Bexley — like the authors — had studied Indonesian
in one of the many rural school programs rolled out in Australia in the
early 1990s at the height of enrolments in the language (most of which
had closed by the early to mid-2000s). Her high school Indonesian teacher
from Bega, New South Wales, moved to Medan, and so Bexley and a friend
travelled to visit her and spent some time travelling in Indonesia before
beginning university. She started in 1997 at ANU with teachers such as
Amrih Widodo and Virginia Hooker, both scholars whose concern for the
politics of the arts in Java lent itself to a critical social approach to learning
Indonesian. Joining ACICIS in 2000, Bexley found herself embedded in
a network of artists at 7aring Padi, an art collective squatting in the old art
college of Yogyakarta. This extended to her Malang project where Bexley
chose to look at the emergence of art collectives in printmaking and music
across Bandung, Surabaya, and Yogyakarta in the immediate post-reformasi
student movement. This work precipitated a lifelong research inquiry into
how young people transition to adulthood at critical moments of cultural,
social, and political change.

Building scholars and scholarship

The Malang field study pitched itself as a means to ‘get out there, ask
some questions, and then stick it all together’ (Hill, 2020). But the final
project turned out to be far more challenging. Students had to undertake
a sustained, in-depth project in Indonesian, producing an 8,000- to
12,000-word thesis in Indonesian, and then defend that thesis orally in
Indonesian at the end of the semester. For almost all the Malang project
alumni interviewed, this was the first time that they had had to tackle such
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significant language tasks, and most reflected on their sustained benefits.
None had previously had to write a thesis of any length, let alone in their
second language, and all commented on how this task alone meant that
they were forced to develop their language skills well beyond their everyday
spoken fluency. Bexley explained:

all of that work experience was just so fundamental, and at the core
of it was language, of course ... there’s nothing that I could have
done in my current job without that language fluency ... You can be
good, really good, but you can’t get it without that in-depth, intense,
in country experience.

(2020)

Some alumni also explained that these tasks forced them to develop as
well-rounded researchers. Commenting on her oral defence of her thesis
before a panel of Indonesian academics, Sarina Kilham, who undertook
the Malang program in 1999, stated that ‘that experience really solidified
my self-confidence in being able to defend my research ... as well as my
confidence in speaking in Indonesian in a more formal way, but especially
in being able to defend my work’ (2020). For McRae, it was his return to
Australia that drew him into the fellowship of scholars. “When I came back
from Indonesia having written this big, long report, someone put me in
contact with Ed [Aspinall]. Ed read this long report and told me to turn
it into a Monash working paper. He gave me so much feedback at the time
and steered me along the path to publishing i’ (McRae, 2020).

While the independent nature of the Malang program may have enabled
students to ‘get out and do research’, it also had its drawbacks. “There was
not good research oversight at all’ (Kilham, 2020). Critically, some of the
Malang alumni looked back on the program and drew attention to some of
the pitfalls of simply throwing students into a full fieldwork-based approach.
In particular, some critiqued the lack of consideration given to the impact
the students’ projects may have had on their research participants.

Sarina Kilham, for example, reflected that the Malang program trained her
‘in how to make all the biggest ethical mistakes you could imagine in doing
social research’ (2020). As she explained, ‘in my naivety I was probably fairly
confident with my ability to do research because I was coming out of social
science, and I'd come out of this very practical, very hands-on social science
degree at UTS’. Having already had some research training at her home
university, Kilham felt she had a ‘strong sense of social justice and of being
able to do research.” Following this vein, Kilham undertook a participatory



16. IMMERSIVE INDONESIA

action research study for her Malang project with a group of street children
in Yogyakarta whom she'd met while doing some volunteer work during
her first semester of study. In order to explore what she saw as a disconnect
between the literature about street children in Indonesia and their own
self-perceptions, she ‘bought some cameras and taught a group of them to
take photos and to write stories about what the photos represented.” She
wrote up her photograph-based participatory action research project with
the street children in Yogyakarta as a photographic essay. ‘But now that I look
back at it, I have lots of ethical concerns’. Kilham’s research participants were
children who lived in an extremely vulnerable environment. For Kilham,
the fact that she was able to do such a project with such limited supervision
spoke to the need for better, more rigorous training in social science research
and particularly on how to do that research ethically.

Safety was never an afterthought for students of the Malang program, but
it was narrowly conceived. Pohlman’s 2002 cohort were forced to return
to Australia early after the bombings in Bali on 12 October. The increase
in travel restrictions after these bombings — prolonged after the further
bombings of the Marriott Hotel in 2003 and the Australian Embassy
Jakarta in 2004 — had a strong negative impact on Australian perceptions of
Indonesia and contributed to the decline and stagnation in the number of
students taking Indonesian in schools and universities (see Firdaus, 2013;
Hill, 2012; Slaughter, 2007).

