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About the Book

In The Lucky Country, Donald Horne wanted to capture ‘what the huge continent was like…before it was peopled from all over Asia’. Sixty years later, we need to ask what Australia is like today, as it is being ‘peopled from all over Asia’, and what a century of nation building in the image of White Australia has meant for our country.

John Howard was the unlikely reformer of contemporary Australia. He transformed the migration system, creating the first immigration boom since the White Australia policy ended and dramatically diversifying the population. Yet his divisive rhetoric about national identity has hamstrung discussion about what these changes mean. As a result, Australia is a successful multicultural society with monocultural institutions and symbols.

Tim Watts’ family personifies this contradiction. His children are descendants of Hong-Kong—Chinese migrants and of pre-Federation politicians who sought to build a nation that excluded anyone who wasn’t white. As the representative of a diverse federal electorate, Watts asks: why is Australia’s imagined community so far behind its lived community, and what can we do about it?
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For my family
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1

THE AUSTRALIAN LEGEND

‘What can the England of 1940 have in common with the England of 1840? But then, what have you in common with the child of five whose photograph your mother keeps on the mantelpiece? Nothing, except that you happen to be the same person.’ GEORGE ORWELL, ‘ENGLAND YOUR ENGLAND’1

Two hours’ drive north-west of Melbourne is the only town in Australia founded by Chinese migrants. In 1857 a group of men on the final leg of a months-long journey from Guangdong province to the established goldfields of Bendigo and Ballarat discovered a gold lead along the way, and quietly began to mine it. After word of the discovery spread, the town of Ararat quickly sprang up.

More than a century and a half later, the ‘Chinaman’s Hole’ where these men started their diggings is now the site of the striking Gum San (‘Gold Mountain’) Chinese Heritage Centre. Set back on a small hillside, the imposing two-storey stone complex, rimmed with 56,000 golden glazed-ceramic tiles from the region of Taishan, looms over the Western Highway.

I’ve driven here with my four-year-old Hong-Kong-Chinese–Australian son, who has marked our arrival in the car park by moaning from the backseat about the stomach ache that comes from eating an entire pack of jelly snakes. I can sympathise with his suffering. Growing up in regional Australia, I would regularly be press-ganged into long journeys chasing family history. My father and grandfather regaled their captive audiences in the passenger seats of station wagons and four-wheel-drives with stories of the six generations of our family who lived on the fertile black soil of Queensland’s Darling Downs.

The stories of ancestors straight from the pages of Russel Ward’s The Australian Legend—pastoralists and Anzacs, Qantas pilots and Lancaster-bomber navigators—were passed down on these road trips through the Australian bush. The family lore might have been less reliable than a history book, but it was more potent in the imagination of a child.

A particular family favourite was the story of John Watts, one of the first European colonisers on the Downs, who managed a selection there in 1840 and in 1860 became its first member of parliament. The author Steele Rudd, creator of the Dad and Dave characters, was born in the constituency while John Watts was the local member. Watts’ written account of the period, a treasured family possession passed down the generations, tells the story of the European colonisation of a stretch of land where today my father has built a house and retired with plenty of room for grandkids to visit.2

I’m in Ararat chasing a different origin story. I’m here with my son because it’s on the Walk from Robe, a 500-kilometre route from the South Australian seaside town to the goldfields. Around 17,000 Chinese migrants walked this path after the Victorian colonial government in the late 1850s imposed a poll tax that prevented Chinese arrivals from disembarking in Victorian ports. In recent years the Walk from Robe has become a symbol in the Chinese-Australian community of its historic exclusion and present-day resilience, with families and community groups spending weeks retracing the blazing-hot path, walking a hard road edged with long grass burnt to a shade of bronze.3

My son’s Sino heritage comes from my wife. The family history we are tracing at Gum San isn’t a lineage from the Chinese migrants who walked to Ararat in desperate pursuit of a better life: it’s a lineage from the people who forced them onto the walk. On this road trip we are learning the story of why my son and daughter’s great-great-great-great-grandfather didn’t want people like them to be part of the nation he was building.

While John Watts was herding sheep in Queensland in the 1840s, down south Charles Nantes was leaving South Australia to start again in Victoria. Nantes lived an Australian-pioneer life. As a nineteen-year-old member of South Australia’s first fleet on the Africaine, Nantes came ashore with five other men on Kangaroo Island, which they mistook for the intended site of a permanent colony, only to spend ten days lost in the unexpectedly harsh wilderness without food or water. Two members of the party perished; Nantes, too weak to continue, was left for dead on the beach at Seal Bay. Fortuitously for my family line, he was rescued a day later, when the surviving members of the party came upon a ship searching for the group and sent it back for him.

It’s a great yarn—but it’s what Charles Nantes did when he left South Australia that brings us to Ararat. After moving to Geelong and establishing himself in business and on the local council, Nantes became a member of the local Anti-Chinese Committee. Anti-Chinese groups were common across the goldfields in the 1850s and 1860s, and were formed to agitate against the local Chinese community and lobby colonial governments to force them out.

The Argus of 30 July 1857 reported that, after a public meeting, Nantes’ committee presented a petition to the Victorian parliament warning that the arrival of ‘the Chinese’ was ‘fraught with the greatest danger to the social, moral and political prosperity of this colony’. The petition demanded that the parliament ‘immediately introduce the most vigorous measures to check any further increase of the Chinese race in Victoria’, and ‘effect a reduction of their numbers by imposing such a poll tax on all who may come hither as will induce them to prefer returning to their own country’.4 It was the lobbying by men such as Charles Nantes that started the Walk from Robe.

Nantes’ thinking—that there was something inherent to the Chinese newcomers which was antithetical to the colonial-Australian way of life—was typical at the time. This kind of belief spurred the federation of the colonies forty years later and was crystallised in what Edmund Barton described as the first issue of ‘high policy’ debated by the federal parliament, the Immigration Restriction Act 1901, better known as the White Australia policy.

Such thinking didn’t just change Australia’s demography: it was fundamental to the myth-making that bound together the white people of the newly formed nation. Like a batik shadow-puppet show from the archipelago to our near north, the edges of the emerging Australian identity that was to separate us from the old world—egalitarianism and irreverence, resilience and mateship—needed a contrasting other to give them definition.

The stereotype of a servile, physically weak and morally corrupt Chinese horde, the ‘Yellow Peril’, was the threat, the other, that the nation’s founding fathers needed to mark out who they themselves were. Colonial politicians of all persuasions, the trade-union movement and nationalist bush bards alike subscribed to the view infamously expressed by the Bulletin in 1887 that ‘No nigger, no Chinaman, no lascar, no kanaka, no purveyor of cheap coloured labour, is an Australian.’5 For the bulk of the first two centuries after European arrival, Australia’s national identity was defined in explicit racial contrast to the peoples of the neighbouring Asian nations.
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This is the Australia of my ancestors, but it’s not the Australia of my family today. In the past two decades, a different-looking nation has begun to emerge, one that would shock our founding fathers. Changes to the immigration system have dramatically changed the scale, nature and composition of our migrant intake.

The creation of a demand-driven skilled-migration program, along with the longest period of sustained economic growth in the country’s history, has resulted in more people coming to our shores, in raw numbers, than ever before.6 Even relative to population size, we’ve been welcoming more permanent settlers to Australia over the past decade than at any time since the two decades following the Second World War.7

We’ve also seen an explosion in temporary migrants: students, working-holidaymakers and skilled-visa holders, many of whom come to Australia hoping to convert their temporary visa into permanent residence. As a result, by 2018, 29 per cent of the Australian population—7.3 million people—was born overseas, the highest percentage since the nineteenth century.8

These changes have combined to radically change the visible diversity of our intake. When Donald Horne wrote The Lucky Country in 1964, just 0.14 per cent of our population was born in China and slightly less, 0.12 per cent, was born in India. When my father was taking me on road trips through Queensland in the late 1980s, a decade after the formal abolition of the White Australia policy, less than 3 per cent of the Australian population claimed Asian heritage.9 By the time I was driving to Ararat with my son, the figure had grown to over 13 per cent of the Australian population: around 3.13 million people.10 It’s a very different Australia from that imagined by a founding father and our second prime minister, Alfred Deakin, when he predicted that by the twenty-first century there would not be a ‘black or even dark skin among [the nation’s] inhabitants’.11

As prime minister, John Howard was the unlikely initiator of the changes to our immigration system that brought on this demographic shift. Ironically, he also sabotaged our ability to process the consequences of it at either the substantive or the symbolic level. Howard’s adept prosecution of culture wars on immigration and national identity during his time in government have meant that a generation of Australian politicians has muddled through, responding to practical challenges as they have arisen while studiously avoiding any meaningful debate about what these population changes mean for our nation.

As a result, our national imaginings have failed to keep pace with reality. In the prologue to The Lucky Country, one of the most famous pieces of Australian national imagining, Horne explains that his impetus for writing the book was to capture the reality of the nation as it was then, because ‘in the future, it might be of interest to know what the huge continent was like in those early days in the 1960s before it was peopled from all over Asia’. Sixty-odd years later, we need to ask what Australia is like today, as it is being ‘peopled from all over Asia’, and what a century of nation building in the image of White Australia means for the future of our country.12

At the beginning of the Howard government, before the reforms to our immigration system really took hold, Australia’s first post-war ambassador to China, Stephen FitzGerald, asked the deliberately provocative question Is Australia an Asian Country?13 His book argued that in the wake of the White Australia policy, with a new national vision from our leaders, Australia could become a unique ‘honey-coloured society’, a nation that benefited from the institutional strengths of a Westminster heritage, but with an ‘Asian dimension’ that gave us an independent identity, and that linked our people to the region through political, ethnic, cultural and family ties.14 FitzGerald’s ‘honey-coloured society’ was an echo of what the Australian historian Kane Collins has identified as a long-standing ‘alternative tradition’ to the White Australia thinking that dominated the consciousness of people like my ancestors.15

While most white people in the young nation saw ruin in the growth of Asian migration, some saw the potential of a future in which the removal of race bars in the immigration system led Australia’s demography to mirror its geography. Reading through a collection of dissenters to the White Australia mythos compiled by Collins, I was struck by his description of a vision expressed in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine at the height of anti-Chinese sentiment in the colonies, that the mixing of Europeans and Chinese in the goldfields would create a ‘Golden Australia’.16 It stood out to me not because it was influential—it wasn’t—but because it was a symbolically powerful expression of a future that is nearly upon us.

The way that our immigration system has evolved over the past two decades has put this ‘golden’ future for Australia within our grasp. Not through the spurious benefits of racial interbreeding that obsessed the biological determinists of the nineteenth century, but through FitzGerald’s socio-political vision of a nation and society that offers the best of all worlds—a nation that, as Noel Pearson imagined in his 2018 Lowitja O’Donoghue Oration, finally brings ‘together each of the three parts of the one Australia: its Indigenous Heritage, its British Institutions and its Multicultural Migration’.17

Over the past twenty years, almost by accident and largely without planning or political debate, Australia has become a nation that combines stable Westminster institutions, an open economy, and a liberal society with a young, dynamic and diverse population. A new Australian demography connects us directly to the heart of the global economy and the sites of the major geo-strategic contests of our time. We’ve become a place where people can come from all around the world to pursue their dreams, and to build a nation free from the cultural, political and economic repression of the old world of both the East and the West.

Yet the country is held back by the psychological hangover from a century of nation building that was defined by the exclusion of Asian-Australians. Despite this being one of the world’s most successful multicultural nations when measured by migrant outcomes and community attitudes to diversity, people of colour still experience prejudice and discrimination in Australia. Despite the new reality in our local communities, people of colour still aren’t afforded equal standing in our national imagining or our institutions. Despite extraordinary individual successes across business, the arts, sciences and sports, a bamboo ceiling has left people of colour dramatically under-represented in the leadership positions of these institutions. And despite a national ethos that treasures egalitarianism and the fair go, when people of colour try to shape what it means to be Australian by speaking out on issues connected to national identity, our media and politics react like a host insulted by a guest in their own home. Multiculturalism works extraordinarily well in contemporary Australia—until people are asked to imagine an Asian-Australian (or a Muslim Australian or an African-Australian) as a representative of us, rather than as an exception.

And although the public remains highly supportive of diversity and multiculturalism, populist politicians and ethno-nationalist movements have a growing profile. In the context of rising ethno-nationalism around the globe, the way that immigration has transformed Australia’s major cities, while leaving rural and regional areas relatively untouched, has created a dangerous demographic divide in our nation. A regionally concentrated backlash has been brewing, driven by the material anxieties of an economy that has stopped working equally for all, but also motivated by the cultural anxieties of a small minority of people who fear that their relative social status as the default, the dominant cultural group, is declining.

To realise the potential of the new Australia, we need to start doing things differently as a nation. We have to start thinking again about immigration as nation building, as an enterprise that will shape the kind of country that we become and that must be managed with a vision for our future always in mind. We need to think more strategically about immigration policy to understand why it has worked in the past and how it needs to change in the future. We have to break the bamboo ceiling blocking the advancement of Asian-Australians through our institutions. We need to maintain public support for these changes by focusing more on ensuring that nobody is left behind, economically or socially, in our changing nation—regardless of where they live.

Most importantly, we must change the way we think about what it means to be Australian. The Australian identity of the past excludes too many of us and doesn’t speak to many others. It doesn’t bind us together in a sense of common purpose, a sense that what happens to one of us should matter to all of us. And our national symbols are increasingly being used by people who want to divide us, rather than bring us together.

It’s never been more important for us to have a sense of shared destiny as Australians. Underpinning our national identity is the idea that as citizens we share interests and share obligations to one other. It is the basis of everything that we do together—our democracy, our egalitarian society and all of our common endeavours. If we want to preserve these things, we’re going to have to invest in a new Australian identity that brings people together in the Golden Country. Our community is already living in the Golden Country: it’s time our national imaginings caught up.
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These are the things I’m thinking about as a member of parliament, and as a dad, while sitting in the film room of the Gum San Chinese Heritage Centre in Ararat with my son wriggling on my lap and still moaning. There are perhaps a dozen other people with me in the darkened room, their faces dimly illuminated by the obligatory welcome video introducing visitors to the centre through the story of one of the Chinese migrants who made the journey to gold-rush Ararat. I can see the outlines of at least three other families, with parents whispering in a mix of Mandarin and Cantonese while their squirming children respond in Strayan-accented English. These families are on the same journey that I’m on with my son, trying to reconcile the White Australia of the past with the emerging Golden Country of the present—the same journey as our nation.

As a child, I fell in love with Australia on family road trips. I fell in love with the golden-hour birdsong of the bush. With the sound of crackling eucalyptus in a campfire and the feeling of the powdered soft soil of a campsite between your toes. With sticky treacle on ashy damper. With the taciturn cockies you’d meet during a counter meal at the pub, completely free of pretence. With the resilience and ingenuity of people surviving in a brutally isolated and indifferent natural environment. I fell in love with the weirdness of the yarn spinners who would call into Macca on a Sunday morning for Australia All Over from towns with two dogs and a cat. With the parochialism of the bush poets and the irreverence of Oz rock.

More than anything, I fell in love with the idea of Australia. That you could start a nation anew, a place where people’s titles or circumstances of birth didn’t matter to the way you treated them. A place free from the bullshit of the old world, where people looked out for each other and gave others a fair go. A place where you could laugh and shake your head at the rest of the world for failing to see just how good life could be.

As I got older, this uncomplicated love evolved as I saw where the promise of this new nation had been denied to some. I saw the ongoing injustices flowing from the alienation of Indigenous Australians from their land, for which my own family shared direct responsibility. I saw the regular exclusion of women and people of colour from the egalitarian practices of the nation. These feelings became more acute when I tried to look at Australia through the eyes of my children, whose experience of it will be very different from mine.

I still believe that this is the best country in the world, but I also see how we could be so much better. I want my son and daughter, and the millions of other Asian-Australians in this country, to be able to love this country in the same way I do. Australia should not just be their home: they should feel like a part of the country’s past, of its future—of its identity.


2

AN UNLIKELY REFORMER

If you want a front-row seat to the demographic change transforming Australia, give your local council a ring and find out when the next citizenship ceremony in your community is being held. The first immigration minister, Arthur Calwell, presided over the first citizenship ceremony in 1949, and these ceremonies have been a deliberate public expression of the nation-building role of migration in our country ever since.

The citizenship ceremonies of the City of Brimbank, in Melbourne’s west, are held in the Sunshine Convention Centre, and if you come along, you can see the emergence of the Golden Country in real time. People begin queueing in the early evening to register their attendance and confirm the pronunciation of their name with council officers. Young children fidget awkwardly in their best clothes, feeding off the nervous energy of their parents. Extended family, wielding cameras and smartphones, take photos that will immediately be posted on social media for the benefit of friends and family around the world, and sit on living-room mantlepieces for years to come. The room is full of smiles, and it’s rare that you’ll get through an evening without someone openly crying with joy and relief at becoming an Australian citizen. A portrait of Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II, required by regulation to be on display, sits awkwardly next to rows of native seedlings to be given to each new Australian with their certificate of citizenship. It’s Australian nation building, literal and symbolic, with all its contradictions.

If you come to one of these ceremonies in Sunshine, you might see the trends that are building the Golden Country in our communities. The first thing you’ll notice is that it’s standing-room only. When you’re presenting 150 people with their citizenship at each ceremony, you quickly fill a room with friends and family. Indeed, the demand is so great that Brimbank usually runs two ceremonies in a night.

You might also notice how at home most people seem. Most people receiving citizenship are not new arrivals to our country: many have lived in Australia for extended periods on a range of temporary visas before obtaining permanent residency and ultimately becoming eligible to apply for citizenship. I’m often greeted with ‘Thanks, mate’ when presenting someone with their citizenship certificate.

You might also notice that the people in the room look different to the seven European men who received Australian citizenship at Calwell’s first ceremony in 1949. A Sunshine ceremony will regularly welcome Australians from dozens of countries, the vast bulk of them non-European in background. In stark contrast to the Calwell era, or even the Hawke–Keating era, people coming to Australia from the subcontinent are the fastest growing community in this fast-growing community in Melbourne’s west.

[image: image]

The differences between Australian citizenship ceremonies today and those of the previous century are a function of major reforms to the immigration system that have been introduced over the past twenty years. These reforms could not have originated from a more unlikely source.

The election of the Howard government and the rise of Hansonism in 1996 was the improbable backdrop to the biggest liberalisation of immigration policy since the Second World War. Despite the ethno-nationalist political currents of the time, and the rhetorical emphasis on ‘border control’ that subsequently defined John Howard’s leadership, in his first term of government Howard made two radical changes to Australia’s migration program.

First, he dramatically increased the permanent-migration intake by shifting away from family reunion and towards skilled migration. Second, he opened up a range of temporary-visa classes, dramatically increasing the intake of temporary migrants. As the Hawke–Keating government liberalised the Australian economy, opening it to international competition and floating the exchange rate, so the Howard government opened up Australia’s immigration system, allowing domestic demand to dictate large parts of our migration program. As the nation entered the longest economic boom in its history, demand for new entrants soared.

Australia’s permanent-migration intake comprises the number of migrants who we allow to stay permanently in the country each year and who are offered a path to citizenship. These are the settlers who are expected to become permanent members of the community. Since the Fraser government, the permanent-migration intake has included three capped streams: people coming to Australia to reunite with family members, people with skills desired by the nation and people who come as refugees.18

Australia was an early mover on the establishment of an immigration system that emphasised skills as a criterion for permanent settlement, establishing a points-based system for selecting permanent migrants in 1973.19 This was the stream of the permanent-migration program that brought my wife and her parents here in the 1980s, but during this time the skilled stream was relatively small. Until the end of the Hawke–Keating government, the vast majority of places in our permanent-migration program were allocated to people applying to reunite with family members who were already here.

