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Once upon a time —so long ago it seems a semi-mythical past—several then-young 
Southeast Asia specialists at Cornell University, myself included, decided to start a 
journal. It would be devoted to Indonesia and would, we hoped, bring together 
scholars from diverse backgrounds and different countries who shared an interest in 
this "new" land. Those years, the mid-sixties, were the heyday of area studies as an 
academic subject in the United States: training specialists on the parts of the world that 
were emerging from colonial rule, who could help guide those polities toward 
(American concepts of) modernity. Indonesia, given its size, resources, and political 
volatility, was a significant target. Cornell, indeed, already had established its Modern 
Indonesia Project in evidence of this.

True, shadows were beginning to dim area studies' luster. Government grantors 
had begun to ponder the wisdom of encouraging experts whose analyses too often ran 
counter to those officially desired; and foundations' leaders were beginning to ask 
whether it might be more beneficial and less controversial to turn their attention to 
solving problems closer to home. Vietnam was already a source of much political 
controversy, and Indonesia, which had just turned from a turbulent leftist regime to a 
military-led rightist one, promised only to increase the disharmony. Indeed, one of the 
proclaimed purposes of the journal Indonesia was to provide an outlet for scholarly 
articles that might be subject to censorship in their country of origin.

As I recall, however, the major impulse for creating the journal was not really 
political—indeed, in some respects it reflected a tuming-away from an emphasis on 
politics. By the mid-1960s, an increasing number of academic specialists were finding 
the "developmentalist" approach to non-Westem countries too narrow, too
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ideologically laden. One needed to look at culture, history, and religion as well as 
politics and economics. "Area studies" was naturally multidisciplinary, and this 
character, it was increasingly felt by its practitioners, should be emphasized so that the 
contributions of one discipline could invigorate another.

Countries, Indonesia's originators thought, represented civilizations as well as states, 
and those best suited to interpret this were not visiting outsiders but, ultimately, 
scholars from the areas being studied. Consequently, a principal goal of the journal 
would be to promote and publish contributions from the small but growing group of 
Indonesian scholars who were being trained in the United States and, increasingly, 
elsewhere. As well, in Europe, enthusiasm for the study of non-Western areas was 
beginning to revive after the postcolonial hangover. It was able to profit from the 
multidisciplinary aspects of its colonial Orientalist heritage, though it was also held 
back by the stubborn resistance of older academics to change. And this new interest 
went beyond the boundaries of former colonial domains. Archipel, a major international 
journal devoted to the study of the Indonesian world, began in France in 1971, five 
years after the appearance of Indonesia.

Not less than the desire to internationalize the circle of Indonesia specialists was 
the hope of deepening their discussions. Too often substantial papers had to be 
shortened drastically to be considered at all by academic journals; and contributions 
that did not fit into a disciplinary focus were often simply rejected out of hand. 
Indonesia, we stipulated, would not restrict the length of contributions, provided they 
were of importance, and essays on obscure topics would be published provided they 
were also of interest. While articles by established scholars were, of course, desired, we 
hoped especially to encourage publication by young academics who had not yet been 
"discovered."

As I recall, two principal inspirations entered our discussions when trying to shape 
the journal. One was Pacific Affairs, whose contents provided serious discussion of 
social, political, and economic matters. It stood up to the McCarthy period's pressure 
for conformity while retaining a balanced discussion of contemporary affairs. The 
other was Djawa, the journal that the Java Instituut of the Netherlands East Indies 
began in 1921. This was, in the best Orientalist fashion, devoted to high culture and 
history, and shunned overt discussion of politics. But its contributors, academics and 
scholarly administrators, were deeply committed to their subjects, and they formed a 
close-knit discussion group with the journal as its core. We toyed with the fancy that 
Indonesia might become the basis of some such intellectual community—not just an 
academic journal, but one that united amateurs of the subject "Indonesia" with 
professional teachers and scholars.

When we started, I don't think we envisioned a life span for the new project. We 
thought, of course, that there would be enough interest (and energy, on our part) to 
sustain it for some time; then we'd see. It wouldn't cost much to produce, since we 
could rely on the production resources of Cornell's Southeast Asia Program and 
Modern Indonesia Project, and we would do the editorial work. An individual issue 
could be had for three dollars (now it costs US$30!). In the ensuing years, the journal 
has certainly established itself as a serious, international, and multidisciplinary 
authority on things Indonesian. However, our initial desire to provide an outlet for 
dissident Indonesian scholars yielded little, partly because of the efficiency of New
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Order censorship and partly because those affected preferred to express themselves 
through more politically oriented outlets. Nor have Indonesian contributions increased 
much in recent years, for Indonesia-based journals now provide a high-quality outlet, 
do not require writing in English, and are better placed as platforms for debate among 
the growing group of "Indonesianists" in Indonesia itself. And, since the coming of the 
Internet, there is not much problem either distributing or accessing such contributions 
internationally.

The Internet has, I suspect, had a powerful effect on Indonesia's character. Aside 
from the advantage of savings in postage and storage, from which the journal now 
benefits, the Internet has worked to make it more of a formal academic publication 
than the one we envisaged at its outset. The idea of the journal as a place of debate and 
a launch pad for controversial analyses, which was part of what we had in mind, was 
perhaps unrealistic from the start, since it only appeared twice a year. Needless to say, 
the Internet, offering less-formal and more frequent publications, such as Inside 
Indonesia, took over what role Indonesia had as a locus for political debate. The result 
has been to encourage the journal as a purely academic publication. Such things as 
scholarly book reviews, rejected in our initial editorial statement (as too boringly 
pedantic), are now an important part of each issue. While no doubt this made for more 
academic orthodoxy, it has probably also added to the longevity of the journal and its 
establishment as a preeminent source of authority on its subject. At the same time, the 
free availability online of issues that are more than five years old has made its entire 
contents available to a broad audience and enhanced the journal as a point of reference.

So, Indonesia, here you are, half a century on. Perhaps a bit middle-aged, but solid, 
not flabby, in substance. Youthful adventurism may have faded, but you now possess 
a definite air of distinction. Indeed, you are a journal to look up (to). Happy hundredth
issue, Indonesia, and many more of them!




