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Quo vadis?: The Troubled Trajectory of American Studies Downunder

Michael Ackland

(James Cook University/Visiting Professor from Australia, University of Tokyo)

2009F4H30HCPASE=F—ICT

Americans, in so far as they think
about Australia at all in political
terms, believe they are dealing with
a staunch ally. If asked to justify
this, they might cite the fact that

for more than half a century the
two nations have been close allies,
and that they have stood side by
side in times of war and national
emergency, beginning with the Pacific
War, next in more circumscribed
regional conflicts in Korea and
Vietnam, then in the Middle East.
Official rhetoric of mutual esteem,
at the highest levels, has cemented
this impression. During the war in
Vietnam, for instance, the Australian
Prime Minister promised to go ‘all
the way with LBJ.” Johnson, ever the
suave southerner, at least in public,
responded by saying an Australian
was the kind of man you chose to
go to the well with. That is, in the
wild frontier days when attack could

come from many sources, Indian,
Mexican, opportunistic lawbreakers,
you needed someone to cover your
back whom you could count on one
hundred per cent—and that was what
Australia was for America. Less
publicly, the security organisations of
both countries co-operated closely,
America had secret military tracking
facilities on Australian soil, and
much else was rumoured. Vocal
opposition to this alliance was raised
in the seventies and eighties by
the New Left, conspiracy theories
received some credence, and some
even imagined C.I.A. involvement
in the destabilisation and dismissal
of the first post-war, federal labour
government in Australia in November,
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1975. In short, the alliance, from an
Australian perspective (and that was
the only side on which there was
any concerned public interest and
debate) was problematic, and U.S.
motives and policy were regarded with
considerable suspicion by many left-
leaning liberals. In fact, so pervasive is
distrust and, some believed, so rife is
misinformation and misunderstanding
about the United States, that in 2007
a powerful consortium of government
and business interests established the
United States Study Centre at Sydney
University, to correct imbalances and
to promote informed discussion about,
and research on the United States, as
well as to reinforce links between the
two countries.

What does this very concrete and
substantial verdict say about the state
of American Studies Downunder,
and about the orientation of tertiary
education, especially in the Liberal
Arts, within Australia? At the
very least it arguably highlights
serious gaps in, and the inadequacy
of, existing academic programs.
Basically this is true. Australian
universities, in general, do not have
formal provisions for area studies
as they are understood in Japan.
The tertiary model, borrowed from
England, was based on the standard
disciplines taught in that country,
such as History, Politics, Sociology,
Law, English. Any, or all, or none
of these disciplines might offer a
single course built around appropriate
aspects of the legal institutions,
historical epochs, or classical authors
of the United States. In some rare
instances, there were sufficient,
America-oriented courses scattered
across a tertiary institution to offer
an informal program of American
Studies. Offerings, however, were
based entirely on individual interest,
and were subordinate to the needs
of the particular discipline in which
the course might be located. For
instance, English perceived its primary
mission as to teach the literature
produced in the United Kingdom,
from Anglo-Saxon to modern times,

with the possibility of a course, say,
in Australian Literature, or American
Literature, if a staff member wished to
offer it and there was room for it in the
program. Changes in staffing, through
movement or retirement, could easily
jeopardise these offerings, and there
were instances of whole informal
programs, spread over a number of
disciplines, literally disappearing from
one year to the next, because of the
vagaries of staffing. In short, it was
very rare for American Studies to
have a strong disciplinary profile in
an Australian tertiary institution, and
to be actively supported by designated
staff recruitment.

Two other factors told against
a substantial spread of American
Studies in Australia: a distinctly
pro-England bias and a New Left
distrust of, and disdain for, the
United States. Academic curricula,
as already indicated, were frequently
modelled on English best practice.
Academic staff, too, was often either
recruited from, or had received
substantial training in England, with
a marked preference for Oxford and
Cambridge Universities. Recruitment
of Americans, or those who had
completed postgraduate study in
the United States, was very rare,
and continues, even today, to be
surprisingly infrequent. Indeed
profound deference to English
academic institutions outlasted
engrained political and sentimental
attachment to the mother country. The
intellectual colonisation of Australian
academia was very real. Links with
English institutions were both formal
and informal, the latter often being
particularly influential and based
on personal contact. The English
department at Sydney University,
for example, routinely placed its top
undergraduate at Oxford University,
in the case of Monash University it
was Cambridge University, usually
Pembroke College. Such was the
deference to English training in the
sixties and early seventies that it could
be recommended to the top local
undergraduate, by his or her home