John Howard had other priorities. Seeking to optimise the economic efficiency of immigration, he set about rebalancing the permanent-migration program in favour of skilled migration.20 The Keating government had only made steps in this direction. In relative terms, the skilled stream would grow from less than half the size of the family-reunion stream before the election of the Howard government to more than twice the size of the family-reunion stream by its end,21 and it continues to this day.22 In the two decades from 1996, the skilled-migration stream increased from 37 per cent of Australia’s permanent-migration intake to a planned 67.9 per cent in 2019–20.23

Further changes were made within the skilled stream by subsequent governments to link this intake more closely to market demand. The combined effect of these changes was to increase the carrying capacity of Australia’s permanent-migration program, particularly in times of economic growth. Skilled migrants could be expected to contribute economically from the moment of their arrival, minimising the costs of their admittance and increasing the immediate economic benefit to the broader community, relative to migrants admitted under family-reunion or humanitarian streams, who might require language and job training on arrival.

During the Hawke–Keating years, permanent additions to the population averaged just 92,000 people per year.24 Under the Howard government, visa grants through the skilled stream grew by 180 per cent and the total permanent-migrant intake doubled from just under 73,600 in 1996–97 to 148,200 by 2006–07. This trend continued under subsequent governments: the number of skilled migrants grew by nearly 20 per cent across each year of the Rudd–Gillard government, from 108,500 to a peak of 129,000 in 2012–13, as the total permanent-migration program reached 190,000 and largely plateaued at around this level until 2019.25

This was a major, nation-shaping change to our permanent-migration program, but even bigger changes were underway in Australia’s temporary-migration system.

Temporary migrants are allowed to reside in Australia for a period of time tied to a specific purpose, and have no right to remain beyond this (with the exception of New Zealand citizens).26 During his time in office, John Howard implemented sweeping changes expanding the scope for temporary migrants to come to Australia on student, skilled-migration and working-holiday visas. He had understandable rationales for liberalising these streams of temporary migration. Indeed, the original intent of many of the reforms was strikingly modest when you consider how these visa classes have evolved subsequently. Taken together, though, Howard’s reforms challenged the assumptions that had always underpinned Australia’s immigration program.

Take the evolution of temporary skilled migration. The first temporary skilled visa Howard introduced was originally intended to increase the incentives for multinational corporations to establish operations in Australia, by allowing them more easily to transfer employees between head office and the Australian branch office.27 Over time, the objectives of this visa class grew. Soon temporary skilled migration was viewed as a flexible tool for responding to changed economic circumstances.28 It would allow migrants to be brought in temporarily to meet short-term skills shortages to the advantage of businesses and the economy, without the risk that changing economic circumstances would leave the government to bear the costs of supporting unemployed permanent residents. As the economy boomed, skills shortages seemed to emerge everywhere, and the number of skilled temporary migrants expanded in parallel.

Liberalising the conditions of temporary visas became a tempting off-budget option for solving a range of policy problems. Universities’ need for increased funding could be addressed by creating student visas with limited work rights during a course of study and with full work rights for a period after the completion of studies, to increase demand for full fee-paying places at Australian universities.29 The inability of farmers to attract seasonal fruit pickers at the rate of pay that they wanted to offer could be remedied by incentivising working-holiday-visa holders to undertake regional work to obtain additional visa rights.30 These perverse incentives led to a series of changes that significantly increased the numbers of temporary migrants being accepted into Australia across a range of visa classes.

Unlike permanent migration, many visa classes for temporary migration are uncapped and demand driven. While permanent migration significantly increased under the Howard government, temporary migration increased even faster. During the Hawke–Keating government, temporary migration made up a little more than 10 per cent of the total migration intake. Within three years of Howard’s election, temporary migration comprised half of net overseas migration, and by the end of his government it had reached nearly 60 per cent.

Today, there are more than 2.3 million temporary-visa holders in Australia, a 60 per cent increase over the past decade31 and a more-than-ten-fold increase since 1996.32 Extraordinarily, around 354,000 people have been living in Australia temporarily for more than a decade.33
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The combined effect of these changes to permanent and temporary migration has been to significantly increase the resident Australian population. Our migration system now rises and falls with economic activity—like our dollar—and a twenty-five-year economic boom has resulted in a king tide of immigration.34 Five years after Howard opened the tap, migration moved ahead of natural increase as the major source of Australian population growth. Migration and natural increase remained fairly equal contributors to Australian population growth until 2005; since then, migration has comfortably constituted the majority of that growth.35

My mental image of Australia’s population is fixed at the point when I finished high school and stopped needing to rote learn statistics: at ‘about 20 million’. But things began to change quickly after Juan Antonio Samaranch declared the Sydney Olympics ‘the best Games ever’ in 2000. Since the election of the Howard government, our resident population has increased by around 20 per cent, hitting 25 million in June 2018—a milestone reached two decades earlier than was projected in John Howard’s first Intergenerational Report, released in 2002.36

This doesn’t mean that there are now more than 25 million Australian citizens. Of the 23.4 million people recorded on census day in 2016, 19.3 million (82 per cent) reported that they were Australian citizens, 2.5 million (11 per cent) said they weren’t and 1.6 million (7 per cent) did not state their citizenship.37 Not all of these non-citizens will remain in Australia for the rest of their lives.

Given this, it is surprisingly difficult to say how much of a population boom has directly resulted from Howard’s reforms. To make things even harder, the complex nature of immigration statistics means that people regularly get confused by the data, conflating arrivals with those already here, temporary migrants with the permanent intake and visa grants with migration targets. Often people are comparing apples with oranges. This would be a problem even in the most benign circumstances, but in an area as contested as immigration, ideological intent adds an extra obstacle to comprehension.

Let’s start with the simplest measure: how many people have moved permanently to Australia since Howard’s reforms? The Home Affairs Department records the number of actual permanent-visa grants issued each year under the permanent-migration program. This is the most accurate indication of migrants’ intention to settle in Australia long term, though it should be noted that not all people granted a permanent visa take it up.38 According to Home Affairs, since 1996 there have been 2.9 million permanent-migration visas awarded. The annual average of permanent-visa grants from 2006–16 was 175,930—nearly double the 96,700 annual average in the decade before Howard’s election.39

If we’re interested in the effect of these permanent settlers on the existing community, we need to consider the size of this intake relative to the Australian population. Measured this way, the past decade hasn’t been an outlier for permanent settlement: between 2007 and 2016, permanent-visa grants represented 0.6 per cent of the estimated resident population, just half the average size of the migration intake relative to population between 1949 and 1976.

In the contemporary Australian immigration system, though, looking at the permanent-settler intake merely captures a fraction of the people who have arrived in Australia. The real scale of immigration in recent times can only be seen when temporary migrants are included in the picture. This is where things get a bit trickier. Who should we include in our count when trying to measure the impact of migration on the Australian community?

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) tries to measure this by tracking Net Overseas Migration (NOM), the difference between the number of arriving and departing permanent migrants and long-term temporary entrants.40 This isn’t a perfect measure of people movement: it misses some things and obscures others. On top of this, it has been defined in different ways at different times over the past fifty years. These definitional changes make a big difference to headline migration estimates. For instance, when the ABS compared the estimate for NOM under the current methodology with an estimate made using the previous methodology using a sample of data from 2003 to 2006, the two results differed by 25 per cent.41 As the migration academics Andrew Markus, James Jupp and Peter McDonald have shown, applying the three different historical methodologies for measuring NOM to people movements in 2007 would have produced NOMs of 128,000; 184,000; and 245,000 people—a difference of over 100,000 people in a single year!42

These definitional differences over time mean that direct comparisons between the level of NOM at different periods cannot be made safely. However, even if we assume a 50 per cent variance between methodologies, we can see a large increase in net migration since Howard’s reforms. The average annual net migration to Australia in the twenty-first century (182,700)43 is more than double the fifty-year average in the second half of the previous century (88,500).44

Since the 1950s, Australia has accepted around a million migrants each decade. In the ten years to 2016 we welcomed 2.21 million new residents, our biggest migrant intake ever in raw numbers.45 More people have arrived in Australia in the two decades since Howard’s reforms than in the four decades that preceded them.46 Australia’s resident population has grown faster over the past decade than it has at any time in the previous four decades,47 increasing by 32 per cent since the turn of the century.48 In June 2018, the ABS declared that overseas arrivals to Australia were ‘the highest on record’.49

Since Federation, the only other time that NOM has been as high proportionally as it has been in the past decade was the years immediately following the Second World War.50 As Michael Krockenberger of the Australia Institute has said: ‘Now is the golden age of immigration, as much as the 1950s and 1960s were.’51

Howard’s reforms have put us on track for an Australian population that is far larger than was anticipated at the time the reforms were initiated. Demand-driven migration, the model implemented by Howard, has made forecasting the level of net migration over the medium to long term very difficult. In the past two decades we’ve consistently underestimated growth in NOM when forecasting population growth.

We can see this by tracking the assumptions for the net migration rate used in the successive Intergenerational Reports prepared by the Treasury. The Charter of Budget Honesty has since 1998 required the publication of these reports every five years. They are intended to inform government about the sustainability of policy settings over the long term—forty years. Much of the initial motivation for the reports was concern about the long term effects of Australia’s ageing population, at the time a major demographic anxiety. What the reports failed to foresee was the rise of another major demographic trend: surging immigration-led population growth.

In the first Intergenerational Report, in 2002, the Treasury projected that net migration to Australia would average 90,000 people a year over the next forty years.52 Five years later, in the second Intergenerational Report, the Treasury was forced to increase this assumption to 110,000 per year.53 By the third Intergenerational Report, published in early 2010, the assumption had doubled from that of the first report, to 180,000.54 The latest Intergenerational Report, published in 2015, increased the net-migration assumption yet again, to 215,000.55 The Intergenerational Report’s migration assumptions, intended to inform policymaking over four decades, ended up underestimating migration by 100 per cent, or around a million people, in a single decade.
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The pace of Australia’s immigrant-led population growth and the size of our migrant community are outliers among developed countries of any notable size. Between 2007 and 2012, the average OECD country grew at just one-third of the rate that Australia did.56 In recent times we have been the fastest growing OECD nation with a population higher than ten million people (exceeded only by Luxembourg and Israel).57

As a result, the proportion of the Australian population born overseas is now nearly three times the OECD average: more than twice that of the United States (13 per cent) and a third larger than Canada (20 per cent).58 While we are the fifty-third-largest country in the world by population, in raw numbers we’re home to the ninth-largest overseas-born population.59 Again, this was not foreseen in the 1990s. A forecast by the Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural and Population Research at the beginning of the Howard government even projected that the proportion of Australians born overseas would reach between 18 and 21 per cent by 2031—a fall from the 22.8 per cent of the population born overseas at the time.60

The extent to which temporary migration would come to dominate Australia’s overall migration intake was also unexpected. Even ten years after the introduction of the 457 temporary-work visa, John Howard still didn’t seem to understand the scale of the changes he had wrought. In a 2006 interview, he held to the rhetoric of the immigration regime of the past: ‘I think you either invite somebody to your country to stay as a permanent resident or a citizen or you don’t.’61 Yet, by this time, the number of visa grants for temporary migrants on student or business long-stay visas (318,100) was already more than double the number of visas granted for the permanent-migration program (family, skilled and special eligibility: 148,200).

This was far from the greatest irony of Howard’s reforms. Ten years before he set them in motion, as Opposition leader he called for an ‘open debate’ on multiculturalism and argued for a reduction in the number of Asian migrants to Australia. Howard told a radio audience in the ensuing furore that, while he ‘wouldn’t like to see’ greater Asian migration, ‘I’m not in favour of going back to a White Australia policy. I do believe that if it is in the eyes of some in the community that it’s too great, it would be in our immediate-term interest and supporting of social cohesion if it were slowed down a little, so the capacity of the community to absorb it was greater.’62

And yet the direct consequence of the immigration reforms introduced by Howard in government was to dramatically accelerate the growth of migration from Asian countries to Australia. As Brian Galligan, Martina Boese and Melissa Phillips write in Becoming Australian, ‘skills have replaced race as the new proxy for the suitability of migrants.’63


3

ASIAN AUSTRALIA

If not for the nation’s near-century-long obsession with building a society on the principle of White Australia, the changing racial composition of its migration intake might barely be worth noting. But while race as a method of scientific categorisation is entirely spurious, a relic of nineteenth-century biological determinism, race as a social construct remains a big deal. The way individuals, institutions and communities engage with the idea of race means that it shapes our society, and people’s experience of society, even without legitimate scientific underpinning. This is what Ta-Nehisi Coates, the great writer on race in America, means when he says that ‘race is the child of racism, not the father’.64

I’m far from the best person to write about the various ways that race as a social construct shapes the lives of individuals in Australia. While I do have a ‘family stake’ in the issue, as the former Race Discrimination Commissioner Tim Soutphommasane puts it, I can’t speak directly to the experience of being a racial or ethnic minority in a society in which ‘whiteness’ is the dominant social construct.65 I can speak from the perspective of someone living in a hyphenated family of people of white, Asian and Eurasian backgrounds, but I can only write about this experience from the perspective of a white man. I don’t have what Simone de Beauvoir called the ‘lived experience’ of anything else. All I can aspire to in this regard is empathy.

Identity politics is up there with political correctness as a topic to make some people howl at the moon. But the idea that people of colour might experience society differently than I do strikes me as a pretty uncontroversial proposition. That said, I also don’t buy the view expressed by a small number of people on the opposite extreme fringe that the only people who are able to engage on these issues are people from a minority identity who are affected by these issues. Representation is my job as a parliamentarian. Empathy is part of the job description. And being an elected representative for one of the most diverse places in Australia, in Melbourne’s west, obliges me to engage with the way we collectively grapple with race.

There is value in speaking about the legacy of the racism of White Australia in our national identity as a member of a family that’s participated in creating, and benefited from, that structure. Taking responsibility and seeking to make amends is an important symbolic act in itself. Of course, it’s easier for me to speak out as a white male politician than it is for a person of colour, who is much more likely to suffer personal disadvantage as a result.66

I can’t speak from lived experience on issues of racial disadvantage. I have, though, spoken to dozens of Asian-Australians while writing this book and tried to foreground their experiences. I’ve tried to recognise the importance of intersectionality too, the way that different groups are affected differently by these issues—so I tried to talk to Asian-Australians of different genders, sexualities, religions and ethnicities. I cannot speak on their behalf, but I have sought accurately to reflect the issues they raised in these conversations.

With those caveats out of the way, what does the data tell us about how John Howard’s migration reforms have changed the size of the Asian-Australian community? Before we can answer that, we need to tackle the problematic and malleable concept of Asia, an idea that is only meaningful from a western perspective.

‘Before the Europeans,’ Stephen FitzGerald writes, ‘there was no such word in any languages of the region. They came to use it to refer to a part of the world which was clearly not Europe or Africa or the Americas.’ As he points out, the Latin derivation means ‘land where the sun rises’, which makes sense only to those looking east from Europe.67

Rather than being a single place or mass of people, Asia encompasses enormous ethnic, cultural, linguistic, religious and political diversity. It’s home to half the world’s population and one-third of its landmass. Any discussion of ‘Asian-Australians’ must start from a recognition of this diversity, and that it’s usually more useful to think of Asian-Australian diasporas or identities rather than any single community.

Nonetheless, a common refrain in interviews for this book was that the exclusion of Asian-Australians by the attitudes and structures that supported White Australia straddles these differences between communities. In that respect, when considering the experience of Asian-Australians and their inclusion in our nation, the term is still a useful category for analysis.

Shortly before the election of the Howard government in 1996, Gareth Evans, the Minister for Foreign Affairs in the Hawke–Keating era, noted in an article in 21C, the magazine of the Commission for the Future, that the proportion of Australians with Asian heritage was forecast to grow to 7 per cent of the population by 2010. Howard’s reforms mean that this forecast has been greatly exceeded. By how much is, again, a difficult question to answer.

Unlike the United States and many European nations, Australia does not collect statistics on race. Instead, the size of the Asian-Australian diaspora—considered as a whole—can only be estimated using a number of proxy statistics, like country of birth, parents’ country of birth, languages spoken at home and self-identified ancestries. However, inconsistent data collection over time and misunderstandings about what certain data sets are actually measuring have produced wildly divergent (and often clearly wrong) estimates. If you ask a fuzzy question, you get a fuzzy answer.

The simplest statistical starting point for determining the size of the Asian-Australian diaspora is the number of Australians born in an Asian country.68 In 1996–97, 38 per cent of permanent settlers arriving in Australia came from Asia; by 2016–17, the figure was over 56 per cent.69 During this period, the number of Australians born in China increased over four-and-a-half-fold, growing at nearly seven times the rate of the general population. The number of Australians born in India has seen even more explosive growth, increasing nearly six-fold since 1996, and growing at around eight times the general population. We’ve also seen continued strong growth in migrants from South-East Asia, with the number of Australians born in that region growing by almost 60 per cent in the past decade, nearly three times faster than the general population. By 2016, nineteen of the top fifty countries where Australian residents were born were in Asia and over 10 per cent of the Australian population was born in Asia.70

Country of birth tells only part of the story of the Asian-Australian diaspora. Many Asian-Australians were born here and many have lived here for generations. On the other hand, it can be hazardous to assume that people born in a particular country identify with the dominant culture. Overall, country of birth is likely to underestimate the number of Asian-Australians. To get a more granular picture, we can also look at ancestry data collected in the census, a self-reported measure of the cultural group or groups with which Australians most closely identify.

Unfortunately, the concept of ancestry is highly subjective and a bit woolly. Nearly 10 per cent of Australians list Scottish ancestry on the census form,71 but how many of them have a relationship with Scotland today or could even tell you who Robert Burns was?72 The Oxford economist Paul Collier points out that this kind of ancestral connection has a half-life: it erodes over generations at varying speeds depending on a range of factors, including the size of the diasporic community, connections with the origin country and an individual’s investment in maintaining cultural connection.73 Measuring ancestry through survey questions misses much of this context.

Noting these limitations, by collating country of birth, ancestry and parental birthplace, we can make an estimate of the size of the Asian-Australian community. If we are to consider its members as being people who both identify as being of Asian ancestry and either they or one of their parents was born in Asia, we reach a figure of 3.13 million, 13.4 per cent of the total Australian population. This figure is broadly consistent with estimates of the number of people who report speaking an Asian language as the main language other than English at home.74 If we were to remove the need for a family connection with Asia, this estimate would grow to 3.36 million, or 14.3 per cent, based on ancestry alone. Like the increase in the scale of migration, this was unanticipated. A 1996 forecast by the Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural and Population Research projected that, by 2031, the proportion of Australians born in Asia would only be between 7 and 9 per cent.

As it is, it’s likely that Asian-Australians are already a larger minority group in Australia than are African-Americans in the United States (13 per cent) and are rapidly approaching the size of the Hispanic population in that country (17 per cent).75 When the cultural, political and economic impact of those communities on the United States is considered, it’s clear that the growth of the Asian-Australian community is significant for our nation.

