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American Studies in Australia

Chris Dixon

(Associate Professor, The University of Queensland,
President, Australian and New Zealand American Studies Association)

American Studies plays a vital part
in the Australian scholarly community.
Although there is only one “American
Studies” Department in Australia (at
Flinders University, South Australia)
studies of the United States loom
large in a range of academic contexts.
Australian-based scholars working in
the various fields of American Studies
held in high esteem in the United
States, and elsewhere, and the work
of scholars such as Ian Tyrrell, Paul
Giles, and Shane White has received
international acclaim.

Reflecting broader trends in the
university sector, academic staff
numbers in the field of American
Studies have declined over recent
decades. At a number of Australian

universities, for instance, where
there were previously two or three
academics teaching and researching
various aspects of American history,
one academic is often now responsible
for covering the entire domestic and
foreign policy history of the United
States. (The impressive exception to
that trend is Sydney University, which
has a number of scholars working on
various aspects of American history.)
In the area of American literature, the
scenario is particularly grim. Staff
numbers in American literature are
at a perilously low level, and some
universities have discontinued courses
in American literature. Similarly, in
the field of political science, many
universities no longer employ a

specialist whose principal area of
research is American politics.

Despite declining staff numbers,
however, students’ interest in the
United States is undiminished. Courses
in American history and American
literature — where they are offered —
continue to attract high enrolments.
Indeed, students continue to flock to
courses dealing with many aspects of
American history and culture. Beyond
the disciplines of history and literature,
courses on United States foreign policy
are popular, and where they are
offered, courses in American politics
still prove attractive. Indicative of
the influence of American culture,
courses devoted to American film and
television are also taught at a number
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of universities. Aspects of American
history and culture, moreover, are
often embedded within other courses,
and taught on a comparative basis.
Students’ ongoing fascination with
the United States is notable given the
popular talk of American decline;
students’ choices are evidently based
on more than media headlines. Simi-
larly, across Australia postgraduate
students are researching and writing
theses exploring a wide range of
topics pertaining to American history,
culture, and foreign policy.

The Australian and New Zealand
American Studies Association was
established in 1964. Conferences are
held every two years, with the most

recent gathering taking place in
Brisbane, and the next one scheduled
for Dunedin, New Zealand, in February
2014. In addition to bringing together
academics and graduate students from
Australia and New Zealand, ANZASA
conferences include participants from
North America, Britain, and Asia.
The Australasian Journal of American
Studies (AJAS) is published under
the aegis of ANZASA. AJAS is a
refereed journal, published biannually,
and prospective contributors should
contact the current editors, Dr. Clare
Corbould (clare.corbould@monash.
edu) and Dr. Michael Ondaatje
(Michael.Ondaatje@newcastle.edu.au).

The United States Studies Center

(USSC), established in 2006, and based
at Sydney University, also supports
American Studies in Australia. The
USSC devotes considerable attention
to fostering trans-Pacific business and
commercial relations, and exploring
the political and strategic dimensions
of US relations with various Asian
countries. As part of its brief to enhance
Australians” understanding of the United
States, the USSC hosts a number of
international scholars, working across
a range of disciplines, and offers a
number of fellowships to Australian-
based academics working in the field of
American Studies.
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“Shifting Paradigms of
Juvenile Competence in
U.S. Law’

U= &yh— EIF—BHE
£ %=

The question of where to draw the line
between childhood and adult-
hood becomes particularly
divisive when it determines
the fate of young people
and their social lives. How
society should treat juveniles
in the courts? To what degree
should laws assign agency
(and culpability) for juveniles
who committed crimes? On
July 10, 2012, Professor Lee
Tucker gave the audience a
lecture that helped to explore

these important questions in

our society. In her lecture, “Shifting Para-
digms of Juvenile Competence in U.S. Law,”
Professor Tucker explained the recent trans-
formation in the understanding of juvenile
competency, with special focus on the role of
science in the dramatic changes.

Professor Tucker provided a historical
context on the issue to introduce the topic.
In the United States, children have been
often treated as morally less developed—
and so less blameworthy—than adults.
Within twenty-five years of the creation of
the first juvenile court in Chicago in 1899,
virtually every state had formed separate
courts for juveniles. Following the idea of
parens patriae —the state as parent—courts
focused on the offender rather than the of-
fense, and on rehabilitation and reintegration
with society rather than on punishment. The
setup sometimes resulted in overly punitive
sanctions because of the lack of due process
for juveniles. Yet a series of Supreme Court
decisions in the 1960s partially solved this
problem by affirming children’ s rights in the
courts, including the right to notice of charges
and the right to an attorney.

However, beginning in the late 1980s,
the rehabilitation approach to juvenile de-
linquency was put into question. As crime
rates rose and the media amplified the fear
of juvenile delinquency, every state in the
United States revised its laws to make it
easier to prosecute juveniles in adult court
and send them to adult prison rather than
juvenile detention institutions with social
and educational services designed for
rehabilitation. As a result, more juveniles

not only suffered from tragedies such as

T
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rape in adult prisons, but also received
fewer chances to reintegrate with society. As
of 2012, 2,500 prisoners were serving life
sentences without parole owing to crimes
they had committed as juveniles.

Here, Professor Tucker drove our at-
tention to a recent transformation in our
understanding of adolescence, drawn from
new findings in the field of neuroscience,
which have confirmed a lot of old-fashioned
common-sense. Simply put, recent research
tells us now that adolescents are less mature
than adults, more foolhardy, and less able to
anticipate—or even care about—the potential
consequences of their actions. The science
affirmed that because of these cognitive
differences, society ought not to subject them
to the same level of criminal accountability
and culpability as it does adults.

Interestingly, these findings in neuro-
science have already begun to permeate the
reasoning of judicial judgments and thus
affected juvenile delinquency decisions. In

Roper v. Simmons (2005), the U.S. Supreme

Court ruled by a vote of 5-4 that applying
the death penalty to those who committed
their crimes when they were under the age
of 18 was unconstitutional because it vio-
lated the Eighth Amendment s prohibition
against “cruel and unusual” punishment.
The deciding vote was from Justice Anthony
Kennedy, who, referring to the scientific
findings, emphasized the differences be-
tween juveniles and adults—differences
that lessen the culpability of juveniles and
make them less deserving of the most severe
punishments. Professor Tucker explained
that the findings of neuroscience influenced
the other Supreme Court decisions; she
referred to life without parole and police
interrogation for judicial delinquency as
the equally notable areas of the law and
justice that have gone through the similar
transformation.

Professor Tucker argued that the paradigm
shift in juvenile competency signals clear
advances from a children’s advocate’s

point of view and from a criminal defense

perspective. Yet at the same time, she urged
us not to be too optimistic by stressing that
the idea of teens as less-fully developed is a
double-edged sword. Even though it might
be helpful in the criminal context, it may
encourage some to call for the reduction of
teens’ legal autonomy in other important
areas, such as reproductive rights. Professor
Tucker also noted that the policy and
legislative trends of the past thirty years in
favor of punishment rather than rehabilitation
for juvenile delinquency run directly counter
to the old/new understanding of adolescents’
reduced culpability. It will take a lot of time
and effort to reverse that course. Throughout
the lecture and the following discussion,
Professor Tucker took great care to explain
the topic to the audience unfamiliar with law
and judicial matters. Her clear insight into
the important aspects of U.S. society gave
us an invaluable opportunity to discuss law,

science, and their implications for society.
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