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Japanese and Australians have shared an intense curiosity about each other throughout our recent histories. As is well known, settlers from Europe brought with them to Australia preconceptions about Japan, some fanciful, some factual. Some of the convicts set out in boats and some got to Batavia, while others reached the coast of Japan. Their curiosity was matched by small teams of entertainers, prostitutes, divers, and other diligent Japanese who travelled to Australia in the nineteenth century. The process of mutual exploration continues into the 21st century. 

To investigate how Australia appears from other points of view, and particularly those of people in two such significant societies, is to challenge Australian self-perceptions. Equally, from Japanese reports about Australia emerge interesting suggestions about how the Japanese observe themselves. In what Japanese say about Australia, curiosity about difference and the impulse to compare are as potent as in Australian accounts of them. So in this investigation, a kind of double vision is at work, juxtaposing two sets of images in two societies.

Australia is important as a participant in East Asian commercial affairs, and this impels most early Japanese accounts of Australia, together with decades of contention about access for Japanese people to Australia and its market. There are word-for-word echoes of Prime Minister W.M. Hughes in Howard’s pronouncements on refugees and asylum seekers, and more resonances in his pragmatic, xenophobic interpretation of the national interest. Australians alone, said Hughes, would decide who ‘should enter in’ to this country. Australians, says Howard, will decide who comes into this country and the circumstances under which they come. Hughes was notorious in Japan in 1919, and the White Australia policy for much longer, even though Japan itself scarcely welcomed foreign settlers. 



Among many interesting Japanese accounts of Australia are those of the pre-Pacific war years that urge Australians to become part of Asia, and the fiction that anticipates Japanese occupation of Australia. The Japanese attack on Sydney Harbour in 1942 and the experiences of the crew of the three midget submarines reverse our customary perspective of the event. Another Japanese wartime account of Australia in 1944 describes Australians’ reputation for violence, arguing that it derives from their being accustomed as children to killing animals, using guns, and training wild horses, as well as the fact that they are the descendants of convicts. For these writers, for different reasons, Australia is seen as a remote, dangerous, frontier place, which East Asians enter at their peril.



After the war, a major new source of Japanese accounts of Australia is war brides, some of whose experiences were not collected and published until recent years. They show how women who knew little about Australia were often disillusioned, but how important it was for them to preserve their uniqueness as Japanese. As the post-war complementary trading relationship flourished, and as Japan rose to become the second largest economy, the comparison with Australia become more invidious. Comments about Australian laziness and inefficiency are recurrent in Japanese accounts of Australia from the 1980s. According to some business people, the serious work of the day is done in Australia only after 5 pm. But these observations about the way Australians divide their time between work and leisure, together with commentaries on the relative autonomy of Australian school children, and the comparative equality of gender roles, reflect long-standing concern in Japan about rigidities in their society, and about lifetimes of hard work that may not be fulfilling, not matter how sophisticated the possessions they deliver.



Later, Australia was seen by some Japanese observers as a useful example for their own country, in multiculturalism and settlement of refugees for example, but their accounts are rarely without their down-side, and most include warnings that the Australian way is far from perfect. Some Japanese-language accounts adopt an almost conspiratorial or confessional tone, as though the writers were passing on home truths about Australia to readers of the vernacular which, if they were writing in English, they might have been more circumspect in expressing.



It is clear that early impressions of Australia remain enduringly influential for today’s Japanese. Many descriptions are so similar that they seem either to have been based on the same sources, or to result from preconceptions that existed even before the observers arrived in Australia, and that were readily confirmed by what they saw. It seems almost obligatory to affirm readers’ expectations by commenting on Australia’s Western-ness or British-ness, its small population, wide open spaces, agriculture, exotic animals, and the leisured lifestyle of Australians, before getting down to anything more original. Japanese accounts of women’s experiences in Australia are almost as numerous as studies of Aboriginal communities, and both categories include first-hand experiences of Japanese who have lived in Australia for extended periods, either in cities or in the outback.