The influence of the Asian-Australian diaspora is even greater if we zoom into areas in which it is over-represented: in our capital cities and workplaces. As our immigration system has skewed towards admitting migrants for work and study, so too have the destinations of our migrants skewed to where those jobs and educational institutions are located. Asian-Australians make up between 13 and 15 per cent of the Australian population as a whole—yet, as George Megalogenis outlined in a 2017 piece in Australian Foreign Affairs, they make up a much greater proportion of the population in Sydney and Melbourne. According to the 2016 census, a quarter of the population of Melbourne and of Sydney identified as Asian.76

Unsurprisingly, this jobs-and-education skew in our migrant intake means that Asian-Australian communities are also younger. Between 2006 and 2016, the proportion of the Australian labour force that was born overseas increased from 24.9 to 30.2 per cent.77 The academics Tseen Khoo and Jen Kwok have estimated that nearly a quarter of people in Australia aged twenty to twenty-four are Asian.78 It’s clear that Australian millennials are by far the most diverse generation the nation has ever seen.
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Australia is far from unique in hosting large Asian diasporas. The total ethnic-Chinese diaspora has been estimated at 46 million people around the world,79 and the ethnic-Indian diaspora is 25 million.80 While Melbourne and Sydney have significant populations of Asian-Australians, their Asian diasporas sit about the middle of the pack in terms of size—above London (18 per cent) and New York City (14 per cent), but below Vancouver (43 per cent) and San Francisco (34 per cent).81 As James Raymer, the Australian National University demographer, observes, ‘There’s a lot of Asians in Europe, there’s a lot of Asians in North America, a lot of Asians in Canada, and they’ve all been increasing.’82

Still, at a national level, Australia has a relatively large Asian population proportionate to our population size, particularly for a western country. The latest census in the United Kingdom reported that 4.4 million people, or 6.9 per cent of the population, identified as having some form of Asian ethnicity—around half that of Australia.83 Similarly, the American Census Bureau’s latest estimates suggest that in 2016, there were 18.3 million Asian-Americans: 5.7 per cent of the population.84

The Asian diasporic communities in Canada are closer to Australia’s as a proportion of population. Statistics Canada reports that in 2016, 19 per cent of the total Canadian population was of Asian ethnicity. Forecasts suggest that the sizes of these communities relative to Australia’s are likely to hold over time.85

While the growth of the Asian-Australian community as a whole is notable, the defining characteristic of Australian migration today is its diversity. We don’t have a single dominant minority group or culture in the same way as some countries do. Indeed, in 2015–16 there were twenty-nine source countries that each supplied more than a thousand migrants to our nation.86 Migration from Asian countries is highly diverse, split between Chinese, Indian and South-East Asian nations. There’s no doubt too that the political challenges associated with ensuring the inclusion of Muslim Australians and African-Australians within our community and our national identity are more complex, and equally important to the dignity of our society, than those relating to the Asian-Australian community.

So why does this book focus on the Asian-Australian community, rather than on other concerns about Australian inclusion and diversity? I have a personal motivation for wanting to write about the subject, given the contradictions between my family’s past and its present. But these contradictions also extend to the nation itself. The growth of Asian-Australian diasporas challenges the ideas about Australia’s national identity that have dominated the vast bulk of the nation’s history since European arrival.


4

IMAGINING AUSTRALIA

When Cathy Freeman won gold in the 400 metres at the 2000 Sydney Olympics, my grandparents and I, along with 9 million other Australians, were watching at home on television and cheering her on.87 My grandmother felt personally invested in Freeman’s success, as she had attended the same regional Queensland high school as her some fifty years earlier. Millions of other Australians were emotionally invested in Freeman’s race without even this tenuous connection. We were watching because Freeman was Australian and so were we.

Why do we feel this connection? Why do we celebrate the achievements of other Australians and fixate on Australian casualties of overseas disasters? What does it mean to be Australian, beyond citizenship and the legal rights that it affords?

Anthropologists have found that, at most, an individual can maintain functioning relationships with about 150 people, a phenomenon known as the Dunbar constant.88 If you don’t know someone personally, how can you know what they are like and whether you can trust them to behave in a certain way? So why do people feel a common bond with their compatriots: why were we cheering on Cathy Freeman as though we had a personal stake in her success?

For the anthropologist and scholar of nationalism Benedict Anderson, nations live in the minds of their members. A nation is, in his famous description, an ‘imagined political community’.89 The people of this community believe they share with its other members the same history, culture and values.

Political leaders, artists, musicians, writers and even athletes help shape the stories people tell about their imagined community, particularly through the mass media. Through this process a shared idea of what people are like within a nation emerges, the projection of which binds them together. This common identity leads compatriots to feel affinity not just with the nation, but with each other.

The emergence of national identity is by no means a purely organic process. Once you extend beyond the Dunbar constant, it takes work to prevent people deciding that someone is an other and deserving of a lesser solidarity. As such, in many younger states, national identity is weak or absent, and competing collective identities like tribe or religious sect trump it.90 All this sounds a bit abstract, but it has real power to this day. Where it exists, a strong sense of national identity doesn’t just prompt us to watch our compatriots compete in the Olympics—it’s led millions to sacrifice their lives, many voluntarily and enthusiastically.

The nationalist movements of the twentieth century have caused many to become innately suspicious of a strong sense of national identity. But the mutual regard and obligation between citizens that underpins national identity has also been critical to the success of a number of complex institutions that are fundamental to our modern world. The political philosopher Andreas Wimmer argues that national identity is the ‘ideological foundation for institutions such as democracy, the welfare state, and public education, all of which were justified in the name of a unified people with a shared sense of purpose and mutual obligation’.91

There is substantial evidence that a strong sense of national identity facilitates increased investment in public goods, institutions and infrastructure that benefit an entire community, rather than an individual.92 In states where there is a weak sense of national identity, those with power tend to prioritise the interests of family, patronage networks, tribes or sects over the interests of the broader community. Investment in public goods like community wells and roads decreases.

Despite many progressives’ suspicions about national identity, it is particularly important for the promotion of equality of opportunity within a state. The better-off will be more likely to support the sacrifices needed to build a welfare state (in the form of higher taxation) if there is a feeling of mutual regard and shared identity between funders and beneficiaries. As the economist Paul Collier writes, informed by his experiences of studying the taxation systems of developing countries that lack a strong sense of national identity: ‘Nations are overwhelmingly the most important institutions for taxation. Only if people feel a strong common identity at this level are they willing to accept that taxation can be used for the redistributions that partially offset the vagaries of divergent fortunes…Revulsion against national identity is liable to be costly: leading to a reduced ability to cooperate and a less equal society.’93

This is not only an issue in developing countries. Indeed, economists have suggested that ‘racial discord’ reduces the level of reciprocal altruism in the United States, undermining support for a welfare state in that country.94 While many people there take great pride in their shared identity as Americans, a breakdown in mutual regard on racial lines and the exclusion of some from the imagined community undermine its ability to pursue redistributive policies for the benefit of all.
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While he was radically reshaping the immigration system, John Howard made it clear that he knew ‘what an Australian has always been and always will be’.95 Howard saw no need for what he called a ‘perpetual seminar’ on national identity because, for him, Australian identity was something carved on stone tablets and handed down to contemporary Australians from Sir Henry Parkes, by way of the Anzacs and Sir Donald Bradman. It didn’t need to change. It couldn’t change. It just was.

In reality, the collective identity of those living in this land has been constantly evolving through the actions of its changing inhabitants for centuries. For millennia, the First Australians, the Indigenous peoples, took their identities from the hundreds of Aboriginal nations. The British colonisers took their identity from the other side of the world and were oblivious to the identities—the tens of thousands of years of human culture, of distinct languages and rich cultures—of the nations that were already here.

By the mid-nineteenth century, the currency lads and lasses—the sons and daughters of transported convicts, and the first generations of native-born Anglo-Celtic Australians—became the animating cultural force in the colonial community. A culture and set of values began to emerge within the Anglo-Celtic community in Australia that differentiated them from the British: a distinct sense of Australian identity became recognisable for the first time. The outlines of this new identity would dominate the Australian imagined community for a century and still shapes the way we think about what it means to be Australian today.

This national identity was most famously described, long after the fact, by Russel Ward in his influential 1958 book, The Australian Legend.96 Ward described how an idealised stereotype of those who made their living in the harsh conditions of the Australian bush—pastoralists and itinerant agricultural labourers, drovers and shearers—was adopted and valorised by the predominantly urban population of the country as representative of a distinctive Australian identity.

In the brutal conditions of the bush, in the face of hostile natural elements and economic deprivation, the archetypical Australian came to be seen as practical and resilient, rejecting pretence and affected manners, enjoying a drink and a laugh, and being egalitarian in outlook and loyal to his mates. The major culture shapers of the time, the Bulletin and the bush poets, political leaders and the trade-union movement, all lauded these values. They became the measure of a true Australian, not only in the bush, but also in the cities.97

The radical egalitarianism of white society shaped individuals’ social interactions and the nation’s politics. Australia was, according to the historian George Nadel, a ‘land where…arrogance is the worst sin and deference the next. The Australian likes to call no man his master and likes to think of no man as his servant.’98 In 1853 the radical republican Daniel Deniehy, the young son of convicts, scathingly labelled those desiring a British-style class system as promoting a ‘bunyip aristocracy’.99

This Australian egalitarianism extended beyond an equality of manners or social status and into the realm of radical, progressive political philosophy. The ‘fair go’ transcended the English concept of ‘fair play’ from which it was seemingly derived and its implied regard for those who respected the rules of the game as they stood.100 It implied a universal equality of opportunity that transcended the rules as they stood. If the status quo was unfair, the fair go demanded that the rules be ignored, especially if the rules were drawn up by a privileged and powerful few.

Intimately related to the concept of the fair go is the great Australian sacrament, mateship, a code of individual conduct towards one another. For convicts, itinerant bush workers, gold miners and later the Anzacs, the harsh conditions of social and economic deprivation that often confronted early white Australians demanded a solidarity above mere friendship in order to endure and survive.101 Mateship became a norm across the country, a standard of conduct as relevant to bank clerks as to shearers. It was embraced by conservatives and the left alike, by athletes and playwrights, by diggers and Aboriginal activists. Its talismanic value for the nation was so great that John Howard even attempted to insert it into the preamble of the constitution, before being persuaded that this was taking things a bit too far.102

The fair go and mateship were both seen as distinctively Australian. Australia paradoxically considered itself to be more British than the British, the vanguard of the Empire, while also being anti-British in affectation. We prided ourselves in having all the benefits of the Empire—prestige, wealth, security—without the drawbacks of privilege and its markers, the class system and polite manners.

The Australian Legend was one of those history books that broke free of academia and shaped the way many Australians saw themselves in the contemporary world. The house that I grew up in in regional Queensland had a battered old copy on the bookshelves. The faded brown cover included the image of a hand-drawn swagman and, as a child, I understood the book to be a straight account, rather than a critique. While Ward was right even in 1958 to highlight the peculiarity of the most urbanised country on earth defining itself through bush hagiography, the power of The Australian Legend was so strong that even during my childhood, three decades after its publication, it still felt like the natural articulation of what it meant to be Australian.

Alongside the stories my family told about our early-settler ancestors, I was surrounded by the imagery of the Australian Legend while growing up. I learned bush ballads to recite at school and dressed as a swagman for school fetes. We visited the Jondaryan Woolshed on school exclusions to learn how to crack a whip and shoe a horse. This mythology was so ingrained in me that while feeling homesick in my first extensive absence from Australia, on exchange in the United States, I would recite Clancy of the Overflow to myself, still memorised after a decade, while trudging home in the alien snow of a North American winter. I told myself that ‘I somehow rather fancy that I’d like to change with Clancy’, despite having grown up in a suburban life in a regional town, despite never having been a drover, stockman, shearer or station hand.103

That was Ward’s point. The Australian Legend was always more a mystique that seduced Australians than a widely lived reality in our country. Regardless, as Nick Dyrenfurth has correctly identified, it ‘was culturally important, because it coloured men’s ideas of how they ought “typically” to behave’.104 By setting out a normative description of the typical Australian, The Australian Legend defined what was ‘UnAustralian’ and let its proponents police the boundaries of the identity.

Some Australians argue that there has never been anything distinct that separates Australian values from any other universal human values. That’s not a view that I share. As the historian John Hirst shows in his anthology The Australians, the culture and values that emerged in this period were distinctive, in emphasis if nothing else. They shaped the stories we told about ourselves and each other. Those who dismiss them as hollow clichés or reheated statements of universal values diminish something of importance to our nation, a national ethos that, while unrealistic, is more admirable than many of the alternatives of the old world of both the West and the East. The Australian Legend might never have been more than a group-bonding myth, but it signalled shared values and norms that could be usefully mobilised by a young nation for common purpose. We’ve seen those egalitarian values endure within Australians in the most extreme conditions of deprivation and human suffering. Gavan Daws has written about how the Australians behaved in Japanese prisoner-of-war camps.105 While the British re-created the class system and the Americans created a dog-eat-dog capitalist economy, ‘The Australians kept trying to construct little male-bonded welfare states.’106

The values of this national identity were so significant that they underpinned the Australian social model that emerged after Federation. They underpinned the Australian Settlement and the principle of ‘protection all round’: tariff protection, industry subsidies and wage arbitration.107 They were the foundation of the ‘workingman’s paradise’ of employment conditions secured for Australian workers, including touchstones like the eight-hour day and the living wage delivered by the Harvester Judgment. They helped make Australia the ‘social laboratory’ of the world, delivering radical innovations in the name of democracy and equality such as universal suffrage, the secret or Australian ballot, compulsory voting, preferential voting, pay for members of parliament and independent electoral commissions.

As the historian Clare Wright has argued, Australian suffragists of the period were trailblazers in the franchise that they won for themselves at home and international leaders in the cause of women’s suffrage abroad.108 The values that underpinned the Australian Legend were not merely collective delusions but beliefs that shaped the institutions and the society of the young nation in a radically egalitarian manner. Unfortunately, these egalitarian values were not extended to everyone in the community.
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The national identity that emerged in the nineteenth century was built on the organised exclusion of anyone who was not white in general, and of Chinese-Australians in particular. People from Asia have had an intermittent presence in Australia for far longer than any European colonisers. Asian seafarers and Aboriginal Australians traded sea slugs in the Torres Strait long before Captain Cook set eyes on the east coast.

Some sources identify the first permanent Chinese settler in Australia as a carpenter whose name was recorded as Ahuto and who was listed as arriving in 1803.109 The Chinese Museum in Melbourne recognises Mak Sai Ying (also known as John Pong Shying), who arrived in Sydney in 1818, as the first Chinese settler.110 In the first half of the nineteenth century, Asians from a range of backgrounds came to Australia to work, trade or make a new home. Afghan cameleers, Indian traders and indentured Chinese labourers came to the colonies without provoking widespread anxiety until the 1850s.111 But a series of gold rushes and a burgeoning sense among the currency lads and lasses of a distinct Australian identity changed the way these new arrivals were perceived.

As John Hirst has written, Anglo-Australian nationalists—while being proud to be ‘British’—‘defined the distinctiveness of their new society by its differences from Britain’.112 The Australian irreverence, informality, and hatred of pretence and class stems from this process of self-definition through distinction from the British.

More potently, and more problematically, as the historian David Walker highlights in his seminal work Anxious Nation, these Anglo-Australians also defined themselves in contrast to a stereotypical Asian other, the shadow lurking in the young nation’s anxious subconscious.113 Unlike the contrasts drawn with the British, the distinctions drawn with the Chinese were based on differences that existed largely in the imagination of White Australia. The East was seen to be home to immorality, irrationality and psychological weakness, whereas the West was the home of virtue and rationality, discipline and physical strength. These orientalist stereotypes justified not only individual western attitudes of superiority, but also institutional structures, like colonialism within the British Empire and the later White Australia policy in the Australian context.

Summarising white Australians’ prejudices during this period in Australia’s China, the historian Lachlan Strahan writes that the Chinese were seen to represent ‘the reverse of the West’.114 Indeed, the Australian manifestation of orientalism was a purer cultural binary than even that used to justify colonialism across Europe. The stereotyping of Chinese culture and values relating to hierarchy and servility was instrumental in distinguishing fundamental Australian national values of mateship, equality and the fair go. This ‘clash of cultures’ between Australia and Asia is, as John Fitzgerald argues in Big White Lie, ‘a foundational premise of Australian nationalism to this day’.115

The orientalist outlook took hold of the Australian imagination during the mid-nineteenth-century discovery of what the Chinese called the Xin Jin Shan, the New Gold Mountain. Drought, famine and civil war triggered an exodus of people from southern China, mostly to countries neighbouring the Middle Kingdom, but also further afield to nations offering the promise of gold, like the United States and Australia.116

More than a million people arrived in Australia during the decade that followed the first major discovery of gold; the population trebled between 1850 and 1860. Victoria’s population alone leapt from 97,000 to 540,000 in that time.117 Tens of thousands of Chinese arrived as part of this mass movement of people. Second only to the English, the Chinese were the biggest group of arrivals to the goldfields during the period. By 1859, the Chinese population in Australia peaked at over 42,000,118 somewhere north of 3 per cent of the total colonial population and around 5 per cent of the population in Victoria.119

As the numbers of Chinese living in Australia grew, so too did the paranoia of Anglo-Australian residents. Misconceptions and rumours about the Chinese abounded. As C. F. Yong explains in the definitive history of the Chinese in post-Federation Australia, ‘The foundations of the White Australia policy were laid on the goldfields where the influx of Chinese diggers caused alarm, fear, mistrust, and misunderstanding in the European mining community.’120 Anglo-Australians began to perceive the Chinese less as docile inferiors and more as the embodiment of all of their anxieties. While the Australians still perceived themselves as intrinsically superior, the numbers of Chinese arrivals were perceived as a threat to the emerging Australian identity.

Many thought the Chinese were indentured servants, misunderstanding the agency the Chinese miners enjoyed to pay off their debts and chart their own course under the ‘credit-ticket’ system.121 The work ethic of the Chinese miners and the way they would work together in groups, rather than as individual miners, fuelled the suspicion that they were not truly free labourers, affronting Anglo-Australian values about the egalitarianism of the goldfields. There was little appreciation on the goldfields that Chinese work groups were generally voluntary fraternal organisations and that the Chinese miners had even formed proto-labour unions. Instead, the Anglo miners saw only unfair competition from slave labour.

These misunderstandings quickly evolved into a public panic referred to as the ‘Chinese Problem’. Anglo-Australians began to project every undesirable vice in the colonies onto the Chinese. They were to blame for opium dens, prostitution, gambling and even smallpox. This kind of dehumanising propaganda ultimately resulted in racial violence. The goldfields saw a series of organised ‘roll-ups’, pre-planned and co-ordinated anti-Chinese riots that involved arson, looting, the cutting of Chinese diggers’ ‘queues’ (their Manchu-era pigtails) and murder.122

Major incidents occurred at Hanging Rock (1852), Bendigo (1854), Buckland River (1857) and, most infamously, at Lambing Flat (1861), near present-day Young in New South Wales. At Lambing Flat, 2,000 to 3,000 white miners bearing a Eureka cross banner, and wielding picks and spades, attacked a camp of less than a third of that number of Chinese at the Burrangong goldfields, burning it to the ground and leaving 250 casualties.123 Pigtails and bloodied scalps were taken as trophies and waved on flags to the accompaniment of a brass band.

These propaganda-driven outbreaks of overt racial violence against the Chinese on the goldfields ultimately dwindled along with the supply of gold. In their place, two related ideas came to prominence to fuel the sense of threat posed by the Chinese to Australia’s nationhood: social Darwinism and the fear of invasion.

