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In this short article, we would like to present as a best practice model the establishment of a Center for the Study of the Americas at the University of Graz (http://www.uni-graz.at/en/zas1www.htm), in order to provide new perspectives on the opportunities in developing regional and international partnerships with institutions in Latin America. By building intra-regional cooperation in international education based on teaching and research, new possibilities of collaboration and mobility can be created, and offered us as a Central European University new potential in working with Latin American institutions of higher learning within a Western Hemispheric approach. 

The University of Graz was founded in 1585 and is the second-oldest university in Austria. A comprehensive institution of learning with a long tradition constantly seeks a balance between continuity and change. Like other European universities, the University of Graz has faced in the past decade many dramatic changes that have lead to a paradigm shift in the European landscape of higher learning. The legal framework in which Austrian Universities operate has changed over time due to major transformation processes, especially in the past ten years. Along with the Austrian university act of 2002, the Bologna declaration and its European follow-up agreements have had equally great importance as a framework policy in matters of internationalization and promotion of mobility. The Bologna Declaration of 1999
 with its emphasis on a three cycle system, a European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) and the promotion of mobility of students and teachers as well as the subsequent meetings in Berlin, Bergen,
 London
 and now Leuven added further aspects of a “European” transformation process that also encouraged universities not only to build on traditional relationships in international exchange, but to expand in new ways and see possibilities of collaboration in a more global context. 

The University of Graz defines itself as an institution of learning within the city of Graz, the state of Austria, and as a European university with specific ties and long-standing partnerships world-wide. Within the region, the University of Graz has specific characteristics of Central Europe, and has defined as a special area of expertise and cooperation the region of South-Eastern Europe. Due to the mentioned transformation processes – on the one hand the granting of autonomy to Austrian universities, on the other the new structural opportunities created by the Bologna Process – there is a new vantage point for European universities to seek cooperation outside of Europe. The strong linkage of Europe in an area of higher education has led to a new and self-confident statement of a new European identity on which new forms of worldwide collaboration can be built. 

In order to strengthen the so-called “External Dimension,” the European Commission has developed new programs, such as the Atlantis program for US collaboration and the Alfa for projects with Latin America, and provided incentives for developing joint degrees (Erasmus Mundus) on a global basis. Thus, the Bologna Process has developed a worldwide significance, as countries outside of Europe are adapting to some extent to the system. Latin American institutions of higher learning are discussing the significance of a credit transfer system and are actively involved in a project of comparability of study programs and curricula, similar to the European Tuning Project. Presently the University of Graz is a partner in an ALFA III Project with the title “Vertebralcue,” where Latin American and European universities are trying to establish a structure for future institutionalized collaboration by providing state-of-the-art reports on existing structures of academic cooperation in order to determine whether the present cooperation structures are suitable for achieving the goal of creating a regional and bi-regional common space of higher education. The outcome of this project should provide important information, on how Latin American universities can cooperate on a continental basis with each other, but also provide a viable basis for collaboration with Europe. On a very hands-on basis, this project also strives to establish special units, the so-called ALCUE units,
 to guarantee invested ownership in continued and sustainable cooperation between Latin American institutions of higher learning and their European counterparts. In the case of the University of Graz, the Center for the Study of the Americas will function as such a unit. Vertebralcue as an EU-financed cooperation between five European and 27 Latin-American universities can thus be seen as a tool in the wider aim of creating interregional Higher Education areas of establishing sustainable links between Europe and Latin-America. The project duration is three years and the Center for the Study of the Americas, which not only has the expertise in international relations but also the language competence necessary to act within this project framework of 32 partner institutions, will be carrying out the required tasks while working closely with the Office of International Relations of the University of Graz. 

As an Austrian university with no colonial past in the region, this is a challenge on many levels. On the one hand, there is little knowledge and past experience on which to build future academic collaboration, on the other languages are a challenge and an obstacle in such international relations. However, this lack of established ties also makes an Austrian university attractive, as new venues of cooperation can be sought, and new models can be developed. 

When in 1999 the establishment of the EHEA by 2010 was set in motion (known as the Bologna Process) the aim was to become more competitive in the international student market, thus creating a system to challenge American dominance in higher education. This self-confident declaration of a European Higher Education identity within an area now stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific with over 19 million students and approximately 4.000 universities
 coincides with strong criticism of the U.S. as an all too dominant force politically, economically, and culturally. European scholars of American Studies have traditionally offered a national perspective of American culture from the European vantage point, and thus also developed a European identity within regional contexts. When in the past, US-Americanists provided a view from the outside, explaining and interpreting aspects of US-American culture, and at the same time offered this outside view for Europe, they established a starting point for a discussion of a common European identity.

Inter-American Studies now needs to take on a role of transcending national boundaries – both in Europe and the Americas – in order to establish new structures for cooperation. Inter-American Studies is an exciting and fast developing new field, one that has the potential to revolutionize not only how we think about the Americas (including their relationships with Europe and Africa and their pre-Columbian worlds) but about the various disciplines, as the scholar Earl Fitz has pointed out.
 Based on the experience of the University of Graz in having established a focus on South-East European Studies, the Center for the Study of the Americas was created as a research institution in the field of Inter-American Studies in order to coordinate and structure the agendas of the University of Graz regarding North- and South American cultures. This redefinition of research areas – away from national connotations towards regional (hemispheric) denotations, has also led to a heightened interest in international relations with Latin American institutions of higher learning, and to mobility opportunities that encompass the possibilities of spanning the area of the Americas as a whole. At the Center for the Study of the Americas, scholars re-conceptualize the Americas through comparative research transcending linguistic, political, and geographical borders that divide the Americas, and thus also position international exchange with Latin America as a new focus area for mobility for both students and teachers. 
This new interest in Inter-American relationships is caused by processes such as globalization and transnational migration— developments that transform cultural identities and challenge conceptions of “self” and “other.”  Especially in Europe, which itself is in the midst of negotiating a “European identity” in addition to national and regional ones, changing reference points demand a re-conceptualization of academic perspectives. For European scholars of Inter-American studies, therefore, the “Americanness” of the Americas and the changing qualities of “self” and “other” are of particular interest, encouraging a re-definition of positions and mental framework. Within the European context, there has been a tradition of approaching the field of “America” on individual levels—in tradition with colonial ties, such as Europe-Canada, Europe-US, and Europe-Latin America. Building on hardly acknowledged attempts of creating a European focus on the Western Hemisphere, an Inter-American perspective offers a new approach to – in the European context – unchartered territory: “America” as a whole. This perspective demands a re-framing of Inter-American Studies not only in the European context, and opens up possibilities of new European-American relationships within two continents – often seen as one. 

The interregional and interdisciplinary approach of the Center for the Study of the Americas proves to be pivotal for creating new networks of institutions and serves as a platform for students, and academics to facilitate an Inter-American approach on all levels. Events, lecture series, publications, international exchange, courses, and a summer school all dedicated to Inter-American Studies, constitute a process of establishing not only a “new” field, but new structures of international collaboration between Europe and Latin America. The Center for the Study of the Americas is thus truly an ALCUE unit. 
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