While long-standing patterns of perception exist in Japanese texts, and remain powerfully influential, it is at times when those images undergo revision that their power is most demonstrable. Such change-moments are discussed in a forthcoming book by scholars of Australia and Japan, Double Vision: Asian Accounts of Australia (Pandanus Books, 2004). One of them occurred in 1997, when Pauline Hanson’s views on Asian migration – and Australians’ apparent support of them – were reported in Japan as showing that our multiculturalism was not working as well as we had claimed. Simultaneously, the Asian economic crisis suggested the same about the effect of Asian values on the tiger economies. Officials advised Australia obliquely that we were losing marks in Japan’s esteem, and this appears to have resulted in our loss of their support for Australia’s entry to East Asian organisations. At the same time, the Australia Japan Ministerial Committee ceased to meet.



Leith Morton has read a diary written by a famous Japanese author/journalist during three weeks in Australia at the time of the Olympic Games. He finds that Haruki Murakami researched Australian history and society from the copious information available electronically, as well as from standard sources and the Sydney daily press. These inform Murakami’s observations in Shidonii (2002) about anti-aboriginal racism, stolen children, and Australia’s propensity to fight for Britain and America in war after war. H observes the huge, modern stadium, but also the crumbling, faded Sydney suburbs he sees on the way to Parramatta. The criminal tendencies of Australians, resulting from their convict ancestry, are confirmed for Murakami by the theft of his expensive laptop computer from his hotel room, as they have been for Japanese readers by the ‘Melbourne incident’ in which a group of Japanese tourists were imprisoned for importing drugs, unjustly, as both Australian and Japanese reports suggest. But Murakami notices a change: for him, there is a new Australian assertiveness in the air that he finds irritating. He interprets this as being officially encouraged in the Olympic crowds in order to displace Australians’ guilt for their convict past and for their discrimination against Aborigines.



Yoshio Sugimoto who, like his wife Machiko Satō, has written and broadcast many commentaries on Australia from the viewpoint of Japanese for some 30 years, is a contributor to, as well as an analyst of, perceptions of Australia in Japan. But he says that the segment of the Japanese audience with an interest in Australia remains small. Two assumptions are widespread among them: that Japanese businesspeople are more stressed and tense than Australians, and that Japanese society is less multicultural than Australia. These are among the considerations documented by Machiko Satō that lead Japanese ‘lifestyle migrants’, particularly women, to migrate to Australia. At ANU, Masayo Tada further divides gender-related perceptions of Australia into three groups: Japanese businessmen, who pity and scorn the uxorious ‘Australian husband’; married women, who generally prefer educational practices and gender equality in Australia to those in Japan; and single mothers, for whom Australia provides comparative liberation.  But Sugimoto draws attention to the change in Australia since 1996. As a result of Hanson, the Tampa affair, and Australia’s support of the attack on Iraq, he says Japanese no longer see Australia as a successful multicultural society. Questions are now asked about whether Australians are now a militaristic people, more so than Japanese.



Even though she agrees that Australian affairs are not widely reported in East Asian capitals, Tessa Morris-Suzuki observes that refugee and asylum-seeker policy has been more intensively covered in Japan than the Hanson issue was. In spite of the fact that Japan, like most countries in the region, seeks to exclude refugees, Japanese have in the past admired Australia’s success in accepting them, and the reformist press has used Australia’s example to press for change in Japan. The Tampa episode was at first reported blandly and briefly, but then the government’s ‘Pacific Solution’ and the efforts of Melbourne lawyers to oppose it gained attention in the Japanese media. This brought about another change: the Asahi Shimbun wrote that tolerant Australia, which took in many more Indochinese refugees than Japan, had been transformed, and that attitudes were hardening in Australia and elsewhere. Australia, as a counter-model for Japan, is now seen by several commentators to be losing the esteem it once had.



The research that led to this book, and these papers, prove that, if it was in any doubt, perceptions are powerful in the way societies respond to each other. Long-established images may be in need of change, but when they change, it may not always be for the betterment of Australia’s reputation. Australia has opportunities to be admired and even influential in Japan: because of recent changes in Australian behaviour we appear to be squandering them. Behaviour is one side of our image problem: projection is the other. David Carter argues the case for more and better Australian cultural diplomacy in Japan, and in particular for the gaps in Australian Studies to be filled. A country that does not appear to care whether its history is well known or its culture admired risks diminishing such influence as it has in Japan. Plenty of other small and medium-sized countries are competing to have their voices heard there, and if Australian Studies are not invigorated and promoted as part of a coordinated image-improvement strategy, Australia’s small voice will easily be shouted down.