Social Darwinism, the idea that races are not just intrinsically different but locked in competition for survival, did not originate in Australia but it reached its nineteenth-century apotheosis here.124 For the British, racial superiority explained and justified their Empire. For Australians, this thinking took on an even more satisfying, and highly seductive, aspect: the pure racial stock of the new nation would evolve in the harsh conditions of the bush to become even more robust than its British forebears. City life in the mother country would lead the British stock to become weak and soft, while Australians would evolve to become the strongest of the Empire.125

Yet this evolving super race was, so ran the thinking, under mortal threat: from miscegenation and physical invasion from the racially inferior nations to the north. That the Chinese who came here could share the emerging Australian values never occurred to the white colonists. The Chinese were seen as unchanging, congenitally incapable of being anything but servile inferiors, their race precluding them from societal, workplace or democratic equality. British migrants would evolve to adopt the Australian way of life, they believed, but the Chinese could not.

The threat of migrant or military invasion from Asia loomed large over the young Australian colonies. The empty, increasingly prosperous land was assumed to be a tempting target for the teeming hordes to the north. These anxieties were not assisted by Australia’s physical isolation from its imperial protector, and the British government’s unfortunate habit of agreeing to treaty terms with the very Asian nations that Australia’s leaders perceived as a threat.

Australian nationalist figures in politics and the media harnessed this perception to build a stronger sense of group identity among the white colonists. As Gwenda Tavan writes in her invaluable history of the White Australia policy, a racially defined ‘external aggressor that threatened the cohesion of Australians was a powerful unifying symbol for a fledgling society which had experienced considerable political turmoil in the late nineteenth century’.126 As anyone who’s seen an alien-invasion movie knows, a time-honoured way of bonding people is to unite them against a common external threat. Unsurprisingly, dystopian fiction about the threat of invasion by the yellow hordes of the north proliferated during the years before Federation.127

The most prominent example of this genre was written by the labour polemicist William Lane and bluntly titled White or Yellow? A Story of the Race War of AD 1908.128 The serial—which appeared in the Brisbane Boomerang, a widely read Queensland magazine, over three months in 1888—imagined a race war, twenty years hence, in which corrupt and simpering city elites collaborate with an unreliable British government to give the Chinese equal rights in the young Australian nation. As a result, Australian business and the institutions of its democracy are quickly overtaken as 12 million ‘yellow men’ arrive in the colony. The scheming Queensland premier marries his daughter to a Chinese-Australian millionaire, Sir Wong Hung Foo, to consummate the union of China and Australia. It takes the murder of the protagonist’s darling Cissie, while ‘defending her honour’ against Sir Wong Hung Foo’s advances, for the nation to awake and initiate a ‘cleansing’ war to reclaim white Australia, led by heroic bushies from the Queensland outback, and forcibly deport Chinese-Australians to China. In accompanying op-eds, Lane sheeted home the none-too-subtle point of the story, claiming that there was ‘a true racial struggle…going on…and Australia is the prize…These clannish and unchangeable coolies and Chinamen will surely clean the white man from the far South—if we let them’.129

In 1893, an English migrant to Australia, the Oxford historian, politician and writer Charles Pearson, published National Life and Character: A Forecast to extraordinary acclaim throughout the western world. National Life and Character was read by Prime Minister Gladstone in the United Kingdom and future President Roosevelt in the United States. In the book, Pearson added a scary new twist on the prevailing social Darwinism, arguing that while the favourable temperate regions of the world had become fully urbanised and populated by the white races, the Asian and African races were continuing to grow. A time would come when the white nations of the world would see ‘the globe girdled with a continuous zone of the black and yellow races, no longer too weak for aggression or under tutelage, but independent, or practically so, in government, monopolising the trade of their own regions, and circumscribing the industry of the European’.130

Australia was both on the front line of this threat and a bulwark for the British Empire. White Australians were ‘guarding the last part of the world in which the higher races can live and increase freely, for the higher civilisation’.131 Revealingly, Pearson equated the prospects of white Australians with those of Indigenous Australians: at risk of being overtaken by invaders. The book was so influential that it was supposedly part of the inspiration for Kaiser Wilhelm’s coining of the phrase ‘the yellow peril’, a notion that would dominate Australian nationalist thought for decades to come.132

Lane and Pearson show how Australians saw themselves not only as defenders of the white race, and hence the future of civilisation, but also as an evolutionary improvement on it.133 Preserving this Australian exceptionalism became a founding mission of the emerging nation. The effects of this kind of thinking at the moment of Australian sovereignty would shape our institutions, our imagined community and our nation for decades to come.


5

THE BIRTH OF A NATION

‘I sympathise fundamentally with Australians who are insulted when they are told that we have a racist, bigoted past…To tell children who themselves have been no part of it, that we’re all part of a sort of racist, bigoted history is something that Australians reject.’ JOHN HOWARD, 1996 134

‘The one matter on which the Commonwealth is united is in the determination to maintain a “White Australia”.’ ALFRED DEAKIN, 1901 135

Paranoia over the Chinese had declined in the colonies after the Victorian gold rush had wound down and discriminatory legislation had reduced the Chinese-Australian population of the colonies. But the demonstrated power of the Chinese other in the collective mind of the colonists retained its appeal for nationalists and politicians alike. A brief burst of Chinese migration after gold was discovered at a number of locations in Queensland from the late 1870s was all that was needed to trigger a new round of anti-Chinese politicking. During this period, colonial politicians up and down the east coast used public anxieties about Chinese migration to rally solidarity between the colonists and to assert an independent Australian identity in the lead-up to Federation.

The issue was so potent that usually deferential colonial leaders were willing to initiate public disputes with the mother country in pursuit of discrimination. The Colonial Office in the United Kingdom did not share the Australian colonists’ enthusiasms for excluding the Chinese. It had to balance the demands of the colonists with the treaty obligations of the Empire, including the Treaty of Nanking, which granted the Chinese equal port access and rights to migration as the British had in China.136 Colonial measures to exclude the Chinese from Australia were not only a flagrant breach of these obligations, but also a source of genuine annoyance in China that was regularly raised through diplomatic channels with the British.

Australian colonial leaders were undeterred. A clash between the Queensland government and British authorities over further discriminatory measures against the Chinese in 1877 prompted the Queensland attorney-general (and later premier), Samuel Griffith, to warn Lord Carnarvon, the colonial secretary, that if the colonists were forced to follow the lead of their American cousins and declare independence from the Crown in the face of resistance from the mother country, ‘it would be better…than to allow their country to become an appendage of the Chinese Empire’.137 Griffith is a giant of Australian jurisprudence and his name lives on in a group championing constitutional conservatism, as well as a university and a suburb.

Sir Henry Parkes, another political giant of the era and one of the fathers of Federation, was a driving force behind the push to exclude the Chinese and a master at manufacturing public panics to elevate the issue. The most famous of these incidents became known as the Afghan Affair. The SS Afghan out of Hong Kong arrived in Melbourne in 1888, carrying 268 Chinese passengers. It was met with protests co-ordinated by Trades Hall and the Australian Natives’ Association, which demanded that the passengers be prevented from landing. Victorian customs officials put the vessel into quarantine and the Chinese passengers, who had been on board for more than a month by this point, were not allowed to disembark.

Forced out of Melbourne, the ship sought to berth in Sydney, in the colony where Parkes was the premier. Thousands of protesters again turned out to prevent the landing of the Chinese on board, cheered on by a campaign from the Bulletin.138 Tensions ran so high that police protection was required to ensure the safety of the ship’s passengers. The Afghan was again quarantined and, after a habeas-corpus writ was initiated to secure the release of the passengers, the New South Wales government passed a retrospective ten-fold increase in the poll tax on Chinese arrivals. In the face of this obstacle, the ship turned around for the long journey back to China.

Parkes used the saga as a rallying cry inside and outside the parliament for the colonies to unite in keeping the Chinese out of Australia. A number of Intercolonial Conferences to consider Federation were held through the 1880s and 1890s, at which members pursued a consistent legislative approach to excluding the Chinese. By 1888, in the face of diplomatic protests from China and within the Empire, legislation was passed through the colonial parliaments that effectively prevented Chinese disembarkation at all ports bar those in Tasmania.139

Parkes used the conferences to issue dire warnings of the cultural and strategic threat to the emerging nation posed by the Asian nations to the north. He even began leading moves to prohibit non-white immigration into New South Wales, at which point the Colonial Office in London finally drew the line and withheld royal assent from legislation enacting an outright ban until a dictation test modelled on that used in the South African province of Natal was introduced, to disguise the law’s intent.

By the end of the century, dictation tests for non-white arrivals to Australia were in place in New South Wales, Western Australia and Tasmania.140 The unifying power of racial exclusion had been a rallying cause for Federation, and Australia’s moment of national sovereignty was left permanently tainted.
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The circumstances of a nation’s founding can shape its identity for decades, even centuries to come. You need only to read the American Declaration of Independence to understand how powerful acts of self-determination can be as expressions of a political community. Australia’s case is a bit different. It’s a cliché that it was born of the ballot box rather than of the bullet, created in committee rather than conflict. The frontier wars against Indigenous Australians were far from the public mind at the moment of Federation; the constitutional conventions and referenda that federated six British colonies into the Commonwealth of Australia on 1 January 1901 were a dry affair.

Without a war of independence or revolution, it took work to build public and political support for the colonies to federate. There were many practical drivers, like the need to align interstate trade and tariff policies, but these issues would have had the same emotional power then as they do today, which is to say, not much. Something more was needed to inspire Australians to come together and create a nation. As John Hirst explains, advocates were able to harness nascent ‘sentimental’ feelings of shared national identity across the colonies as a motivator for Federation.141 Unfortunately, this sentiment was heavily conflated with the desire to keep Australia white. Australia’s great liberal of the era, Alfred Deakin, made it clear that ‘no motive operated more powerfully in dissolving the…political divisions which previously separated us, than the desire that we should be one people and remain one people without the mixture of races’.142

The Immigration Restriction Bill, the formalisation of the White Australia policy at the national level, was the first piece of legislation dealing with a matter of ‘high policy’ discussed in the Federation parliament.143 Debate on the bill was a major event. Of the 111 members and senators in the Federation parliament, eighty-nine participated in the debate. The Hansard runs to nearly half a million words, yet it makes for bracing reading.

The Immigration Restriction Act 1901 doesn’t explicitly mention race anywhere, but the intent of the members participating in the debate is evident. Only one member of the House of Representatives and one member of the Senate objected to the legislation on the grounds of its rejection of equal human dignity.144 For the rest, the main question was whether an outright ban should be included in the legislation or whether a language test of some form should be adopted, to spare the embarrassment of the mother country.

The publicly stated justifications for the exclusion of non-whites from Australia differed in emphasis between speakers. Various industrial, civic and social rationales mixed with explicitly racist and social-Darwinist sentiments. Five prime ministers—Barton, Watson, Reid, Deakin and Hughes—spoke in language that would not be out of place in a white-supremacist internet forum today. Australia’s first prime minister, Edmund Barton, gave his second-reading speech holding a copy of Pearson’s National Life and Character, from which he quoted extensively. Barton told the House:


I do not think either that the doctrine of the equality of man was really ever intended to include racial equality. There is no racial equality. There is that basic inequality. These races are, in comparison with white races—I think no one wants convincing of this fact—unequal and inferior. The doctrine of the equality of man was never intended to apply to the equality of the Englishman and the Chinaman. There is a deep-set difference, and we see no prospect and no promise of its ever being effaced. Nothing in this world can put these two races upon an equality. Nothing we can do by cultivation, by refinement, or by anything else will make some races equal to others.




‘We are,’ Barton told the parliament, ‘guarding the last part of the world in which the higher races can live and increase freely for the higher civilisation.’ The bill was critical ‘for the preservation of the purity of the race, and the equality and reasonableness of its standards’.145

Chris Watson, later to be Australia’s first Labor prime minister, came to the debate fresh from the first caucus meeting of the parliamentary Labor party, where the members had agreed that the Immigration Restriction Bill be among five policy priorities for the party.146 Watson informed the House that the threat of Asian immigration was already upon the nation: ‘In each and every avenue of life we find the coloured races insidiously creeping in…in the northern parts of Australia, both on the east coast and the west coast we find that coloured people have gained more than a footing—they have practically secured control.’ There were ‘considerations of an industrial nature’, yes, but his objection to the presence of non-whites ‘lies in the main in the possibility and probability of racial contamination’:


The question is whether we should desire that our sisters or our brothers should be married into any of these races to which we object. If these people are not such as can meet upon an equality, and not such as we can feel that it is no disgrace to intermarry with, and not such as we can expect to give us an infusion of blood that will tend to the raising of our standard of life, and to the improvement of the race, we should be foolish if we did not exhaust every means of preventing them from coming to this land, which we have made our own.147



Alfred Deakin described the bill as a ‘Declaration for a White Australia’. He acknowledged the need to include a dictation test rather than an absolute racial bar, so as to protect British colonial treaty arrangements, but confirmed that the test would still secure ‘this continent for the people of the white race’. ‘There will,’ he insisted, ‘be no mistakes as to our meaning when these speeches are read.’ The bill would ‘exclude alien Asiatics as well as the people of Japan against whom the measure is primarily aimed’.

How could it be otherwise, when—as Deakin continued—‘No motive power operated more universally on this continent than the desire that we should be one people and remain one people without the admixture of other races. It is only necessary to say that they do not and cannot blend with us, that we do not, cannot and ought not to blend with them’. Those of different races could not ‘intermix, intermarry and associate without degradation on either side’, and as such should be excluded from the nation.148

Billy Hughes, the future Labor prime minister—a photo of whom, face half darkened in shadow, still hangs on the walls of the Labor caucus room today—thought Deakin too soft in supporting a dictation test to avoid the embarrassment of the Empire: ‘We object to these people because of their vices, and of their immorality, and because of a hundred things which we can only hint at, and our objections are not to be met by the declaration that the Imperial Government will be embarrassed by them.’ He walked the House through a varied taxonomy of races and how they would be affected by the dictation test: ‘The provisions in the Bill would, I admit, keep out the Andaman Islander or the low caste Hindoo, but they would not keep out the Japanese, and I doubt whether they would exclude the Chinese. I do not think they would do anything more than shut out the very lowest type of coloured Asiatic.’

Australia, Hughes declared, should cut to the chase and ban non-whites altogether: ‘We are to decide now, at the beginning of our new national life, whether we are to go on inspired by the victories which our forefathers have won in this country, in America, and in England. We have to decide whether, warned by the lessons of other men, we shall say that we will have a white Australia by the only possible and sure way of getting it, namely, by absolutely prohibiting the introduction of undesirable aliens.’149

George Reid, a free-trader and another future prime minister, described the bill as going to ‘the very heart of the manhood and nationhood of Australia’. He proclaimed that both the people of Australia and their elected representatives were as one on the issue: ‘I suppose there is not a single member of this Chamber who does not honestly desire to prevent the influx of a large number of the coloured races of the world.’ He clarified his position doggedly: ‘I object to the educated coloured races just as much as I do to the uneducated coloured races…We may be an inferior race—we may, compared with the Chinese, be a most uneducated and vicious people—but whatever we are we have fully made up our minds that the current of Australian blood shall not assume the darker hues. This is not a matter on which there is any room for discussion.’ Reid went so far as to explicitly draw a comparison between Anglo-Australian colonisers and Indigenous Australians:


The ordinary immigration into this country of a number which would never be missed from amongst the millions of Asia would cause a serious race taint to Australia…Can we not remember the time, not so long ago, when, instead of the great Anglo-Saxon young nation that we see on this continent, there was a mere handful of settlers on the shores of Port Jackson. Can we not remember that the stream of immigration which has made us what we are to-day was in its first stages thin and disturbed? And so with the movements of these great coloured races to-day. The tiniest rivulet that begins to-day to trickle from Asia to Australia may become a mighty power tomorrow.150



Other notable members of the Federation parliament spoke in similar terms. One of the founders of the Australian Workers’ Union, William Spence, said that the new nation needed an outright ban on non-white migration, as ‘We think it is better for us and for your people that you should not mix with us; you do not improve us, and we do not improve you—we cannot commingle.’151
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One of the saddest fronts of the culture wars has been the insistence that the White Australia policy wasn’t really racist. Revisionists, desperate to save the nation’s blushes in this moment of sovereignty, instead focus on economic and cultural reasons as the prime motivators.152 Keith Windschuttle argues that, while some parliamentarians spoke in overtly racist terms during the debate, by the estimation of one Tasmanian politician of the time, Donald Cameron, two-thirds of members objected to the Chinese because they would bring wages down, or because Chinese migration would create an underclass excluded from participation in our society and our democracy.

Others cite Myra Willard’s early history of the policy, published in 1923, which concludes: ‘In the formation of their policy the leaders of the people were not actuated by any idea of the inferiority of the mindset or physique of the excluded peoples. It seemed to them that the dissimilarity of their development and, consequently, of their outlook and training, would cause a body of resident Asiatics to be fatal to progress along the lines that seemed best to Australians.’153 By extension, the national unity being pursued through the legislation was based on ‘civic patriotism’ rather than ‘racial nationalism’.

It is certainly true that, for many of the advocates of the White Australia policy, economic, cultural and civic justifications overlapped with overtly racist rationales. But these beliefs, however genuine, were still fundamentally racist. Each is premised on the view that the Chinese possessed immutable characteristics and attitudes—in the workforce, in society or in our democracy—by virtue of their race. The underlying view was that the Chinese, and non-whites more broadly, were congenitally incapable of adopting the values of the emerging Australian identity.

Those seeking to enter Australia during the White Australia policy were not asked to sit a political philosophy or Australian values test. The requirement to sit the dictation test on seeking entry to Australia was based not on country of origin or ideological inclination, but on skin colour. As the Australian migration and multiculturalism expert James Jupp has pointed out, the first people to be denied entry into Australia for failing the test were two men from northern India, fellow British subjects, who were veterans of the Imperial Army, where they had served in common cause with Australian soldiers. Millions of Indians would later fight for the Empire alongside the Anzacs and travel freely through many other parts of the Empire on their British-Indian passports. But in Australia, a veteran of the Imperial Army would on arrival be ‘roped and dragged’ from his ship.154
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The fear that animated the White Australia policy was that the other would change Australians, without any consideration of the possibility of the opposite occurring. This incongruity is laid bare in the 1886 statement from the editor of the Bulletin, James Edmond, explaining the adoption of the publication’s banner ‘Australia for the white man’:


By the term Australian we mean not those who have merely been born in Australia. All white men who come to these shores—with a clean record—and who leave behind them the memory of class-distinctions and the religious differences of the old world; all men who place the happiness, the prosperity, the advancement of their adopted country before the interests of Imperialism, are Australian. In this regard all men who leave the tyrant-ridden lands of Europe for freedom of speech and right of personal liberty are Australians before they set foot on the ship which brings them hither. Those who fly from an odious military conscription; those who leave their fatherland because they cannot swallow the worm-eaten lie of the divine right of kings to murder peasants, are Australians by instinct—Australian and republican are synonymous.155



Noble sentiments indeed! But there was a catch: ‘No nigger, no Chinaman, no lascar, no kanaka…is an Australian.’156 Anyone who wanted to resist the injustices of the old world was an Australian for merely having the thought, yet no person of colour could ever cross the threshold.