But while terrorist attacks had a dramatic impact on the ACICIS program,
other kinds of security risks for program participants went unspoken. Both
McRae and Wilson were witnesses to state violence meted out on student
activists. As Wilson reflected, ‘the violence was shocking ... the cigarette
burns, the violence got worse. I was outraged’ (2020). Later, the student
house where he lived in Yogyakarta was attacked by military forces and his
housemates forced into hiding or abducted. McRae, too, witnessed police
firing gunshots on the UGM campus, chasing students into their 4os to
arrest them. He recalled a rumour that someone had been killed in protests
on jalan Gejayan, near the UGM campus. ‘T could see what the students
were doing to organise and the risks they were taking as the fear spiralled’
(2020). For both scholars, research was an intense period of adrenaline, with
surveillance from intelligence agencies and the fear of being reported and

deported.
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Sexual harassment was another serious problem that the ACICIS program
struggled to confront. Cohorts of students — both men and women —
complained about the sexual harassment they experienced from students
and faculty, particularly at UMM. where there were fewer foreign students.
Attempts by the ACICIS RD to facilitate an institutional reckoning with
UMM management often led to long lectures on inappropriate dress and
loose Western morals, with the same faculty who perpetrated the harassment
present. For students who had opted for the immersive challenge of Malang,
these lectures were an affront to the language and cultural skills they had
worked so hard to attain.

After Malang: Research trajectories

As had been hoped by the members of the second generation in Australia’s
tertiary institutions who established the ACICIS program, the in-depth,
fieldwork-focused approach of the Malang program had its desired effects
on their students. The impact on the quality of graduating students, for
example, was apparent early. “With the material gathered in Malang ... we
saw students walking into first class Honours,” Hill (2020) noted, adding that
examiners of Honours theses saw a ‘huge jump’ in the quality of the work.
More than that, the Malang program raised the expectation of Honours
within Indonesian studies in Australia generally, to be a predominantly
research-based exercise grounded in fieldwork. As Hill noted, ‘it was almost
unfair for students who had not done the Malang program’.

As young scholars finished their Honours programs, some took up PhDs
that replicated the same kind of deep, in-country fieldwork that they had
undertaken in the Malang project. For Bexley (2020), ‘ACICIS and the
Malang project exposed me to ways of doing research’ that ultimately led
to her PhD in anthropology. Embedding herself in this discipline ‘made
absolute sense, because that in-depth, intense in-country experience was
what I had been doing already’. As with many in the late 1990s/ecarly
2000s cohort, Bexley’s in-country Indonesia experience led to work after
Timor-Leste’s 1999 vote for independence from Indonesia (see Fernandes,
2011). As with Sarina Kilham and Jacqui Baker, who were also part of this
cohort, Bexley’s Indonesian language skills were needed urgently in Timor-
Leste, as the international community’s attention turned to rebuilding the
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newly independent nation (see Bexley, 2017). Later, Bexley continued her
fascination with youth and historical change in a PhD on Timorese youth
negotiating Timor-Leste’s new independence.

For other scholars, the links between the Malang project and their
postgraduate research were more than methodological. McRae’s landmark
study of the terrorism and conflict in Poso saw him tackle another ‘massive
disruption” in the protracted conflict in Poso, Sulawesi. This war saw
thousands lose their lives, and again he observed the way that:

a loosely organised, small set of people were crucial to producing
this event. The conclusion of my PhD was that it took only a few
poorly organised men to precipitate a complete break-down of law
and order.

(McRae, 2020)

Similarly, for Wilson, the research he conducted for his Malang project
would go on to shape his PhD on silaz as the site of tension between both
a set of traditional and individual practices and as an interface with state
power and its attendant militarism and nationalism (Wilson, 2020). ‘I saw
these practices being hollowed out and, as a practitioner, I experienced the
irreconcilable tension of what we were doing at our silar school’. As the
Malang project had also foreseen, personal relationships were deeply part
of that project:

My teacher was deeply transformational, but he was a Golkar
politician, and his family were Siliwangi military. I initially found
it difficult that these people I got to know and love were deeply
inscribed with traditions that I disagreed with ... it was always
a dynamic that was energising and frustrating but later, it was
something I wanted to do a PhD on.

