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AUSTRIAN STUDIES IN THE UNITED STATES

Contemporary Austrian Studies at 15
Presentation at the Austrian Embassy in Washington, D.C., February 23, 2007

Günter Bischof

Well-known Austrian writers and thinkers seem to be a well-established part of the discourses in high-brow American journals and magazines. In his wonderful recent New Yorker essay on “Die Weltliteratur”, Milan Kundera mentioned Hermann Broch, Robert Musil, and Franz Kafka (not exactly an “Austrian” but a Praguer writing in German in the waning days of Habsburg Austria). Rebecca Mead’s recent New Yorker portait on the art collector Ronald Lauder was full of references to the Jewish culture of famed fine-de-siecle Vienna. In the very same issue there was a long book review of recent biographies on the interesting life of Lorenzo Da Ponte, known to the world above all as “Mozart librettist.” William Pfaff, in brilliant recent critique of U.S. foreign policy in The New York Review of Books, made references to the theories if Karl Popper and Joseph Schumpeter. Of course, American interest in Freud is legion. Americans seem fascinated by Austrian art, music, culture and ideas. In this sense, Austria still seems to be recognized as a “cultural superpower” of sorts. Yet is it?
Leading American intellectuals and academics may be able to distinguish between German and Austrian thinkers, the public at large probably less so. Small countries have a hard time getting recognition inside the Washington beltway, as the imperial center of the world usually deals with the crisis du jour by consulting with its more powerful allies. In the U.S. all things Austrian usually live in the shadow of Germany (or nowadays the European Union), just like Canadians have a hard time abroad being recognized as Canadians rather than “Americans.” Throughout the Cold War Washington was frequently uneasy about neutral Austrian fence-sitters while West Germans were considered one of the principal and most reliable allies of the U.S. Every German politician worth his salt needed a White House appearance to be taken seriously at home; Austrian politicians had a hard time receiving White House appointments. 

German foundations such as the German Marshall Fund of the United States spent lots of money in the United States and gained widespread recognition. The DAAD has been financing numerous guest professorships to increase the visibility of German and European Studies in the U.S.. The German Historical Institute here in Washington, D.C. has established a remarkable intellectual presence in a relatively short time. American graduate students in the U.S. liked to pick German topics since there was lots of research funding in American and German foundations available. Even though Austrian scholars worked hard to gain more visibility in the annual meetings of the “German Studies Association”, they were regularly overshadowed by the much larger German contingents at these meetings. 

For Austrian in the U.S. it is hard to trump the size, wealth, economic power, and presence of Germany. Yet one must keep trying. The Austrian diplomatic representatives in the U.S. are doing their best in maintaining an official presence. More often than not these days we are supposed to be “EU-Europeans” rather than representatives of our respective nationalities. I don’t think most Americans like to see us as “Europeans” rather than Austrians or Germans. There are three Austrian Studies Centers in North America and three journals of record – the Austrian History Yearbook, Contemporary Austrian Studies (CAS) and Austrian Literature. But there are no Austrian foundations yet like the Volkswagen, BMW or Bosch Stiftungen, that would be generously financing Austrian studies in North America. The Austrian energy drink “Red Bull” is establishing a solid presence in North America too, but its owner and marketers are spending their PR millions on NASCAR rather than research ventures. Even though an increasing number of Austrians have become successful and wealthy in the United States as well, but they seem not to have inhaled a chief lesson of American capitalism that success demands that you generously give back to a society (or at least they do not bestow their beneficence on Austrian causes in their new Heimat). 
Although always in a financially precarious position (as seems the nature of academic publishing), CAS has now tried for 15 years to fill the lacunae of a journal that concentrates in an interdisciplinary approach on post-World War II Austrian history, society and politics. We produced a volume on the “Dollfuss-Schuschnigg Era” a few years ago, but most of our volumes concentrated on the more recent trajectories of the Second Austrian Republics. We had separate volumes on the “Kreisky -” and “Vranitzky Eras” and are in the planning stages for another one on the “Schüssel Era”, now that the long-term Foreign Minister and Chancellor seems to have begun his staged withdrawal from daily politics. We like to set the early parameters for future scholarly debates of the potential “place in history” of some of our more important recent leaders. We have been paying close attention to the Austrian membership in the European Union and how it changed the country. We tackled important issues such as the nature of “Austro-corporatism” – the remarkably generous Austrian welfare state --, the changing nature of Austrian neutrality after joining the EU, as well as the state of religion (or rather the lack thereof) in Austria and the impact of the “Americanization” on Austria.  We looked at Austrian identity and World War II memory, as well as the success of the Marshall Plan in Austria. More recently we devoted a volume on women in Austria and now the most recent one on sexuality. (We do not have one to date on men in Austria). You may think these are trendy subject matters – but no more trendy than the various “turns” (linguistic, gender, cultural) that academic scholarships is following, which CAS tried to reflect on in the Austrian sphere.
All these volumes try to assemble some of the best minds on any given topic to introduce the subject matter to a wider American audience. I doubt whether we attract an audience far beyond the specialized world of academics. In today’s fast-moving world of modern media, we probably should do web-logs instead of academic publishing. Yet there is value in producing scholarship that will capture an interest and last longer than yesterday’s and today’s news about Austria. 

Take volume XIV on Austrian Foreign Policy, next to Ambassador Nowotny’s introductory essay (about which she will talk in a minute), the volume covers a wide range of subject matters such as the militarization of Austrian foreign policy on the eve of World War I (maybe this ought to be subject of interest in this town too), Austria foreign policy stuck between Hitler and Mussolini before World War II, and between East and West after the war. There are also essays on the Austrian reaction to the Hungarian crisis of 1956, Austrian security policy in the age of globablization and common EU security and foreign policy, as well as recent Balkans diplomacy. This volume also contains a “Forum” of four essays on the historiography of the Austrian occupation after World War II.

Dagmar Herzog will introduce in a couple minutes our new volume on “Sexuality in Austria.” Yet this volume also features two essays analyzing the “memory year” (“Gedankenjahr”) 2005, when in a “blitz” of commemorations Austria remembered the end of the war 1945, the end of the occupation and the signing of the Austrian treaty in 1955, and a host of other commemorations. In my own essay I have tried to reflect on the numerous historical exhibits of that year throughout Austria and the many catalogues produced for those exhibitions. As always in Austria (maybe comparable to the debate in the U.S. in 1995 over the “Enola Gay” exhibit), there was lots of partisan politics involved in the making of these exhibitions. Who would get a shot at contributing to the next master narrative of Austrian history as laid out in some of these exhibits, especially the key one at Castle Belvedere? From these debates during 2005 one can learn a lot about the politics of history in Austria and we are giving our American audience a first chance to follow these debates.
Let me close on a personal note: 15 years ago I conceptualized and launched Contemporary Austrian Studies with my co-editor Anton Pelinka as part of the close partnership between the Universities of Innsbruck and New Orleans. The financial support of these two institutions and the Cultural Section of the Austrian Foreign Ministry via the Austrian Cultural Institute, now the Austrian Cultural Forum in New York have made the publication of this journal possible. But without Anton Pelinka’s intellectual input and network of contacts all over the world, CAS would not have succeeded. I would also like Irving Louis Horowitz at Transaction Publishers for his faith in our product. He has been a big supporter in keeping it going. I wish Anton Pelinka all the best for his new job at Central European University in Budapest. I’m looking forward working with my new co-editor in Innsbruck Fritz Plasser, like Anton an eminent political scientist. I’m confident Professor Horowitz will keep us under his wings. 