Such muddled thinking was at the heart of the White Australia policy. Most Australian historians agree that it is impossible to interpret the ugly admixture of social Darwinism and white supremacism; virulent rhetoric about miscegenation, disease and immorality (frequently expressed in terms of contamination); and fears of invasion both military and migratory, as motivated by anything other than racial contempt.157

It is confronting that the nation that we love, with egalitarian values that many of us have aspired to since we were children, chose its moment of sovereignty to pursue a policy founded on such an explicitly racist world view. And it’s no surprise, even understandable, that some want to resist this realisation. The White Australia policy was dressed up at the time of its inception to spare the British government embarrassment, and it’s been dressed up by numerous conservatives ever since in an attempt to spare Australia the embarrassment of a racist policy accompanying the creation of our nation.
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The Immigration Restriction Act 1901, and further legislative measures introduced in the following years, strangled the Chinese-Australian community that existed in Australia before Federation. In the first decade of the twentieth century, the Chinese community was reduced by a third from natural attrition and from return to China. Non-whites faced permanent exclusion from Australia if they left the country to see family or to discharge work obligations.158 Over time, the Chinese-Australian population fell from 1.25 per cent of the total population at Federation to just 0.21 per cent in 1947.159

The United States, Canada and New Zealand all enacted racially discriminatory migration policies in the same era, some of them substantially more explicitly discriminatory and violently enforced than those in Australia. Yet, as John Fitzgerald points out in Big White Lie, none of these countries adopted racial purity as a marker for national identity to the same extent as did Australia.

‘Australia’s effort to restrict Chinese immigration was distinguished by a number of features,’ Fitzgerald writes, ‘but above all by its association with nation building.’160 This etching of racial exclusion in the national psyche made it all the more pervasive and enduring.


6

BEAN, SIMPSON AND SING

Australia as a nation, as a people, was imagined in the image of a white man, and this became the prism through which its leaders, its artists, writers and historians, viewed events that touched on national identity. We can see this mindset most evidently at work in Australia’s national memory of the First World War.

Anzac Day has always held a special significance for my family—like many Australian families. As a child I would rummage in a box of Anzac memorabilia that included a photo taken on 25 April 1918 of a family Anzac Day service held on the remote Terrick Terrick station where Harry O’Donahoo, the father of my great-grandmother, was the manager. Gran lived well into her nineties and I knew her when I was little. She had a hard life.

A young Gran, her brother Neale and her sister Woo are in the picture, along with two other children. The five stand on a makeshift stage festooned with Union Jacks and crepe banners. The four girls wear white frilled dresses with white bows and long white socks. The lone boy wears dress shorts and a shirt with a bow tie. They are all saluting with their right hand while each holding a floral wreath that together spells out Anzac. The war was still raging, but there was a personal reason for this commemoration. Their mother’s brother, Captain Harry Southby, had recently been killed at the Battle of Passchendaele in Belgium.

For Australians of this time, Anzac was the ideal manifestation of the Australian Legend that had been cultivated in the second half of the nineteenth century. Gallipoli, in particular, was a seminal moment in national self-perception. The recognition by the British of our contributions at Gallipoli and throughout the war vindicated Australia’s nation-building achievements. At home, politicians, journalists and historians attributed the diggers’ success to characteristics of the Australian Legend. Our diggers distinguished themselves in conflict because of the practicality, resilience, irreverence and mateship that had been bred into them in the Australian bush; the Anzac spirit was an expression of Australian egalitarian values.

As Paul Keating said decades later at the interment of the unknown soldier at the Australian War Memorial: ‘That is surely at the heart of the Anzac story, the Australian legend which emerged from the war. It is a legend not of sweeping military victories so much as triumphs against the odds, of courage and ingenuity in adversity. It is a legend of free and independent spirits whose discipline derived less from military formalities and customs than from the bonds of mateship and the demands of necessity. It is a democratic tradition.’161

The retelling of the diggers’ stories at Anzac Day ceremonies each year, and in our schools, media and popular culture, shape our understanding of what it means to be Australian. One of the great privileges of my job is the time I’ve spent with the men and women of the Australian Defence Force. It’s inspiring to see them at work, living these values, and I’m proud to be a representative of a nation whose military tradition is based not on the glorification of war but on egalitarianism in the face of adversity. This makes it all the more frustrating that the thinking which underpinned the White Australia policy has profoundly shaped the stories our leaders, historians and journalists have told about the Anzacs, depriving many Australians of the chance to see people who look like them in this important source of national identity.

In the Watts family box of Anzac memorabilia there was a crumbling book, falling apart at the spine, dated 1916—an impressively old artefact to me as a young child.
The Anzac Book was an anthology of first-hand accounts, poems, jokes, cartoons and paintings created by the Anzacs in the trenches of Gallipoli and compiled by a special committee formed by Charles Bean, Australia’s official war historian. What was originally intended as a Christmas magazine became a souvenir of the expedition when the forced withdrawal from Gallipoli was undertaken before its publication. The book sold so many copies that by the end of the war next to every household in the country had one.

I pored over the decaying pages as a child, imagining that the book had been given directly to me by my ancestors in the trenches. This perception was reinforced by my father’s stories about ‘Skipper’, my grandmother’s uncle, who was part of the first beach landing and managed to survive the entire Gallipoli campaign as part of the 3rd Field Ambulance, the same division as John Simpson Kirkpatrick and his famous donkey. I felt a direct connection with the first Anzacs, particularly Simpson and the stretcher bearers. What I couldn’t know as a child was how Bean had selected stories for the book to cultivate a very particular image of the Anzacs and the Gallipoli landing.162
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Charles Bean undoubtedly had a greater impact on shaping the legend of Anzac than did any other man. Informed by his own time spent in the trenches, Bean’s Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918 is renowned for foregrounding the experiences of ordinary Australian diggers. His account, at the end of the first volume, of the forces that drove the diggers to keep fighting in the face of adversity after the Gallipoli landing is an iconic articulation of both the spirit of Anzac and the Australian Legend. In Bean’s telling, the reason for the diggers’ endurance


lay in the mettle of the men themselves. To be the sort of man who would give way when his mates were trusting to his firmness; to be the sort of man who would fail when the line, the whole force, and the allied cause required his endurance; to have made it necessary for another unit to do his own unit’s work; to live the rest of his life haunted by the knowledge that he had set his hand to a soldier’s task and had lacked the grit to carry it through—that was the prospect which these men could not face. Life was very dear, but life was not worth living unless they could be true to their idea of Australian manhood.163



At the same time, Bean, like almost all of the early shapers of our national identity, was suffused in racially prejudiced thinking.164 When Prime Minister Billy Hughes farewelled diggers in 1916 he told them, ‘I bid you go and fight for White Australia in France’,165 and when he spoke in the parliament on his return from the post-war peace conferences he declared to Australians: ‘White Australia is yours…[Our] soldiers have achieved the victory, and my colleagues and I have brought that great principle back to you from the conference, as safe as it was on the day when it was first adopted.’166 Bean shared Hughes’s vision, warning in the Official History that Australia was at risk of ‘racial suicide’, and that ‘what is admirable about its character’ could only be preserved through ‘special planning and vigorous determination to maintain those qualities’.167

The primacy of the need to preserve White Australia shaped the stories that were told about the first Anzacs, not just by our politicians, but by our writers and historians too. As these stories were handed down through the generations, the biases of this time were carried forward unknowingly, long after community attitudes about race had moved on.
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Most Australians know of John Simpson Kirkpatrick and his donkey; few know of Billy Sing, a sniper who fought in the same trenches and was one of Australia’s greatest Anzacs. The veneration of Simpson and the near obliteration of Sing tell us a lot about the power of the Australian Legend and the way it perpetuated a narrow image of Australian identity.

For many Australians, Simpson is a secular saint: his is the enduring image of the Gallipoli landings, the stuff of a million primary-school Anzac projects. In The Story of Anzac, which opens the Official History, Bean writes that Simpson’s ‘name has become a tradition in Australia’.168 He tells the story of how Simpson pragmatically ‘annexed’ wandering donkeys for the task of ferrying the wounded, ultimately saving ‘many lives at the cost of his own’.

A statue of Simpson and his donkey is the first thing you see when you arrive at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra. A plaque next to it reads, ‘Simpson has come to embody for Australians the spirit of self-sacrifice in war.’ He has become a symbol of something bigger even than service and sacrifice in war—a symbol of Australian national identity. As Brendan Nelson, then the federal Minister for Education and now the director of the Australian War Memorial, said in 2005: ‘He represents everything at the heart of what it means to be Australian.’169

John Simpson Kirkpatrick was a British merchant-navy man who jumped ship in Newcastle in 1910 before swagging around Australia as an itinerant worker for four years. According to the Australian War Memorial, he enlisted in the Australian Imperial Force in the hope of getting passage back to England. After enlistment, he was sent to Anzac Cove for the landing and spent around four weeks at Gallipoli, risking his life while ferrying the wounded from the front. Simpson indisputably served with bravery until his death, and was widely admired both by peers and by military leaders as senior as Sir John Monash. But this bravery was not unusual, as the Defence Honours and Awards Appeals Tribunal made clear in 2011 when it rejected a political push to award Simpson a posthumous Victoria Cross, on the grounds that Simpson’s ‘initiative and bravery were representative of all other stretcher-bearers of 3rd Field Ambulance, and that bravery was appropriately recognised as such by the award of an MID [Mentioned in Despatches]’.170

How was it that a British man who had lived in Australia for a handful of years before joining the AIF to get back to England came to ‘represent everything at the heart of what it means to be Australian’?171 It wasn’t an accident. Simpson was the beneficiary of an active campaign to make him a representative of Australian courage at Gallipoli, and the Australian identity more broadly.

As the historian Peter Cochrane describes it, Simpson’s legend was forged ‘not on the battlefield’ but instead in a ‘recruitment crisis on the home front’. Simpson ‘died as this crisis was getting underway, and his legend was one of the symbolic resources created and mobilised by the imperial patriots, the “Yes” men and women behind the subsequent campaigns for conscription and the recruitment drives made more urgent by conscription’s repeated rejection’.172

It was this recruitment drive that led my great-grandfather Tom and his brother Norman to enlist in the 26th Battalion AIF on 22 November 1915, before joining the 2nd Pioneers in Egypt on their way to the front. This decision took the brothers, a mechanic and a dentist, from the Darling Downs to the bloodbaths of Armentières, Bullecourt, Menin Road, Passchendaele, Amiens, Hamel, Mont St Quentin, Peronne, and Pozières, where 7,000 Australians were killed and 23,000 wounded in an area Bean called ‘more densely sown with Australian sacrifice than any other spot on earth’. Even in a family as steeped in reverence for Anzac lore as mine, I didn’t discover this until I was in my mid-twenties and we stumbled upon Tom’s war records while packing up the possessions of my grandfather (Tom’s son) to move him into an aged-care facility. The experience of war was so traumatic that Tom had never spoken about it after he returned.

Simpson was a powerful recruitment tool: an example of service and sacrifice that spoke to men of any background or political ideology. As early as 12 June 1915, Bean published newspaper reports detailing the exploits of Simpson and the stretcher bearers.173 Later that year, the scale of these exploits reached improbable levels in the retelling by E. C. Buley in Glorious Deeds of Australasians in the Great War, which soon became a textbook studied by Australian schoolchildren. By Anzac Day 1916, Simpson was well on the way to becoming an icon and his family was invited to attend the first commemoration of Anzac Day at Westminster Abbey.174

But once the legend was established, the myth was not far to seek. Simpson is still featured on service medals, in statues and in children’s essay-writing prizes. Murphy, the most celebrated of his donkey assistants, was even awarded a posthumous RSPCA Purple Cross Award by Deputy Prime Minister Tim Fischer.
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Billy Sing, on the other hand, was almost lost to Australian public memory altogether. In twelve volumes and thousands of pages of the Official History, Bean mentions 8,000 Australian diggers by name, often with humanising details of their life before the war in Australia.175 Sing is mentioned only in the caption to one photograph, which reads: ‘Trooper W. E. Sing, 5th Light Horse Regiment, with his observer. It was estimated that Sing had shot 250 Turks. Although this was an exaggeration, he was probably the most effective sniper at Anzac.’176

Bean’s caption omits to mention that this would make Sing the single most efficient sniper in Australian military history, even to this day, or that his commanding officer, Major Stephen Midgley, credited him with 300 kills.177 The caption fails to mention Sing’s Distinguished Conduct Medal (ranked second only to the Victoria Cross), awarded for ‘courage and skill most marked’ and ‘no risk being too great for him to take’, or the three times that he was wounded and then gassed at Gallipoli and later on the Western Front. A brief caption seems an extraordinary understatement for a widely admired and highly decorated Anzac who, on paper, seems ripe for mythologising.

Billy Sing was born in Clermont in outback Queensland, the country of ‘Waltzing Matilda’ and the great shearing strikes of the 1890s. He was a stockman, cane cutter, cricketer and kangaroo shooter who was said to be able to shoot the tail off a piglet from twenty-five yards while still a boy. He was a joker and a larrikin whose commanding officer wrote of him: ‘I don’t think there was a man better known or respected and liked throughout the regiment and he deserved it. He was a good hearted, well-behaved fellow and a braver soldier never shouldered a gun.’178 Sing was the living embodiment of the Australian Legend in a way that Simpson could never be.

Yet, by the time the statue of Simpson was installed at the Australian War Memorial sculpture garden in 1988, Sing had been all but forgotten. His body lay in a pauper’s grave in Brisbane’s Lutwyche Cemetery for nearly half a century after he died in a boarding house with five shillings to his name. I would never have heard of him, despite his roots in the same western Queensland country that I spent so much time traversing, if not for four men, Alby Smith, Brian Tate, Don Cameron and Don Smith (Sing’s great-nephew), who pooled the funds for a plaque memorialising him in Lutwyche Cemetery.

An article in the Courier-Mail in 1993 by Tate spurred renewed interest in Sing, and a subsequent book, Gallipoli Sniper, brought Sing to the attention of war historians and people with an interest in Chinese-Australian history.179 And there’s the rub. In addition to representing everything Australians hold dear about Australianness and Anzac, Sing was the son of a Chinese-Australian and an English migrant. Despite his character and actions, Sing didn’t fit the narrative for Bean or the other historians of the period, by virtue of his race.
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Charles Bean’s wartime journalism and his Official History shaped our conception of the Anzacs for a century. Bean believed in nation-building stories, but he was also a fervent believer in the racially based social Darwinism of the time. This thinking pervades the Official History, from the scene-setting opening chapters—described by some as ‘Australia’s Iliad and Odyssey’ in tribute to their significance in shaping our national identity—to the final volume.180 Bean points out that, like those gathered at Federation, Australia’s diggers were ‘palpably united’ by a ‘determination to keep its continent a white man’s land’.181 Early on, he explains how the success of the Anzacs was a combination of the crossbreeding of the various peoples of the United Kingdom and the conditioning that came from the hardness of life in the colonies:


The blood of the Australian was different, being a blend of four British strains—English, Scottish, Irish, and Welsh. The percentage of Australians who came of any other stock was negligible…But whereas in the British Isles those four strains were still comparatively distinct, in Australia they had been blended by intermarriage into a people completely British…If four men were taken respectively from its uttermost corners, each of them would be practically indistinguishable in type from any one of five million other Australians.182



Billy Sing, as a Chinese-Australian, was obviously distinguishable in type from his fellow diggers and did not fit Bean’s typology of Anzac superiority. Sing’s character and capabilities were a perfect representation of Bean’s idea that a ‘superior strain of British man’ had evolved through ‘battle with the Australian bush—with droughts, fire, unbroken horses, cattle; and not infrequently strong men’, but this did not outweigh the need to defend White Australia.183

As Bean wrote in the English Spectator before the war: Australia ‘is the last land open to the white man—the only one that can be purely British…Australia, of all countries in the world, is an ideal one for the white man to live in. That is what a White Australia means to Australia and to England.’184 These thoughts were echoed in a series of articles Bean published in the Sydney Morning Herald in a strident defence of the White Australia policy as the expression of the ‘absolute right’ of Australians to live ‘according to the ideals of a lean white British people’. It could not be any other way, as ‘the Western demoralizes the Eastern and vice versa’,185 and a multiracial society was a ‘mixed horror’.186

Bean had a specific strategic objective, too, during the writing of the Official Histories: maintaining the sanctity of the White Australia policy in the face of the emerging threat presented by Japan’s military clout. Bean fretted in his diary in February 1918 that the League of Nations might accede to Japanese demands of racial equality and force Australia to ‘admit the Oriental races into our country’.187 He was explicit about this fear in the Official History:


Whatever moral their history contains for other nations the most urgent one is for Australians, inasmuch as not one of the causes that produced the effectiveness of the old A.I.F. is necessarily permanent…Or if social divisions increase with the artificiality of more highly organised society, the snobbery of fashion and publicity, or the servility that almost necessarily follows the co-existence of poverty and great wealth, then the qualities that the A.I.F. gained from its social equality will vanish with the causes that gave them birth. Indeed, failing basic measures, economic and cultural, the nation itself may be in danger of ‘racial’ suicide. If what was admirable in its character is to be maintained in a changing world, this can be done only by special planning and vigorous determination to maintain those qualities.188
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Bean was later to recant his racist views when he saw the consequences of this thinking taken to its logical extreme by the Nazis. He publicly lambasted race-based Australian propaganda against the Japanese during the Second World War and argued for exemptions from the White Australia policy for family members being repatriated to Malaya after evacuation during the war, even advocating for a quota system based on ‘safeguarding economic interests’ without ‘insistence…On a quite senseless colour-line’.189 He penned an open letter to the Sydney Morning Herald in 1953 which made it plain that while many believed ‘the moral qualities of any nation are innate—“in our blood” as we often say—I now understand that biology has completely disproved this’. Bean came to see that non-whites ‘living and working among us with the friendship and goodwill of their Australian neighbours, grows…into a steadfastly loyal community of the utmost value to its adopted nation in war and peace’.190

He even later recognised Billy Sing as ‘the most famous sniper’ of the first AIF, as well as the half-Japanese Harry Freame as ‘the finest scout’.191 It’s hard, then, not to see Bean as a hopeful example of the journey of enlightenment that many Australians have undertaken in the past century. But by the time of Bean’s damascene conversion, the damage had been done, and the image of Anzac had already been forged in school books, novels and movies in the same monochromatic image as the Australian Legend. As Peter Cochrane notes: ‘Bean, with his work’s blinkered context, set the template for our understanding of the war—and historians stayed true to it for generations.’192

This was Australia’s imagined community as it was defined in the formative years after Federation. It shows that the way we shaped our national identity in the past shapes our national symbols and institutions today. We see a similar dynamic at work in the way Australia practically dismantled, but never quite symbolically disowned, the White Australia policy.
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 DISMANTLING THE WHITE AUSTRALIA POLICY

For tens of thousands of people, Melbourne’s west has been their welcome mat in Australia: a place where generations of migrants have taken their first steps onto Australian soil, dusted off their boots and collected their thoughts before setting off on their new lives. You can trace the changes in the nation’s immigration policy through the sedimentary layers left by generations of migrants in the west.

The Marin-balluk clan of the Woiwurrung language group, part of the Kulin Nation, lived around the Maribyrnong River for 40,000 years and gave the river and the surrounding region its name. Further south of the Maribyrnong, on the bay, is Point Gellibrand, named after the lawyer who represented the unsanctioned land speculators of the Port Phillip Association, who sought to dispossess the local Indigenous population of its land through the Batman Treaty. In central Footscray you’ll find T. Cavallaro & Sons, home since the 1956 Olympics to the best cannoli in the southern hemisphere. Walk further down the road heading west, past a dozen pho and banh-mi places, and you’ll find an Asian-pagoda-inspired ‘welcome arch’—two stylised long-necked cranes intersecting over the street, celebrating the stories of the local Vietnamese refugee community that reshaped the area. Keep walking past Whitten Oval and into West Footscray, and you’ll reach little India, a slew of subcontinental grocery stores, fashion boutiques full of saris and rival dosa restaurants: another locality being remade again by the latest migrant wave.

The story of how the multicultural reality of Australia today grew from the White Australia of our Federation is an overwhelmingly positive one. In many ways it’s a testament to the strength of liberal democracy, and to the ability of a nation to change course and correct its mistakes. But Australia’s journey has, as is always the nature of democratic change, been imperfect.