(Wilson, 2020)

For Pohlman, the initial interviews that she conducted during her Malang
project in 2002 with women survivors of the 1965-1966 mass killings were
the beginning of what has been two decades of research collaboration (thus
far). Although Pohlman’s fieldwork was cut short by the mandate to return
to Australia after the Bali bombing, the interviews that she managed to
conduct during the first few months established crucial connections with
survivors of these killings. While the early 2000s were a brief period of greater
openness about Indonesia’s history of atrocities (see Stoler, 2002), the 1965
killings remained a taboo topic, and so trusted networks of referral were

205



206

EXPERIENCING INDONESIA

essential for contacting survivors. After an Honours project based on these
initial interviews, Pohlman was then able to begin her PhD the following
year, meeting scores of other survivors through those first contacts.

A crisis of expertise

When asked about the longer-term impacts of the program on their research
and career development, most alumni interviewed spoke about how the
Malang experience had had a formative impact. Angie Bexley, for example,
remarked that ‘ACICIS and the Malang project ... that was absolutely
fundamental to everything I've done in the twenty years since’ (Bexley,
2020). Bexley explained that the grounding that she received in ‘getting out’
and ‘getting involved’ as a way of doing work and research was an approach
that she has carried with her throughout her career, both in Indonesia and
Timor-Leste.

Of the more than 270 students who undertook the Malang program between
1995 and 2019,’ the majority have followed careers outside higher education,
with only a handful having gone on to replace the second generation of
Indonesianists within universities in Australia or elsewhere. While not the
only training ground for the current generation of Indonesian specialists
within Australia’s tertiary and research sector, the Malang program’s pool
of alumni does represent a fair proportion of those who have moved into
those areas in the last decade. These few are, however, among the shrinking
number of Indonesianists working in Australia’s higher education sector.

As charted by David Hill's landmark 2012 report on the state of tertiary
Indonesian language training in Australia, the number of students taking the
language at university (and the number of universities offering Indonesian
programs) sharply declined in the 2000s and has never recovered (Hill,
2012). Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, all recent analyses of the state of
Indonesia expertise in Australia predicted a severe shortage in language and
cultural skills in the coming generation and lamented the lack of strategic
planning by the Australian Government, and the tertiary and schools
sectors, to redress this (e.g., Firdaus, 2019). Hill, in a further analysis of

5  The names and project details for most of the Malang students are listed on the ACICIS website:
www.acicis.edu.au/programs/semester/east-java-field-study-ejfs/field-study-reports/, which stops at
2016. Three further students have undertaken the program since 2016, one in 2018 and two in 2019.
Personal communication with Liam Prince, 10 January 2022.
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trends in Indonesian enrolments in the tertiary sector published in 2019,
alarmingly predicted the loss of all university programs by 2031 (Hill 2019,
p 213). At the time of this publication in 2026, more than 10 years on from
Hill’s 2012 report — that loss seems to have accelerated. The tertiary sector
in Australia saw tens of thousands of jobs lost in COVID-19 restructures.
This, coupled with the industry focus of Australian higher education policy,
has meant that the small cohorts attracted to Indonesian language or Asian
Studies projects do not look like strong investments to commercially oriented
universities (Crouch, 2021; Zhou, 2021). Since COVID-19, Latrobe and
UNSW Canberra (the Australian Defence Force Academy) have formally
closed their Indonesian language programs and others have been threatened
with closure. There are also significant questions to be asked about the
quality of these programs going forward. Cost-cutting has seen research
workloads slashed, and experienced, research-active, Indonesian-language
academics retired in favour of precariously employed language teachers.

When asked about the future of Indonesia research expertise in mid-to-late
2020, all interviewees from the second and third generations echoed the
sense of crisis that has plagued discussions within Indonesian studies (and
Asian studies more broadly) in Australia over the past two decades. While
none could have predicted the exacerbated conditions brought on by the
pandemic, some of the interviewees stated baldly that we may be witnessing
the end of Indonesian studies in Australia altogether. Interviewees identified
two main reasons for the lack of renewal of Indonesia expertise in Australia:
the first, unsurprisingly, was the general decline of enrolments and the
rollback of programs and other opportunities to gain these skills. Moreover,
without high-quality language programs taught by research-active scholars,
it is hard to see how undergraduate students will develop the intellectual
curiosity and foundations that alumni identified enabled them to embrace
the kind of innovative field study program that Malang offers.

