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“To encourage mass participation in and responsibility for the publication of progressive Australian
literature” was one of the masthead aims of the Australasian Book Society — perhaps a unique venture in the
cultural Cold War. A mid-twentieth-century, book-club style publisher, the ABS promised four books a year to
members, distributed through unions and the organised left in Australia, including the Communist Party,
and offered its working-class readers editorial involvement, literary development and reading community.
Producing a long list of notable books by Australian, New Zealand and other regional authors through the
polarised years of the Cold War, the ABS is a key antipodean example of books used as “weapons in the war
of ideas” (Hench 2011). Its marginalized position within the industry in Australia—even as it refused the
capitalist industrial model—made it a forum for dissent, or for alternative versions of both the nation and
community, or identity. Its role as a conduit for Australian titles released by Eastern Bloc and Chinese
publishers through the 1950s and 1960s is also telling, as a form of soft diplomacy crossing deep ideological
divides.

This paper introduces new research on this neglected aspect of Australia’s cultural history, from a
collaborative project with Dr Christina Spittel funded by the Australian Research Council. Much yet remains
to be established about both the model of production and the readership mobilised by the ABS, as well as its
impact on heated national debates in mid-century Australia. In so far as the new Cold War Studies are
disrupting superpower polarities to review this period through the lens of decolonisation and the murderous
hot wars sponsored in the Global South (Kwon 2010, Day and Liem 2010, Duara 2011, Djagalov 2020, Popescu
2020), the ABS can contribute a useful cultural instance. EHSRE « 958
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