To understand how the legacy of the White Australia policy continues to shape Australia’s imagined community today, it’s important to understand the tortuous manner in which the policy was unwound. While we ultimately achieved a non-racially discriminatory immigration system, the mechanism for this change was, in the main, bureaucratic rather than political or cultural. As Gwenda Tavan highlights in The Long, Slow Death of White Australia, the story of the abolition of the White Australia policy isn’t about the public clash of competing ideas, but about incremental and often opaque administrative changes.193

The White Australia policy operated with little change from the settings developed in the years following Federation until the conclusion of the Second World War. Between the wars, the strategic vulnerability posed by Australia’s relatively small population and its geographic isolation led both sides of politics to endorse a ‘populate or perish’ approach to immigration policy.194 Subsidised migration from the United Kingdom was universally agreed on as the way to achieve this. It was costly, inefficient and spectacularly homogenous. By 1947, nine out of ten Australians were born locally, and people from the United Kingdom comprised more than half of our limited migrant stock.195

The shock of international conflict during the Second World War triggered a policy rethink. Arthur Calwell, in charge of immigration, wrote at the time, ‘If the experience of the Pacific War has taught us one thing, it surely is that seven million Australians cannot hold three million square miles of this earth’s surface indefinitely.’196 The imperative of maintaining the purest British stock came into conflict with the need to grow the population faster than immigration from the United Kingdom could allow.

The Chifley government solved this problem by effectively redefining what Australia considered to be ‘white’ for the purposes of immigration policy. Australia would continue to favour migrants from the United Kingdom through its assisted-passage program, but the admission threshold would shift to accept Southern and Eastern Europeans.197 The first wave of migrants from war-damaged European countries such as Italy and Greece came quickly and cheaply. The migration intake soared to record levels of over 150,000 a year.198

In parallel, the Displaced Persons Program brought the Australian migration program into the overflowing refugee camps of Europe with offers of subsidised migration, tied to labour programs of national significance in areas of labour shortage, like the Snowy River Scheme. Arrivals under the scheme were indentured to the projects on threat of deportation and housed in communal public buildings, but were paid award rates for their labour. More than 170,000 Czechs, Hungarians, Poles, Russians, Ukrainians and ‘Balts’ (as migrants from the Baltic nations were often called) arrived in the years that followed. The government was redefining white Australia in order to preserve it. As time went on, the redefinition extended beyond the European continent, to Egyptians, Lebanese and Turkish people.

It was a major departure from the approach that had prevailed for nearly half a century post-Federation, yet this widening of the door had bipartisan support. In 1962, after more than a decade of the post-war migration program initiated by the Chifley government, Prime Minister Menzies and Opposition Leader Calwell agreed on the nature of the change. At the 1962 Citizenship Convention, Menzies declared with some poetic licence (and cribbing from Shakespeare):


The great movement of migration which began in substance after the war was created by the Labor administration and has been carried on by my own. It has, up to a point, changed the face of Australia, and it will continue to have the most profound effects on the intellectual development, the cultural standards, the scientific achievements, and the social consciousness of people in Australia…We will, in 50 years’ time, be a different people—not detached from our old anchors, not detached from our old traditions, but enriched by new ones. We will be a different people—I believe, a dynamic people—a people with much to contribute to the world…We must realise that, although some of us as individuals may not have changed very much, Australia as a community is experiencing a sea change into something rich and strange.199



Calwell echoed Menzies’ sentiments somewhat more bluntly in 1963, observing that the ‘country needed a biological transformation. We were becoming a little too inbred’.200
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Australia had shown in the post-war years that it could cope with non-British migration without a crisis of national identity. But while shades of grey had been incorporated into the White Australia policy, the colour bar remained. Though both sides of politics became ever more uncomfortable with explicit references to the policy (Calwell called it a ‘picturesque phrase but popular misnomer’), the policy itself remained implacably opposed to anyone visually different.201 As Immigration Minister, Calwell had drawn a bright line at non-white immigration and expressed a particular revulsion at race mixing, reiterating in 1947: ‘The thoughtful Australian realises that his nation’s immigration is based simply on a recognition of racial difference; on the wise desire to avoid internecine strife and the problems of miscegenation, which such differences have caused in all countries throughout history, where races with different characteristics have lived side by side.’202 He underlined this view in a parliamentary debate in 1949, barking at Harold Holt: ‘You can have a white Australia or a black Australia, but a mongrel Australia is impossible.’203

The nature of the colour bar can be seen in a series of reforms to the ‘European blood rule’ in 1950. In response to concerns about ‘mixed race’ migration after the war, the existing rule requiring applicants for admission to Australia to prove that they had 50 per cent ‘European blood’ was increased to 75 per cent. This entailed repugnant requirements for applicants to prove to Australian immigration officials that they looked European in appearance and had been raised in a European context. Family trees had to be produced to satisfy officials that an applicant met the threshold for the number of European grandparents.204 This resulted in humiliation on the applicants’ part, and in some instances considerable discomfort on the part of those Australians asked to administer the test.

The academic Meg Gurry’s history of Australia–India relations tells the story of an Australian diplomat named Robert Laurie who was sent to Colombo on his first posting, in 1960. Laurie recounted that overseeing the ‘blood rule’ test was ‘One of the most unpleasant tasks I’ve ever had to perform. Sitting people in front of you with the light over my shoulder to see what colour they were…was really demeaning…It was absolutely soul-destroying and I found it very stressful.’205 Repugnant though it was, and despite the expansion of continental European migration, the system was still supported by a majority of Australians in polling data collected throughout the period and by all major political leaders.

This time the real driver for change came from the public service. Despite resistance to the removal of the colour bar among Australia’s political leaders, behind the scenes bureaucrats were trying to inch the country towards a more enlightened view. The External Affairs Department (the predecessor to Foreign Affairs), in particular, was conscious of the damage that the policy was doing to Australia’s relationships and interests in Asia.

Gurry records that the High Commissioner in India, Roy Gollan, informed the government in 1949: ‘Australia is now being specifically named with South Africa when the question of racial discrimination is ventilated in the Indian press.’206 These diplomatic sensitivities resulted in an era of euphemism. Explicit references to the White Australia policy fell out of favour both in the bureaucracy and the political debate, and political leaders applied a veneer of economic and social explanations for immigration policy.207 Substantive change was slower in coming.
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The blunt application of the colour bar created periodic public embarrassments and sparked community campaigns. A series of highly publicised conflicts about the administration of the White Australia policy with respect to the deportation of refugees from Indonesia/ Malaya who had sought haven in Australia during the war and the appeals by returning Australian servicemen to bring Japanese wives back with them were among the most prominent debates. The media attention that these injustices attracted finally began to give some Australians second thoughts about whether Asians were fundamentally incompatible with the Australian way of life.

A 1949 article in the Daily Telegraph prompted by an impending High Court decision on the deportation of thirty-three Chinese men under the War-time Refugees Removal Act shows the dawning realisation. After recounting the history of the White Australia policy and the effect of the policy in reducing the size of the Chinese-Australian community, the journalist observes:


Many of the older Chinese who came to Australia 50 or 60 years ago have so settled into the everyday life of Australia that they have forgotten how to speak Chinese. Their children and grandchildren are completely absorbed into the community. They earn their living in the legal profession, as engineers, accountants, architects…Most educated Chinese eat both Chinese and European food. Chinese drink less than Europeans, although Chinese men around the City Markets like their pot of beer as well as the next man. And our Chinese population join in most of the pastimes Australians enjoy. They go to the beach, the theatres, films, and concerts—they even have a fling on the racecourse. In short, the few Chinese who have managed to get through quite rigid migration barriers rapidly become normal Australians—not the Asiatic bogeymen that the Minister for Immigration is for ever seeing under his bed.208



Legislative change crept along behind gradually changing public attitudes. Obvious injustices in the administration of the White Australia policy were handled quietly where possible. When reforms were implemented, they were sometimes made without public announcement. A 1956 cabinet submission to allow limited naturalisation rights for some non-European residents and to establish a quota for highly qualified non-European migrants included a note that ‘there should be no publicity given to the new requirements’.209 Potentially inconvenient data about non-European migration was hidden from the public and at times not collected or tabulated at all.

The Migration Act 1958 was a significant step on this slow journey. Unlike the changes not ten years before that increased the stringency of the ‘European blood rule’, this legislation included small liberalisations. After a number of high-profile injustices, the small number of non-Europeans who had managed to be resident in Australia for at least fifteen years were given the right to become citizens. The dictation test, the measure that had dominated debates in the Federation parliament fifty years before, was abolished and replaced with an entry-permit system. There was little public reaction to its demise. 210

The colour bar remained in place, but some minor concessions to the dignity of life for people of colour living in Australia had been achieved.
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The first real public momentum for systemic change came in the early 1960s, as a new generation of young, educated, internationally minded Australians began to challenge the cultural status quo. On university campuses and in Labor conferences, agitation and conflict emerged over the racial assumptions underpinning the White Australia policy. At the University of Melbourne, academics and young professionals with an interest in Asian engagement began an advocacy organisation called the Immigration Reform Group.211 They believed that the White Australia policy was symbolic of a country with timid and visionless political leaders who were failing to move the nation with the changing times. The group focused not on shifting public attitudes, but on influencing leaders’ opinions through a series of policy pamphlets.

An early pamphlet produced by the group, ‘Immigration Control or Colour Bar? A Proposal for Change in Australia’s Immigration Policy’, argued for a controlled increase in the intake of non-European migrants, limited ‘by the need to avoid harmful economic competition that gives rise to social tensions, to prevent a concentration of any racial group in low-status employment, to avoid housing congestion and to ensure reasonable dispersion throughout the Australian community’.212 The group wanted to ‘test the waters’ with an intake of 1,500 non-European migrants per year for five years, then raise the number if it was successful.

It was a proposal pitched at the bureaucratic elite, and designed to break the political stalemate by replacing a discriminatory ban with a discriminatory system of regulated entry. Later editions of the pamphlet show how the group tried to straddle the line between challenging an immigration system that ‘sanctioned’ racism in the community, and as such required ‘an open and definitive break with the past’, and managing existing community attitudes and political sensitivities, particularly among older Australians.

In parallel, a campaign to change the labour movement’s attitude towards the White Australia policy was also occurring within the Labor Party. Reformers such as future South Australian Premier Don Dunstan and future Prime Minister Gough Whitlam pushed to remove explicit references to the policy from party platforms across a series of Labor conferences. By 1963, the pressure for change had become significant enough that a committee was formed within the party to mediate the matter. Despite delaying the first meeting of the committee for a year, the old guard resisting change, led by Calwell, was ultimately outmanoeuvred by the reformers. The Labor Party broke the major-party political consensus in favour of the White Australia policy for the first time at the 1965 national conference.213

The Liberal Party would have to wait until the retirement of Robert Menzies—who declared that he would only support a change in the policy if it resulted in ‘fewer or better Chinese rather than more’—before it could support further liberalisation of the policy.214 But once Menzies left, his successor, Harold Holt, moved quickly: in early 1966 he introduced to parliament long-resisted administrative changes liberalising the White Australia policy. The legislation built on the previous rounds of reforms in the 1950s by expanding entrance pathways for non-European skilled migrants, and creating new citizenship and residence arrangements—effectively putting non-European and European migrants on an equal footing once they got into the country.

What followed was the only substantive debate on the White Australia policy in the Australian parliament since 1901. Nonetheless, partisan conflict was kept to a minimum. The legislation was endorsed unanimously after the Immigration Minister, Hubert Opperman, had prepared its passage through substantial behind-the-scenes negotiations with stakeholders and Labor members.215

While it expected that the changes would result in an increase in non-European migration to Australia, the Holt government couldn’t bring itself to say so. Indeed, Holt emphasised to the parliament his government’s commitment to ‘the preservation of standards and of national characteristics, and to the maintenance of the essential homogeneity of its people’.216 Even here, in a heavily negotiated, bipartisan move to liberalise the White Australia policy, the prime minister was still unable to tackle the issue head on. The public rhetoric couldn’t match the policy substance negotiated behind the scenes, and the opportunity for an ‘open and definitive break with the past’ championed by the Immigration Reform Group was passed up.
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A true break with the past would have been difficult for Holt, given that substantial racial discrimination remained after the 1966 changes. Australian immigration offices were not set up in Asian nations. Assisted passage was still offered only to European countries and unskilled European migrants were still advantaged over ‘well-qualified’ non-Europeans trying to get to Australia.217 While contemporary Liberal politicians like to claim that the 1966 reforms ended the White Australia policy, the reality was summed up at the 1971 Labor conference by Don Dunstan, who mockingly reported that Immigration officials were still ‘scouring the wilds of Armenia looking for non-English-speaking Turks who will give the right reaction to a light meter. At the same time, they are refusing to allow as migrants educated English-speaking Chinese from Singapore and other neighbouring countries’.218 There was no renunciation of past practice, no apologies for wrongs committed. Indeed, the government’s public statements emphasised that the changes represented a continuation of existing policy.

This disconnect between government rhetoric and changes on the ground, and the remaining racial discrimination in Australia’s immigration program, was a source of growing embarrassment for the government in the years that followed. Most problematically, Australia’s assisted-passage scheme didn’t just discriminate between migrants from European and non-European countries: it discriminated against non-European migrants from European nations.

This travesty brought the United Kingdom’s participation in the Australian assisted-passage scheme to the attention of the British Race Relations Board in 1970. Jan Allen, a British citizen of Jamaican descent, challenged the scheme on the grounds that he had been racially discriminated against in being refused assisted passage to Australia.219 In response, the Gorton cabinet debated removing this racial discrimination in our assisted passage scheme, but decided against it. Instead, it mounted an aggressive, legalistic defence of the ‘sovereign’ right of Australia to administer the scheme in a racially discriminatory manner.220 The issue was only resolved when the British government refused to renew its participation in the scheme in 1972.221 Today, both major parties squabble over the credit for dismantling the legal structure of the White Australia policy, but it’s undeniable to any informed observer that racial discrimination and the rhetoric of White Australia remained central to Australia’s migration program until the election of the Whitlam government.

The death knell of White Australia as a policy, both substantively and rhetorically, came with the new Labor government. Gough Whitlam’s leadership recast Labor’s historical values to include new groups and new agendas. Speaking as Opposition leader on a 1971 Labor National Conference motion committing the party to ‘the avoidance of discrimination on any grounds of race or colour of skin or nationality’, Whitlam was upfront not only about the moral case for removing racial discrimination from the immigration program but also about the consequences, telling the country that ‘more Asian migration’ would result and outlining the economic benefits of this.222 The Liberal Immigration Minister, Jim Forbes, responded to Whitlam’s position in overtly racial terms, declaring that Labor would ‘bring more coloured and fewer white migrants to Australia’ and that ‘such policies would not be in Australia’s national interest’.223

On coming into government Whitlam set about dismantling the White Australia policy in word and deed. Immigration officials and embassies around the world were ordered to ignore race in their decision making, a universal visa scheme with consistent and transparent criteria was introduced, and citizenship rights were harmonised regardless of country of origin.224 This time, the government wasn’t coy about the effects of its changes, with the new Immigration Minister, Al Grassby, explicitly proclaiming the White Australia policy ‘dead and buried’.225 As Gwenda Tavan suggests, this rhetoric was a ‘significant achievement’ of the Whitlam government, ‘embodying the unequivocal rejection of a policy and doctrine that had enjoyed almost hegemonic status in Australian public life for almost fifty years’.226

There was little pushback against these changes in polling or the partisan political debate at the time. But the significant increase in the number of non-European migrants to Australia predicted by Jim Forbes did not eventuate. The practical impact of Whitlam’s abolition of the White Australia policy was blunted by significant reductions in the overall migrant intake under his government, falling from 140,000 a year to its lowest level since the Second World War, at just 50,000. The number of Asians migrating to Australia never exceeded 10,000 in any year of the Whitlam government, and by 1978 Asian-Australians still represented less than 2 per cent of the population.227

Then, in April 1976, the first Vietnamese refugees arrived in Darwin Harbour.228 The popular memory of television news footage showing boats heaving with people fleeing Vietnam, combined with the nature of the present-day political debate about asylum seekers, has led many to believe that large numbers of Indo-Chinese refugees arrived in Australia by boat under the Fraser government. The reality was a little different. While large numbers of people fled Vietnam for neighbouring countries and nearby UNHCR facilities, the overwhelming majority of Vietnamese arrivals in Australia came by plane, under formal resettlement arrangements or via family-reunion streams. Indeed, fewer than 3,000 refugees from the region arrived in Australia by boat during the years of the Fraser government.229

During the same period, 70,000 refugees would be resettled in Australia by plane through our first formal channel for refugees, the highest number per capita of any country in the world. Ultimately, a total of around 150,000 Indo-Chinese would arrive by the end of the Hawke government, many via family-reunion programs.230

The acceptance of large numbers of Vietnamese refugees through our immigration program was of a piece with Malcolm Fraser’s broader view of immigration as a nation-building function of government. Migration levels slowly increased again under his government from the lows of the Whitlam government, to over 100,000 people a year.231 The combination of the refugee stream and expanded family-reunion migration significantly increased the proportion of our migrant intake coming from Asia for the first time. The introduction of a points-based system for assessing applications for skilled migration further accelerated the trend.232 The effects of the removal of the White Australia policy under the Whitlam government were beginning to be felt.

The significance of the Fraser government enjoying strong bipartisan support from the Labor Opposition for these changes cannot be overestimated. Decades later, Malcolm Fraser declared: ‘My view was that if we gave a lead in relation to it that people would accept it but I’m also conscious that if we’d asked people first they would have said no.’233 If Labor had campaigned against these changes, it’s questionable whether they would have been enduring. While Whitlam infamously initially opposed the acceptance of large numbers of Vietnamese refugees, not on racial grounds but on a misguided electoral calculus, the Shadow Minister for Immigration, Mick Young, quickly got Labor on board. Young went so far as to accompany Fraser’s second Immigration Minister, Ian Macphee, to public meetings to defend the refugee program and a non-discriminatory migration system.234 Unfortunately, this bipartisanship wasn’t to last.
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BREAKING WITH CONSENSUS

John Howard was central to two major and destructive deviations from Australia’s bipartisan consensus on immigration and multiculturalism: one while Opposition leader and the other while prime minister. Though the political and public reaction to each was very different, they both illustrate the long-term damage that his leadership did to Australia’s ability to talk about immigration—and an Australian national identity that transcends White Australia and the Australian Legend—in the years since.