The second issue for the lack of renewal in the study of Indonesia was the
lack of discernible career paths for early-career and mid-career professionals
with Indonesia expertise. As Sarina Kilham, who has since worked in
a range of development-focused areas, explained, ‘there just aren’t careers
for Indonesianists’ (2020). As Angie Bexley stated, it was this lack of
employability options, rather than a lack of skills, which drove her Malang
cohort colleagues to leave Indonesia-focused work to seek opportunities
in other sectors. While those colleagues may have taken their Indonesia
knowledge and skills with them, there were few opportunities for paid,
ongoing work ‘just with Indonesian’ (2020). Both Kilham and Bexley
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reflected that Indonesia expertise, by itself, was not enough. Having worked
in a wide range of development-focused research and practitioner roles,
Bexley explained, ‘I needed to be multiskilled in order to just survive’
(2020). Academic and research work for Indonesianists, as interviewees
reflected, demands very high-level skills which take many years to acquire
but is generally irregular and tenuous, stress factors which drive many to
seek more secure work elsewhere. In this sense, then, those of the third
generation of Indonesianists who went through the Malang program and
developed the high-level Indonesia expertise deemed so critical for Australia’s
higher education and research sector, were just as exposed to the neoliberal
vulnerabilities of employment precarity as others in this sector over the past
three decades (see, for example, Kimber, 2003; Thomas et al., 2020; also,
Loveday, 2018).

When members of the second and third generation of Indonesianists were
asked about what they saw as the future of Indonesia expertise among the
emerging fourth generation, most expressed concern: concern that there
simply will not be the opportunities for young people to undertake in-depth
training. Critically, they also held concerns that, because of the ongoing
neoliberal marketisation of skills’ education and increasing precarity of
employment for the fourth generation (and those to come after), students
simply will not be able to afford (either the cost or the time) to develop
in-depth knowledge of Indonesia (see Connell, 2013; Ingleby, 2015).
The impacts of these forces are already seen across the higher education
sector and, indeed, in which ‘global engagement’ courses are being chosen by
students: while there has been an increase in the overall number of students
going to Indonesia from Australia in the past decade (pre-pandemic), the
form and length of that study engagement have changed. For the ACICIS
programs, more and more students are choosing shorter study periods
and coursework taught in English, which inevitably means less language
immersion and less Indonesia specialist training (see ACICIS, 2021,
pp 21-44). Only three students have undertaken the Malang program since
2017.° Overall, most interviewees named a collision of forces — the closure
of programs, the trend away from specialisation, the lack of government
investment in specialist training — that all spell out a further serious decline
in Indonesia expertise in Australia for the foreseeable future.

6 Twenty-four students have undertaken the West Java Field Study program in that time (between
2016 and 2020, when the in-country programs closed due to the pandemic), based at UNPAR in
Bandung, but this study option is mostly undertaken in English, rather than Indonesian. Personal
communication with Liam Prince, 10 January 2022.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, we have focused on the third generation of Indonesianists
within Australia’s research and higher education sector, and highlighted the
formative role that in-depth, in-country Indonesia experience — specifically
through the ACICIS Malang program — has played in the training of that
generation. This third generation evolved during a period of political
flourishing in Indonesia, and the breath and opportunity that the Malang
program offered meant that students were able, and were enabled, to
form the deeply interpersonal, deeply engaged approach to understanding
Indonesia hoped for by those who set up the program in the early 1990s.
Many of the current Indonesia experts who work in higher education and
research in Australia (and in trade, government, business and other areas of
education) are alumni of ACICIS, and the Malang program in particular.

But this third generation was also formed at a time of unprecedented,
and yet-to-be-replicated, level of interest and engagement with Indonesia
by Australian young people and scholars. Certainly, this third generation
benefited from the program development and training put in place by the
second generation. In many ways it now falls to this unique third generation
to protect these critical assets but, for this cohort, plagued by precarity and
career instability, it is becoming increasingly evident that high-quality
teaching and grounded, deep knowledge are not resources that Australia’s
narrowing fourth generation of Indonesia experts will enjoy, or even
potentially miss. We see little to counter Paul Thomas’ assertion that the
story so far of Indonesian training and developing expertise in Australia’s
Asian Century has primarily been one of decline (Thomas, 2019).
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List of interviews

* Angela Bexley, 23 July 2020, via Zoom, with Annie Pohlman.

* David Bourchier, 12 June 2020, via Zoom, with Jacqui Baker.

* David Hill, 19 June 2020, via Zoom, with Jacqui Baker.

* Virginia Hooker, 10 June 2020, via Zoom, with Jacqui Baker.

* Sarina Kilham, 10 August 2020, via Zoom, with Annie Pohlman.
* David McRae, 14 July 2020, via Zoom, with Jacqui Baker.

* David Reeve, 8 June 2020, via Zoom, with Annie Pohlman.

* lan Wilson, 3 July 2020, via Zoom, with Jacqui Baker.
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