Submission to the Senate Enquiry on the Capacity of Public Universities to Meet Australia’s Higher Education Needs

From: Tessa Morris-Suzuki, President, Asian Studies Association of Australia

As President of the Asian Studies Association of Australia, I am making this submission in order to express the concerns felt by many members of the Association about the maintenance of capacity in the higher education system to meet Australia’s needs for expertise on Asia. 

The Asian region accounts for approximately 54% of Australian exports and 43% of imports. Our ten major export markets include Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, China, Singapore and Indonesia. 

The central strategic significance of the region to Australia has recently been sharply highlighted by the deployment of Australian troops in East Timor in 1999. Lt-Gen. Cosgrove, the commander of INTERFET, concluded that Australia’s military “needs ... to be more politically and culturally sophisticated in the conduct of ‘good neighbour’ operations in the future. Good neighbours speak each other’s languages.” 

Over the next five to ten years, major changes in the Asian region can be expected to have profound implications for Australia’s future. These will include further political transformations in Indonesia, ongoing moves towards Korean re-unification and rapid economic change (with major social ramifications) in China. 

How well is Australia’s higher education system equipped to produce graduates and scholars capable of analysing these changes? How well is it equipped to train graduates to operate in the regional environment of the 21st century?

During the 1980s and early 1990s Asian Studies programs in Australian universities expanded rapidly, and Australian academia acquired an outstanding international reputation for its expertise in Asian Studies. Today, the maintenance of that reputation is at risk. The 1998 Review of the Humanities on Australia, for example, notes the negative effects of the abolition of the ARC Priority Area “Australia’s Asian Context”. It also observes that there are insufficient numbers of new researchers in Japanese studies to achieve “replacement” levels as senior academics retire, and argues that in many universities major disciplines appear to be “retreating from having positions with a Southeast Asia focus”. The study of certain Asian languages (including Korean, Vietnamese and Hindi) has been particularly severely affected by recent trends in higher education, and in the past two years numbers of Australia’s leading Asianists have gone overseas. 

Private and corporate funding can provide an important source of support for certain areas of Asian Studies, particularly those directly related to business interaction with Asia. However, a wider understanding of the languages, cultures and societies of the region requires a longterm investment. The humanities and social sciences in Australian universities have been under pressure for a number of years as public investment for each university student declines and students choose “career oriented” courses. The contraction of arts and social sciences faculties affects the study of Asia severely. Smaller enrolments in Asia-related subjects make them targets when budget cuts lead to program cuts. 

A recent survey by the Australian Academy of the Humanities found a net loss of over 26 Asian language teaching positions between 1997 and 1999. The teaching of Vietnamese has been discontinued at five universities, Korean at two and Chinese at one. In the past 3 years, Korean studies programs have lost 8 1/2 full-time positions across the country, the National Centre for Korean Studies being particularly severely affected by funding cuts. Funding for the National Centre for South Asian Studies was not renewed and there is no likelihood given present circumstances for additional funding to be made available. As South Asianists have retired from their positions they have not been replaced: this is of crucial significance as the collective knowledge of South Asia that has been built up in this country is declining and will disappear if major steps are not taken to remedy the situation.

Graduate training in Asian studies generally requires high level use of at least one, and sometimes more than one, foreign language. (For example, researchers of Indonesian history need to know Dutch as well as Indonesian.) It also usually requires prolonged fieldwork in an Asian country. Existing graduate funding guidelines, which place emphasis on the completion of a PhD in a maximum of three-and-a-half years make the training of a new generation of Asia experts especially difficult.

In these circumstances, the Association particularly wishes to emphasise:

1. The central need for a substantial continued commitment to the public funding of Asian studies teaching and research in universities.

2. The need to develop programs for national delivery by all available methods of the key Asian languages of lesser demand (especially Korean, Thai, Vietnamese and Hindi)

3. The need to review the Australian Postgraduate Award system to provide greater flexibility for students completing research involving the use of Asian language material.

I should welcome the opportunity to discuss these issues further with the Committee.
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