The preamble to Howard’s first breakout on immigration and Australian identity began on St Patrick’s Day in 1984, when the eminent historian Geoffrey Blainey, later to be known as Howard’s favourite historian, told the attendees at a Rotary Club conference in Warrnambool, Victoria, that the pace of Asian migration to Australia was ‘running ahead of public opinion’.235 The ‘Blainey debate’ that followed this speech, combined with a separate struggle on Indigenous land rights, made 1984 a ‘critical moment’ in modern Australian history, the end of bipartisanship on race and immigration.236

Blainey followed up his Warrnambool address with a book on the topic, All for Australia (1984), expressing bafflement that his ideas had prompted outrage. Changes to Australia’s immigration program, it argued, did not just threaten Australia’s national identity: their implications were being hidden from the public. They were the product of a metaphorical ‘secret room’ in the Immigration Department.237 The Vietnamese refugees accepted by Fraser’s government ‘perhaps’ represented ‘a confidence trick’ that ‘had been played upon’ Australians, as ‘nobody in the years of the “boat people” had mentioned the relatives’.238

Blainey’s book warned that these policies risked cutting the ‘crimson thread of kinship’, Sir Henry Parkes’ description in 1890 of the Anglo-Celtic ties that bound together the colonies. The ‘cult of the immigrant, the emphasis on separateness for ethnic groups, the wooing of Asian and the shunning of Britain’ were all ‘part of this thread-cutting’.239 To avoid this, there should be a reduction in the pace of migration, including potentially a limit on Asian migration, and a return to incrementalism in immigration policy—reminiscent of the slow abolition of the White Australia policy, which was allowed to fade ‘away in the late 1950s’.240

You can only imagine how Twitter would respond today. The ensuing media controversy at the time was rough enough. While John Howard had not been directly involved in the events, they had a significant effect on him. Nearly twenty years on, as prime minister, Howard was still agitated by the furore, declaring that Blainey had been the victim of ‘character assassination and intellectual dishonesty’ as the left showed its ‘fangs’.241

In the shorter term, Blainey’s arguments had apparently sown a seed. Howard became Opposition leader in 1985; in 1988 he launched a policy that appeared to be the fruit of the earlier debate. The ‘One Australia’ policy officially removed support for multiculturalism from the Liberal platform, calling the rhetorical shift away from assimilation an ‘error’ and emphasising the importance of social cohesion over ethnic difference by seeking the celebration of ‘an authentic Australian culture’.

Howard backed this in by asking for an ‘open debate’ on levels of Asian migration to Australia, offering that in his view it should be ‘slowed down a little, so that the capacity of the community to absorb was greater’. Howard was insistent that, despite wanting to reduce Asian immigration, he was ‘not a racist’. Not only that, but ‘none of my colleagues are racist’. The real issue was not racism but ‘the level of public concern about the pace of change’. This was ‘not to be racist but to be realistic’.242

I can’t help but look back on this period through a personal lens. My wife and her family arrived in Australia in the mid-1980s. When John Howard was making these comments about levels of Asian immigration, and the capacity of Asian migrants to be ‘absorbed’ in the community, he was talking about my family. Howard wanted fewer people like my family to come to Australia because he thought they couldn’t or wouldn’t integrate with Australian society, at least in the numbers in which they were then arriving. My family aren’t public figures and don’t need to justify their position in our society, but I will say one thing on their behalf at this point. Howard was wrong. As with every previous wave of migration since the colonies were established, Australia is better off for their presence.

The Hawke Labor government aggressively sought to defend the status quo and forced Howard out into the open by bringing on a debate on the floor of the parliament—the first motion debated in the new Parliament House—that asked all MPs to recommit to Australia’s non-discriminatory immigration policy. In the debate Hawke accused Howard not of racism, but the higher crime of ‘cynical opportunism’, driven by ‘polling [which] shows that there is this prejudice in the community’. In pursuit of political advantage, Howard had ‘unleashed within his coalition and within the wider community the most malevolent, the most hurtful, the most damaging and the most corrosive forces’. Hawke did not merely question Howard’s values: he questioned his integrity.243

In response, Howard refused to support the motion and endorse a racially non-discriminatory immigration intake. When the motion came to a vote, three moderate Liberals, including a future Howard government Immigration Minister, Philip Ruddock, crossed the floor to vote against their leader and support the government motion. Malcolm Fraser’s Immigration Minister, Michael MacKellar, left the chamber.244

Howard’s defeat mortally wounded his leadership of an already divided Liberal Party, and the next year he was to humiliatingly lose the leadership to Andrew Peacock, who reinstated ostensible conservative support for a non-discriminatory immigration intake. Public support for a non-discriminatory immigration program did not collapse in the face of the break in bipartisan support, holding steady and indeed slowly ticking up in the aftermath of the political conflict. Indeed, Hawke believed that the conflict was important for building Australians’ willingness to accept subsequent intakes of Asian migrants in the wake of the Tiananmen Square massacre.245
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John Howard’s second major break in the bipartisan consensus on race in Australia was to have longer-lasting consequences. Two decades after the definitive removal of the White Australia policy, and after a decade of immigration in which the public began to see actual change in the demography of the nation, Australians remained fairly sanguine.246 A significant departure from decades of nation building through the prism of White Australia was unfolding with relatively little backlash or substantial conflict in the general community. Polling from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s consistently found that the public thought migration levels were too high, but attitudes towards Asian migration—despite the flare-up triggered by Howard’s intervention as Opposition leader—did not differ markedly from overall attitudes towards immigration.

Howard returned to the leadership of the Liberal Party in 1995 and as part of his political reinvention recanted his previous views on Asian migration. Despite this public backdown, Howard was unusually unsuited to respond to the accidental election in 1996 of the Liberal-branded, but officially disendorsed, Pauline Hanson.

Directly echoing Howard’s call for an ‘open debate’ about immigration during his first stint as Opposition leader, ten years earlier, Hanson’s first speech in the parliament declared:


For far too long ordinary Australians have been kept out of any debate by the major parties. I and most Australians want our immigration policy radically reviewed and that of multiculturalism abolished. I believe we are in danger of being swamped by Asians. Between 1984 and 1995, 40 per cent of all migrants coming into this country were of Asian origin. They have their own culture and religion, form ghettos and do not assimilate. Of course, I will be called racist, but if I can invite whom I want into my home, then I should have the right to have a say in who comes into my country. A truly multicultural country can never be strong or united.247



Unlike Bob Hawke, who offered leadership in response to this kind of divisive rhetoric in the 1980s, Howard refused to condemn Hanson. Indeed, he gave the ‘debate’ she triggered his blessing, celebrating the idea that the ‘pall of political correctness’ and the ‘pall of censorship’ had been lifted with the election of his government and that, as a result, Australians could ‘speak a little more freely and a little more openly about what they feel’. According to Howard, Hanson ‘should be allowed to say’ what she said in her first speech and, apparently, this also meant that she should not be criticised for it by him.248

Howard then used a trip to Indonesia towards the end of the year of his election to reiterate sixteen times, in three speeches to a series of bemused audiences, that Australia was not an Asian country.249 He allowed Hanson’s rhetoric to run for nearly a year unchallenged by the highest office in the land, until the entreaties of Foreign Minister Alexander Downer and Treasurer Peter Costello about the consequences of this rhetoric for Australia’s relationships in Asia pushed him to respond.250

When Howard finally did step in, it was not with the unambiguous rejection of race-based politics that his predecessors in office had delivered, but with the kind of dog whistling that was to characterise conservative politics for the decades that followed. In a speech to the Asia Society in Sydney, Howard told the audience: ‘In responding to the views of the Member for Oxley, it would be a serious mistake to attack those who are apparently attracted to her as bigoted, narrow-minded and racist. A few no doubt are. Most, however, are not.’251 Far from a rejection of Hanson’s views, it was a public blessing of the anxieties that she had stoked.252

The real damage caused at the time was, as Stephen FitzGerald put it, ‘not the statements of an inconsequential MP but a failure in leadership’.253 Asian-Australians felt the reverberations of this failure in schoolyards, on public transport and on the streets of the nation as racists were validated by the mainstream political debate—invited to come out from under their rocks and into the sunlight. Howard would go on to win three more federal elections and to reshape the assumptions of Australian political strategy for decades. A generation of conservatives came to see Howard’s political model as the template for electoral success; a generation of progressives came to see issues of race, immigration and national identity as dangerous political terrain to be avoided whenever possible.
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John Howard’s weaponisation of race and immigration in the culture wars hamstrung our collective ability to talk about the implications of a changing Australian identity. Howard didn’t directly challenge the mainstream consensus that had emerged on race in Australia in the years since the Whitlam government, but his dog whistling on issues like reconciliation and asylum seekers gave licence to those who did want to challenge it. More insidiously, Howard sought to whitewash Australia’s history on race, rejecting the idea that there was ever anything that needed fixing and by extension undermining efforts since Whitlam to rhetorically expunge the legacy of the White Australia policy. As a result, Howard denied even the possibility that the Australian identity could change and sabotaged the conversation about it. He took the anthropologist W. E. H. Stanner’s ‘great Australian silence’, the ‘cult of forgetfulness practised on a national scale’ that denied the atrocities perpetrated by European colonists against the first Australians, and applied it not just to the past but to the changes unfolding in the present.

Howard’s whitewashing of Australian history was on full display in 2001, when he presided over the celebrations of the Centenary of Federation. Federal MPs gathered in the Legislative Assembly chamber of the Victorian parliament for a special sitting to commemorate the centenary, and Howard moved a motion celebrating ‘one hundred years of achievement by our free and democratic nation’ that made no mention of how radically different the Australia of 2001 was from that imagined by our founding fathers.254

The speech was uniformly positive about Federation and everything that came after. Despite describing it as ‘an occasion that calls for candour’, Howard didn’t mention the White Australia policy or the frontier wars. He spoke about the need for ‘all parts of the Australian community [to] feel fully included in and fully part of the great Australian national life’, not in reference to bringing the historically excluded—Indigenous Australians, people of colour, women—into our national identity, but to ensure ‘those who live in the bush or the country or regional Australia…feel fully included’. Howard continued: ‘It has always been part of our understanding of the Australian identity to see the Australian bush as an intrinsic central element of that great national identity, and to ensure that people in those parts of Australia feel fully part of and fully included in it is an extraordinarily challenging proposition.’255

Responding to Howard, the then Opposition leader, Kim Beazley, identified what was missing, arguing that the motion should have ‘paid more attention to those who suffered hardship or who merely looked on as the new nation grew to prosperity. In particular, we think of the dispossessed Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, of women barred from full citizenship and from educational and employment opportunities and of those against whom the White Australia policy was directed for so many years.’ Beazley argued that in a nation-building moment like this special sitting, the parliament should have had a ‘real sense of urgency about the future of this country and the real purpose of this legislature as an agent of change’: the motion should have recognised that Australia was ‘A country that had once extolled purity of race then opened itself to people of many war-torn places. We welcomed the world to our shores, and we built the sinews of a much stronger people in the process, with even more to offer the world. Ultimately and inevitably this, and our comprehension of colonial peoples striving for independence in many continents, changed our definition of what it was to be an Australian.’256

Beazley’s speech offered a glimpse of a different way in which we could have engaged with our history and national identity in a time of rapid demographic change. But just a few months later, the Tampa, the September 11 terrorist attacks and the 2001 federal election left Howard ascendant again.

The cultural impact of this election, my first as a Young Labor campaigner, has lasted for nearly two decades. I can remember working as a Labor staffer for a period after the 2004 federal election and wondering how we were ever going to break Howard’s political model. Even after Howard was finally vanquished, in 2007, Australia’s body politic was unable to deal with changes he had set in train. The fraught politics of asylum-seeking poisoned the broader debate on immigration and national identity.

The timing couldn’t have been worse. A series of reforms to our immigration system were decisively turning the nation away from the vision described by the Australian Legend and the White Australia policy, yet the ability of our political system to address the implications of these changes was sabotaged. While our national reality was changing for the better, our national imaginings were stalled.
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UNLIKELY REFORMS, GOLDEN OUTCOMES

John Howard will always be remembered as the prime minister who brought the politics of race back into the mainstream of Australian political debate. Equally, no decision, policy or act of his government had a greater impact on the Australian community than his immigration reforms. The dramatic increase in the diversity of our nation over a relatively brief period has been an extraordinary success.

Measuring the impact of immigration on Australia is complex. Immigration cuts across the economic, social and political spheres. It can have different effects on different groups of people: source countries and destination countries, migrants and members of host communities, young and old, high-skilled and low-skilled workers, cities and regions. It can have different effects in the short term and the long term. And the way all of these elements play out is heavily shaped by the actions (and rhetoric) of governments and community members.

Many of these effects are difficult to measure empirically. Some are impossible. I know my daily life has been enriched by being able to have the best banh mi outside Vietnam on the way to work. I know my community has been enriched by the Holi and Eid celebrations that bring local people from all backgrounds together in joint celebration. I know that my personal life has been enriched by meeting my wife and by my children’s shared cultural life. I can’t put a numerical value on any of these things—but I know they shape my views on the value of immigration in Australia in ways that can’t be captured by academic evidence, critical as that is to informed debate.

Similarly, many of the anxieties people have about immigration can’t be empirically measured either. The sense that the country is changing in a way you don’t understand or can’t control feels threatening to many people, but it’s difficult to ascribe a value to this in a cost/benefit analysis spreadsheet. Hard as they are to quantify, these anxieties are felt as acutely in the Australian community as are the benefits.

Still, when we look at what we can measure about the impact of immigration on Australia, the outcomes are exceptionally positive. Whether you’re looking at how Australians have responded to our changing immigration intake, how migrants did once they arrived in our country, or how immigration has affected our economy or our culture, John Howard’s immigration reforms, while not perfect, changed Australia for the better.

To start with, Australians have been remarkably ‘relaxed and comfortable’ about the reforms. Since 2007, the Scanlon Foundation has funded invaluable long-term public-opinion tracking and research on social cohesion, immigration and population in Australia. After collecting data for a decade, the foundation concluded in 2017 that, despite the scale of change experienced in Australia, there has been ‘consistency in the level of acceptance of immigration and cultural diversity—and a large measure of stability across key indicators of social cohesion’.257

The 2007 Scanlon report recorded those who thought immigration was ‘too high’ at 36 per cent of the population, against those who thought it ‘about right’ or ‘too low’ at 53 per cent.258 Ten years and more than a million more permanent migrants later, these figures had barely moved: to 37 per cent and 56 per cent.259 Only 6 per cent of respondents indicated that immigration is the most important problem facing Australia today.260 Scanlon’s findings are broadly supported by other reputable projects measuring public opinion over time, like the Australian Election Study, which found in 2016 that 58 per cent of respondents believed that the immigration rate should remain the same or increase;261 and the 2018 Pew Global Attitudes Survey, which found that 64 per cent of Australians believed migrants make Australia ‘stronger because of their work and talents’.262 Research by the University of Western Sydney in 2017 found that 80 per cent of Australians agree that it is good for a society to be culturally diverse.263

The strong and enduring support in Australia for a diverse immigration program is a dramatic contrast with the rest of the world. According to the Gallup World Poll, Australia was for a time the only developed nation with a net positive view of its prevailing immigration rates.264 We see similar patterns of public opinion in Australians’ attitudes to multiculturalism. When the Scanlon Foundation has asked whether ‘multiculturalism has been good for Australia’, 83 to 86 per cent of Australians have responded ‘yes’ against only 10 to 12 per cent who answer in the negative.265 It’s difficult to find an issue with stronger public support in Australia.

These positive community attitudes are reflected in an equally high sense of belonging reported by migrants to Australia. In 2007, the first Scanlon report found that 96 per cent of migrants reported a great or moderate extent of belonging in Australia.266 By 2017 this figure had fallen, but still sat at a very high 92 per cent.267 Scanlon found equally high positive responses from migrants to questions relating to life satisfaction and identification with Australia. It’s no surprise that more than eight out of ten migrants who have been in Australia for at least ten years formally join the Australian community by taking up citizenship.268

At the most personal level, we can see the degree of integration of migrants in Australia in the level of intermarriage between people of different backgrounds. Demographers consider intermarriage to be one of the strongest measures of integration between groups because it can only occur with close interaction between people in different ethnic or national groups.269 It implies a high level of interaction between people of different backgrounds in the places where couples meet: schools, communities and workplaces. Migrant intermarriage rates in Australia are high and grow quickly across the generations. The Australian National University demographer Siew-Ean Khoo has estimated from 2006 census data that the interethnic partnering ratio in Australia grows from 10 per cent for first-generation migrants to over 30 per cent for second-generation migrants, to 60 per cent for third-generation migrants.270 According to the ABS, 31.6 per cent of marriages in Australia in 2016 were between people born in different countries, significantly higher than the 18 per cent of marriages in 2006.271

Intermarriage accelerates the integration process, bringing not only the couple but also the broader families and future generations closer together.272 My own experience includes countless examples of my family, most of whom grew up in less diverse parts of regional Australia, gaining new understandings and appreciations of Chinese-Australian culture through my cross-cultural marriage. Participating in wedding tea ceremonies, yum cha, red-packet gifting and Chinese New Year celebrations are small things on their own, but together they have given my family a much deeper understanding of another culture than they would otherwise have had.
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Beyond the data, the lived experience of immigration and multiculturalism in Australia has been far smoother than in comparable countries. Despite the national political obsession with asylum seekers, we’re optimistic about controlled immigration and its effects. As the former Race Discrimination Commissioner Tim Soutphommasane observes in a book celebrating the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Racial Discrimination Act: ‘In each of the past seven decades, Australia has taken in more than a million immigrants, increasingly from Asia. If racism were as comfortably entrenched in our society as some suggest, it seems odd and miraculously unlikely that Australia has managed such a significant program of immigration without experiencing profound social discord.’273

It’s true that our media and political classes are often less enlightened than the Australian community on these issues, and extremist voices are regularly given a platform. But these are noisy minorities. The spectre of Hansonism has loomed over Australian politics, yet One Nation has never reached the level of public support seen by the anti-immigrant parties of Europe, and the drum beat of populism has never sounded as loudly in Australia as it has in the United States. Outside of a Sky News studio after the sun has set, there are no crowds of MAGA hats to be found.

This broad-based community acceptance of immigration and cultural diversity reflects the achievements of migrants in our nation. By whatever measure of economic or social success you can think of, Australian migrants have thrived, and their children have done even better. Taken as a whole, you’d rather be a migrant in Australia than in any other nation. Gallup’s World Poll Happiness Report recently found that migrants in Australia were the sixth-happiest of the 140 countries surveyed—happier even than the Australian population as a whole, which ranked tenth.274 This happiness is underpinned by the extraordinary success of migrants across nearly every measure of economic prosperity.

When I asked the economist Gabriela D’Souza to describe the benefits of immigration, over coffee in South Yarra, she jokingly responded: ‘Me!’ Gaby has written papers about the impact of the expansion of Australia’s skilled-migration scheme on migrant earning outcomes—but she hasn’t just studied this; she’s a product of it. As Gaby told the ALS Friedman Conference (a major libertarian gathering) in 2018, her father grew up in Mumbai on a six-by-four patch of street under a blue tarp he shared with his family.275 At eighteen, Gaby’s dad migrated for work to the UAE, where he made enough money to get his kids an education. From there, Gaby migrated to Canberra to study, then stayed on in Australia through permanent residence and citizenship. Through immigration, and a lot of hard work, in a single generation her family moved from the bottom of the global income ladder to the top 1 per cent.

Australia has shown itself to be unusually successful in improving the economic prospects of migrants to our country. The employment outcomes of migrants in Australia are broadly similar to those of the native-born population.276 Migrant employment outcomes do differ notably by visa stream,277 but after six months eight in every ten migrants are employed, with nearly two-thirds in highly skilled jobs and most of the rest in semi-skilled jobs.278 Immigrants to Australia are also less likely to be long-term unemployed than those born here, according to a joint 2015 OECD–EU report.279 Several studies have found that the children of migrants do better in labour markets than do the children of those born in Australia, a function of the fact that the children of immigrants are more likely than their parents to obtain a degree qualification.280 We tend to take this kind of thing for granted, but language, cultural and structural barriers to economic integration result in migrants to OECD countries on average being more likely than the native born to be unemployed.