institution, to repeat the undergraduate
program, already done in Australia,
again in England, before thinking of
undertaking postgraduate studies—
on the assumption that otherwise the
gap between colonial and metropolitan
knowledge bases would be almost
unbridgeably great. A number of these
top Australian graduates returned
with a second bachelor’s degree from
England, received a tenured position,
and even rose one day to be Heads of
Department. American Studies was
a very insubstantial side-show to all
this, and America, in so far as it was
of interest on Australian campuses in
the sixties and seventies, was mainly a
bogeyman fit for hostile projections.
These old habits have proven
surprisingly resilient. Certainly
Australia today has much more faith
in its own academic training, standards
and institutions. With respect to
postgraduate studies, less emphasis
is placed on sending top graduates to
England than in the past; however,
there is no compensating redirection
of them towards the United States.
Instead Australian universities are
increasingly striving to keep their
own fledgling intellectual progeny to
themselves, from a mixture of pride,
parochialism and, most importantly,
in response to Commonwealth
government funding incentives. Seen
positively, this is helping to build
up a genuine postgraduate culture;
more negatively, it is in danger of
institutionalising mediocrity rather
than excellence (despite much
publicity to the contrary), and
working, in important ways, to limit
the diversity of intellectual training
and experience that were once
hallmarks of Australia’s top graduates.
Moreover, a largely unacknowledged
(and therefore in some respects more
insidious) Anglophile bias remains. It
would be quite possible, for instance,
for academic positions to be advertised
overseas in England, but not the
United States. Also even a cursory
glance at staff profiles of many
Australian universities would reveal
that American training is scarcely
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more in evidence than in the past.
Instead Australian qualifications are
much more prominent, English ones
definitely on the decline, though still
highly prized.

What is surprising is the level
of latent animosity towards, and
ignorance of, if not outspoken
misinformation about, the United
States—and unfortunately not just
among students and the general
public. Certainly the creeping
Americanisation of Australian life
and popular culture is very evident,
whether in consumer trends or
simple fads, such as the wearing of
baseball caps. No doubt Hollywood
and Youtube have helped bring this
to pass because, as a curious relic of
the colonial past, baseball has failed
to make inroads in the antipodean
imagination, where English sporting
culture, in the form of cricket, rules
supreme in summer. Also, admittedly,
it is always easier to deal with another
country in terms of generalisations
and simplifications. How inadvisable
this is with such an extraordinarily
diverse and rich culture as that of the
United States is thoroughly recognised
at many Japanese colleges, but the
same cannot always be claimed for
Australian tertiary institutions. There
America is still sometimes cast as
the greatest threat to world peace, as
well as local culture, and few, if any
voices, mount a counter-case. Now
that there is less ideological edge to
the critique of America, its parochial
motivation is far more evident, as is an
ill-disguised self-defensiveness in the
face of American superabundance, its
financial and military power, and its
increasingly ubiquitous cultural capital.

The founding of the United States
Studies Centre, therefore, was not
unjustified. It was strongly supported
by the conservative, pro-George W.
Bush government of John Howard,
and by informed magnates, such as
Rupert Murdoch, who expressed
how appalled they were about the
level of Australian understanding
of American issues. Its mission
statement, as it appears on its website,

is unambiguous as well as accurate:

Mission

The mission of the United States Studies
Centre at the University of Sydney is to
increase understanding of the United States
in Australia.

Spanning the study of politics and policy,
economics and business, culture and
society, the core activities of the Centre
include:

 Postgraduate degrees and undergraduate
teaching

« Academic research and research training

« Policy analysis and commentary

« Business leadership forums

« Public education and community outreach

Vision

The ambition of the United States Studies
Centre is to become the leading academic
institution outside America for the study of
the United States.

Our principal objectives are to:

» Undertake analysis, research and teaching
of the highest quality

« Be the international hub for the study of
the United States

* Build networks with preeminent American
academic institutions and scholars

This centre is a direct expression
and product of the Australian-
American alliance. It is also powerful
testimony to a perceived failure,
and inadmissible shortfalls, in the

Australian tertiary sector. Arguably
the loss to date has been primarily
Australia’s. Far too little has been
done to foreground parallels, and
learn from America’s past and present
experience. Nor have Australians,
in sufficient numbers, been urged
to avail themselves of America’s
outstanding tertiary institutions, or
to undertake research in American
Studies. What the Sydney centre
will eventually ‘mean’ and achieve
only its future practice will define.
The challenges are daunting,
the opportunities immense, the
temptations to ideological bias and
propaganda self-evident. To borrow
Barack Obama’s words to the 2009
commencement class at the University
of Notre Dame, the Sydney University
initiative comes of age at a moment
of great consequence for the bilateral
relationship, and it has a privilege and
responsibility afforded few academic
centres. Whether it will bring about
a meaningful shift in Australian
understanding of, and attitudes
towards, the world’s super-power,
or its own version of an ‘American
Renaissance’ Downunder, remains
to be seen. But overseas academic
institutions, with similar leadership
aspirations in the field of American
Studies, would be well advised to
monitor its efforts, and to include this
United States Study Centre in their
global planning.
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Toward the “Age of Obama’?
—Professor Eric Foner at CPAS

ARER T

Comparing Abraham Lincoln and
Barack Obama in such terms as their
leadership or their exceptional oratory
attracted the mass media during the
2008 presidential election. But how
did this situation materialize in the first
place? Considering the history of race
and civil rights in the United States,
how should we understand Obama’s
victory? In his lecture, “From Lincoln
to Obama: The First and Second
Reconstructions in American History,”
Professor Eric Foner, DeWitt Clinton
Professor of History at Columbia
University, gave deep historical insight
into this issue.

Professor Foner began by pointing
out that the importance of Lincoln
lay in his achievement of “putting
on the national agenda” the issue
of race. Rather than accusing the
South of slavery, Lincoln, in his
Second Inaugural Address, referred
not to “Southern” but to “American”
slavery and asked his countrymen to
all confront the sin. What was the
nation’s responsibility for the existence
of slavery? What did “racial equality”
mean? Unfortunately, Lincoln did not
live to answer these questions.

According to Professor Foner, the
era of Reconstruction that followed was
critical in shaping the nature of modern
American life. The Constitution was
rewritten to guarantee the principles
of birthright citizenship, the equality
among citizens, and the voting right
for black men. During the period of
“Radical Reconstruction,” people tried
to implement “a genuine interracial
democracy.” Of only six African-
American senators (including Obama)
in American history, the first two served
during the Reconstruction era—what is
staggering is that the next did not arrive
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for another eighty years.
Reconstruction did not fully
succeed, however. Professor Foner
stresses that the political revolution
went forward during Reconstruction
without being accompanied by an
economic revolution. Eventually,
without economic freedom, former
slaves had no alternative but to go
And
what followed was a century of racial

back to work on plantations.

segregation, disenfranchisement, and
many other inequalities imposed in the
South and acquiesced to by the North.

2009F3/ 16HCPAStEE=F—I(CC
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The civil rights movement in
the 1950s and the 1960s—or the
“Second Reconstruction”—once
again put civil rights at the top of the
national agenda, and succeeded in
re-guaranteeing the Reconstruction
principles and promoting racial equality
in many areas of American society.
However, Professor Foner argues that
its accomplishment which affects the
American society today was again
far more political than economical,
though in a different way from the
First Reconstruction. That is, while
statistics reveal that the gap between
the white and black populations in
terms of one’s standard of living is still
substantial today, a large class divide
has opened within the black community
as well. In one sense, this represents
the political achievement of the
Second Reconstruction which opened

tremendous doors of opportunity for
many talented African Americans
like Obama.
find a way to solve the remaining

Then, how should we

economic problems? In this respect,
Professor Foner argues that while
African Americans are more vulnerable
economically than whites because of
slavery, a century-long segregation, and
current discrimination, we also need to
keep in mind that considering the forces
affecting them—deindustrialization,
globalization, and other economic
changes that have come to affect
everyone—the issue can
no longer be addressed
as a purely racial matter.

The victory of Obama
can not be explained
only in racial terms any
more than the current
economic problems can.
Professor Foner argues
that although the election
of the first African-
American president is
indeed a watershed in
American history, people
voted for Obama not primarily because
of his race but because he assured them
that he could address the difficulties
afflicting the country better than his
opponent could.

Then what would the 2008 election
represent beyond Obama’s becoming
the first African-American president?
Professor Foner predicts that it has
the possibility of becoming one of
what are called the “critical elections”
in American history. While most
presidential elections do not affect
basic governing polity, those handful
elections—such as the victories of
Jefferson (1800), Lincoln (1860),
FDR (1932), and Reagan (1980)
—fundamentally transformed the
American political landscape and
established eras that far outlived the
individual presidency. Professor Foner
sees in Obama the possibility of ending

the “Age of Reagan” which has lasted
until today if he succeeds in initiating a
fundamental political shift.

This impressive lecture made
the audience aware that despite the
substantial progress realized by the two
Reconstructions, the questions raised
by Lincoln were still with the American
society. And Obama inherits those
challenges. Will the new president
establish the “Age of Obama?” After
learning the dynamism of American
history from this lecture, this reviewer
would like to picture a rather optimistic
view of the future at least for a time
—a vision of the “hoopla” of people
celebrating the bicentennial of Obama’s
birthday and recalling the “Age of
Obama” as a watershed in the long
struggle for equality, just as people in
2009 so enthusiastically celebrated the
two-hundredth birthday of Lincoln.
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CPAS Seminar
Center for Pacific and American Studies
University of Tokyo

Literary Politics and the Cold War:
The Case of Christina Stead

MICHAEL ACKLAND

Visiting Professor from Australia,
Center for Pacific and American Studies,

University of Tokyo/ James Cook Univerisity

April 30, 2009 (Thurs.) 18:00 ~ 20:00
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CHRISTINA STEAD (1902-1983)

An Australian-born novelist active in leflist circles in

~ . France, the United States, and Britain as well as Australia.
She is author of feminist novels including 7he Man Who
Lived Children (1940) and For Love Alone (1944).
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