Male migrants to Australia have a slightly higher rate of participation in the labour force than do men born in Australia.281 However, women who migrate here participate in the workforce at a much lower rate (66.5 per cent) than do Australian-born women (74.1 per cent).282 The Productivity Commission has noted research that the gender roles from countries of origin are dampening the participation of migrant women.283 This gender gap contributes to the overall workforce-participation rate for migrants falling short of that of native-born Australians, 74.7 to 78.3 per cent.284 But the difference in participation rates between men and women, both foreign and Australian born, has been decreasing over time, and the Australian Census and Migrant Integrated Dataset shows that the labour-force participation of migrants increases as they stay in Australia for longer.285

There are differing opinions on whether migrants to Australia earn more or less than the native born,286 but the best evidence shows that, typically, migrants earn higher wages.287 One study found that, because migrants are more skilled on average than the locally born, ‘migrants in Australia earn higher wages than natives, overall, though this wage differential varies along the wage distribution, across occupations and countries of origin’.288 Another study found that, overall, wages of the foreign born are 7 per cent higher than for those born in Australia. This sets Australia apart from Canada, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland and the United States, where migrants were found to have lower median wages.289
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It’s unsurprising that the central institutions of economic policy in Australia, the Treasury, the Reserve Bank and the Productivity Commission, agree that immigration has had a clear positive effect on the Australian economy over the past two decades. Indeed, it’s likely that, two decades after Howard’s systemic reforms, the success of Australia’s economy, whether measured by GDP per person or overall GDP growth, has never been more reliant on the success of our immigration system than it has been in recent years.

This was highlighted in a 2018 joint report of the Treasury and Home Affairs, which cited research estimating that immigration was responsible for nearly one-fifth of the growth in GDP per person enjoyed by Australians over the past forty years.290 The report went so far as to suggest that ‘migration helped the economy successfully weather the Global Financial Crisis and the slow global growth and poor economic conditions that followed’.291 Contrary to popular belief, you could argue that it wasn’t Chinese demand for Australian resources that saved Australia from the GFC—it was Chinese migrants.

Immigration primarily raises GDP per person by creating a ‘demographic dividend’—the growth in the proportion of the population that is of working age.292 As the Treasury and Home Affairs describes it: ‘Migrants deliver an economic dividend for Australia due to current policy settings which favour migrants of working age who have skill to contribute to the economy. This leads to higher rates of workforce participation and likely productivity benefits. This, in turn, increases Australia’s GDP and GDP per person, with positive flow on effects for living standards.’293

The important economic dividend that migrants deliver has been recognised by the Productivity Commission, which estimated in 2016 that continuing net overseas migration at its long-term average would increase Australia’s GDP per person in 2060 by 7 per cent, or $7,000 for every Australian relative to zero net migration over the period.294 A 2015 report by Independent Economics for the Migration Council of Australia reached a similar conclusion, finding that continuing net overseas migration at the long-term average would increase GDP per person by 5.9 per cent in 2050, relative to zero net migration.295

In this way, immigration doesn’t just drive economic growth through population growth: it actively makes us more productive per head of population. The Productivity Commission has found repeatedly that immigration has a small but positive impact on productivity growth in Australia.296 One report from the Australian National University suggests that migrants have increased productivity growth by 0.2 per cent per annum, due to their age profile and being more skilled on average.297

Australian migrants don’t just bring an injection of youth into the Australian population; they also bring new skills and ideas. The governor of the Reserve Bank, Philip Lowe, has argued that Australia’s immigration program can drive innovation and productivity growth: ‘Increasing diversity of our population means that we have a constant influx of people coming to our shores, bringing with them new perspectives, new skills and new ideas. While high population growth and high levels of immigration can create challenges of their own, properly managed, they can also help create a more dynamic economy and a society with more opportunities for all.’298

Skilled migration has helped Australia adapt to the changing demand for skills in the international economy, jump-starting skills acquisition more quickly than can the education system. One recent study found that Australia will need to fill the roles of more than 2 million retiring baby boomers over the next five years.299 We ought to be investing as much as we can in our education system to ensure that every Australian has the skills necessary to fill these roles. But we don’t have enough young people entering the workforce each year to fill them with the locally born alone. Everyone is better off if we can harness the skills of migrants to keep the economy growing and creating more jobs during this transition.

Immigration has dramatically deepened Australia’s stocks of human capital—a fundamental determinant of long-run economic growth. A 2015 Department of Immigration and Border Protection paper found that a majority of people holding postgraduate degrees in Australia were born overseas. The same study reported that nearly 40 per cent of people with bachelor degrees in Australia were migrants.300

Migrants to Australia are, on average, on their arrival better educated than are members of the broader Australian community. In 2016, nearly two-thirds of recent permanent migrants had a post-school qualification.301 Only half of working-age Australians had the same level of education.302 Nearly all skilled primary applicants, and more than four in five of all skilled and family-stream migrants, had a post-school qualification.303 Nearly half of all recent migrants had university degrees, whereas the 2016 census showed that under a quarter of the broader Australian working-age population did.304

For all primary applicants (not just those in the skilled stream of migration), the share with a university degree was lower, at 63 per cent.305 The overall share was pulled down by the fact that ‘only’ 48 per cent of partner migrants in the family stream were university educated. This, however, is still more than double the rate of the general Australian population. Primary skilled and family migrants have far higher rates of graduate and postgraduate degrees. Nearly one in five primary migrants in these streams has a master’s degree, compared with less than 3 per cent of the working-age population born in Australia.306 Even partner migrants in the family stream had master’s qualifications at more than four times the rate of Australian-born people of working age.

Similarly, dramatic comparisons can be made between recent migrants in the skilled and family streams with the Australian-born working-age population. Migrants who come as partners in the family stream have doctorates at nearly double the frequency of the Australian-born working-age population (1.1 versus 0.6 per cent). Skilled primary applicants are more than seven times as likely as Australian-born working-age people to have a PhD.307 In 2016–17, immigration increased Australia’s stock of university-educated working-age people by approximately 3 per cent, or 125,000 people.308

This human capital has flowed through to our workplaces. One study found that 62 per cent of Australian residents with engineering degrees were overseas born, 57 per cent of IT professionals, 53 per cent of accountants, 47 per cent of doctors and 29 per cent of nurses.309 This has made existing Australian workers more productive by providing complementary niche skills in highly skilled workplaces and, at the entry level, by allowing Australian workers to move into higher-skilled jobs in aggregate. The growth of skilled migrants in our workforce is creating jobs, not taking them away.
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Immigration is also good for the federal budget. There is compelling evidence that this demographic dividend of our immigration program has a positive impact on the fiscal outlook by ameliorating the effects of an ageing population.310 Falling fertility rates and delayed family formation relative to previous generations mean that Australia’s population as a whole is growing older. Over time, this creates a growing problem for the Commonwealth budget, as fewer working-age Australians are asked to bear the tax burden of supporting more and more non-working retirees. The share of working-age Australians peaked in 2009 at 67.5 per cent, as baby boomers began to retire.311 Since then, it’s estimated that around half of the decline in the participation rate can be attributed to an ageing population. Australia’s old-age dependency ratio has grown by almost half: from 13 per cent, when baby boomers were first entering the workforce, to 21 per cent today.

Australia’s ageing population was an animating economic policy discussion during the years of the Howard government. (I hadn’t yet met my future wife when Peter Costello, introducing the Baby Bonus, was imploring Australians to have one child for mum, one for dad and one for the nation.) It’s striking, in retrospect, how this debate focused on fertility and paid little attention to the role of immigration. Australia’s booming migration program has helped ameliorate, or at least delay, the ageing-population problem, providing working-age employees faster than can natural growth. More than eight in ten of all migrants who arrived in 2015–16 were aged under forty, whereas only half of all Australia residents were.312 Indeed, the demographer Peter McDonald has argued that, without immigration, the number of Australian workers aged under fifty-five would not have increased at all since 2011.

Immigration also helps drive the total number of people in our workforce, an important contributor to our prosperity. In 2018 the Treasury and Home Affairs found that, without immigration, the Australian workforce-participation rate would have decreased by 2.1 per cent from 2000 to 2016.313 Thanks to strong immigration it instead increased by 1.4 per cent over that period. Modelling the effect of this dynamic on the federal budget, the Department of Immigration and Border Protection and Deloitte Access Economics estimate that the 2014–15 migrant cohort will add a net $9.7 billion to the budget position over fifty years.314

This has a big impact on the output of our economy and on the fiscal situation of the government. As Carla Wilshire from the Migration Council has pithily observed: ‘if we were to stop migration altogether, by 2050 roughly half of us would be over the age of sixty-five and we’d essentially be one gigantic floating nursing home somewhere in the Pacific.’315 In contrast, detailed modelling by academic demographers has found that a migration program of 300,000 people a year would reduce the proportion of the Australian population aged over sixty-five to just above 20 per cent.316 In other words, ‘The number of workers for each older person would be two with zero migration and three with migration of 300,000.’317

The Productivity Commission reached a similar conclusion in 2016 when it found that zero net migration would cause the proportion of the population aged over sixty-five to double by 2060, from around 15 per cent to around 30 per cent. Maintaining net migration at long-term trend levels would cause the proportion to grow only to around 25 per cent.318 The Parliamentary Budget Office notes that migration has had ‘a profound influence on Australia’s population structure’, slowing the ageing of the population and helping manage the estimated $16 billion per-annum associated cost to the budget by 2028–29.319

There’s an important caveat to this. Migration only delays an ageing population for so long as it continues.320 Migrants grow old eventually too and require support.321 Indeed, if you increased immigration for a period only to stop it abruptly later, you could make the ageing-population problem worse by increasing the long-term pension liability. Regardless, most analysts would agree that using immigration to taper the effect of an ageing population is far preferable to dramatically cutting back pension entitlements, to everyone’s detriment, as the population ages.

Finally, migrants can also create trade and investment bridges with their countries of origin, through business and family relationships. The potential trade and investment dividends of large diaspora communities in Australia from the fastest growing region in the world are obvious. Continuing economic growth in our region has opened up new export opportunities for the services demanded by a burgeoning Asian middle class—education, health care, finance, aged care and environmental-management services, to name a few. But realising the opportunities will demand greater understanding of these markets and more sophisticated relationship-management skills than were required to exploit the commodity-export opportunities of recent times. Despite this, as a 2017 report produced by Asialink (a centre for the promotion of Australian engagement with Asia), PwC, and the Institute of Managers and Leaders found, fewer than one in five directors of ASX 200 companies and only 14 per cent of senior executives possessed the necessary ‘Asia capabilities’.322

Our diaspora communities could be a major asset in this task, particularly given that migrants to Australia are more likely to be middle-class professionals with far more human and financial capital than had previous generations of migrants.323 There is evidence that a 10 per cent increase in the size of a diaspora community in a country increases bilateral trade between the origin and destination countries by 0.9 per cent.324 Even stronger effects have been found regarding international trade in services.325
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Beyond these hard economic calculations, immigration has been a cultural boon for Australia, both in our domestic cultural production and in the overseas success of Australian cultural exports. When Al Grassby, the Immigration Minister in the Whitlam government, introduced Australia to the term ‘multiculturalism’ for the first time in a 1973 speech, he articulated his vision for a society in which ‘the diverse ethnic components will be producing new national initiatives, stimulating new artistic endeavours, and ensuring greater strength in diversity’.326

The late expatriate Australian art critic and historian Robert Hughes echoed this in his discussion of cultural production in The Culture of Complaint (1993). Multiculturalism, he wrote, proposes that ‘some of the most interesting things in history and culture happen at the interface between cultures’. In a globalised economy, ‘the future… will lie with people who can think and act with informed grace across ethnic, cultural, linguistic lines…In the world that is coming, if you can’t navigate difference, you’ve had it.’327 I was so taken by this quote when I first read it that I filed it away for years to use in my first speech in parliament. It perfectly sums up Australia’s experience in the early decades of the twenty-first century.

In the past twenty years, Australia’s diversity has made it a hub for cultural production and innovation at the intersection of cultures—and this has had a major impact beyond our borders. The stylists and photographers Margaret Zhang and Nicole Warne (both Chinese-Australian) are now global taste makers. The designer Akira Isogawa (Japanese-Australian) and the model Jessica Gomes (Singaporean-Australian) have reached the peak in their international fields. James Wan (Malaysian-Australian), creator of the ‘Saw’ franchise, is one of the most successful young film directors in the world. The actor Anne Curtis (Filipino-Australian) is one of the biggest film and television stars in the Philippines. The sketch comic and writer Natalie Tran (Vietnamese-Australian) has been recognised as having one of the top hundred channels on YouTube, and Ronny Chieng (Malaysian-Australian) is a regular cast member of the American comedy institution The Daily Show. Ako Kondo (Japanese-Australian) and Chengwu Guo (Chinese-Australian) are internationally renowned as the principal dancers at the Australian Ballet. Australians are now regularly members of the latest K-Pop, J-Pop and Canto-Pop groups,328 including Jason Jang (Korean-Australian; LEDApple’s Hanbyul) and Henry Mak (Chinese-Australian; JJCC’s Prince Mak).329

Then there’s sport: Jason Day (Filipino-Australian), Massimo Luongo (Indonesian-Australian), Nick Kyrgios (Malaysian-Greek–Australian) and Usman Khawaja (Pakistani-Australian) are among the Asian-Australians to have international success in their chosen arenas. It’s an extraordinary roll call of achievement, and it has the kind of broad cultural clout in our region and around the world that Australia simply couldn’t have imagined two decades ago. And it’s only been possible because of the way that Australia has welcomed diversity and enabled people from all backgrounds to thrive.
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BETWEEN TWO AUSTRALIAS

Representing an electorate like mine, where two-thirds of constituents were born overseas or have a parent born overseas, your diary quickly fills with events from around our region like Tet, Lunar New Year, Fiesta, Thai Pongal, Holi, Diwali and Ramadan. It becomes second nature to follow an acknowledgment of country with a chúc mừng năm mới, a kung hei fat choi, a gong xi fa cai, a malígayang pyesta or a ramadan mubarak, depending on where you are in our increasingly crowded cultural calendar. In the places where Australians live their daily lives—in our homes, schools and workplaces, our sporting clubs and community groups—the Golden Country is already a lived reality.

Unfortunately, this diverse new Australia ends at the doorstep of the institutions of power in our country. When I step out of my community and into cabinet rooms and parliaments, boardrooms and C-suites, editorial conferences and production meetings, a different reality endures. A pervasive bamboo ceiling blocking the advancement of Asian-Australians into positions of power means that our institutional mindset remains stubbornly stuck in the past.

It’s disorienting to leave a celebration of Holi, the festival of colours where thousands of Australians of all backgrounds come together to dance and cover each other in coloured powder, to race home to shower and jump on a plane to be transported to a parliament where Anglo-Australia still reigns. Sitting on the green leather of the House of Representatives, taking in the sea of white faces while still cleaning out the coloured powder from my ears, I sometimes feel like our institutions represent a different country to the one in which Australians now live.

John Howard’s adept prosecution of the culture wars hindered our collective ability to talk openly about the implications of the societal shifts he set in train. At the substantive level, this meant that governments were unwilling to publicly confront the scale of the changes created by a demand-driven immigration system. As a result, we didn’t plan for them, and didn’t make the investments in infrastructure and government services needed to accommodate the population growth in our cities.

Nor did we think through the different challenges that would be posed by our changed migration program and, as a result, serious issues like the exploitation of temporary migrants in the workplace and foreign interference with diaspora communities were allowed to emerge. At the same time, we neglected strategically important aspects of our immigration program like settlement services, and failed to invest in the competitiveness of our migration program in a fluctuating international environment. These substantive failures have had ever greater consequences, and have threatened long-term public support for the migration program that has underpinned the emergence of the Golden Country in our communities.

Just as importantly, we didn’t talk about these changes at the symbolic level. Howard crippled our symbolic nation-building capacity when we most needed it. Our national reality has outpaced our national institutions and our national imagining. We haven’t worked through what our changing demography means for our national identity in the context of a century of nation building in the image of White Australia. Ours is a nation of contradictions. We’ve made enormous progress in some areas, but remain stuck in others.

Many Asian-Australians have been left feeling excluded and frustrated, while other Australians, many of them in rural and regional areas, have been left feeling anxious at the changes that have occurred. Our unrepresentative institutions of power, particularly in our politics and our media, have been vulnerable to similarly unrepresentative ethno-nationalist populism. We’re stuck between two Australias: between the emerging Golden Country that many of us already see in our daily lives and the White Australia of the past, whose shadow still looms over the way our nation is represented.

In our communities, Australians have muddled through with these changes remarkably well—especially when compared with the experiences of similar countries. If you ask Australians what it means to be Australian, you get a pretty encouraging response. The way Australians view themselves is exceptional by world standards—particularly with respect to the place of migrants in our national identity. A 2016 international survey by the Pew Research Center, for example, found that only 13 per cent of Australians believed that being born here is important to being truly Australian.330

This might be unsurprising to an Australian reader, but it’s a dramatically different response to that given by respondents in many other developed nations. In Japan, fully half of the population feel that being born in Japan is very important to being truly Japanese.331 The median in European countries is around a third. In the United States, whose identity is most explicitly bound up with the idea of being an immigrant nation, a third of people believe being native born matters to being a true American. Even in Canada, another settler nation that we could compare ourselves with, a fifth of the population agrees that place of birth matters to being truly Canadian.

Notably, the idea that being born in Australia matters to being truly Australian is even weaker among younger Australians. Just 4 per cent of surveyed Australians aged between eighteen and thirty-four thought place of birth was very important to being truly Australian. Australians view being an Aussie as something that you buy into, rather than are born into—in much the same way that the currency lads and lasses of the nineteenth century rejected British notions of inherited titles.

Australians do expect migrants to buy into the Australian way of life. Half of the respondents to the Pew survey also agreed that it’s very important to ‘share national customs and traditions’ to be truly Australian. This is a strong platform on which to build a national identity that is based on shared values and experiences, rather than on birthright or ethnicity.
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What is this Australian culture that migrants are expected to buy into? It’s a bit vague, but it’s still something with recognisable roots in the Australian Legend. A 2017 survey found that the top four characteristics reported by Australians as being ‘especially Australian’ were ‘belief in the fair go’ (89 per cent), ‘love of the great outdoors’ (89 per cent), ‘a sense of humour’ (89 per cent) and ‘interest in sports’ (82 per cent).332 You can hear the echo of the egalitarian rural pioneer in these answers, but it’s all pretty generic and none of it is ethnically or racially exclusive. In fact, 78 per cent of respondents indicated that it was ‘especially Australian’ to have a diversity of background.

The expectation that migrants buy into these values is strong relative to other countries. Recent University of Western Sydney research found that half of Australians believe that minorities should behave more like ‘mainstream Australians’.333 Similarly, a significant minority of Australians are anxious that the national identity could be changed by migrants. The 2018 Lowy Poll found that 41 per cent of Australians fear that we ‘risk losing our identity as a nation’ if we are ‘too open to people from all over the world’—a significantly higher proportion than the 29 per cent of Americans who responded in the same way to a similar question in the United States in 2017.334

When this information is combined with the substantial work undertaken by the Scanlon Foundation discussed earlier, we can see that Australians view themselves as egalitarians in norms and manners, connected with the land and the outdoors, open to newcomers to our country, but anxious to preserve Australian values as they are. When you ask Australians how they feel about national identity and the new diversity in our nation, you hear a much more optimistic story than you would if you listen only to our polarised political debate. Despite this, when you scratch the surface of what we say about our national identity, and look at what we do when asked to decide who or what represents us, a more complex picture emerges. The emerging Golden Country of our communities is still experiencing a national psychological hangover from the White Australia of the past.

When I entered politics in 2013, I didn’t expect to be confronting white nationalists in the workplace. So it was a bit of a shock to be bailed up in late 2017, at the bar of my local university, by three burly leering goons calling my Iranian-born mate and then fellow parliamentarian Sam Dastyari a ‘terrorist’ and a ‘monkey’ while jamming a phone camera in his face. The encounter made international news and my unimpressed response became a catchphrase with an internet half-life measured in tens of thousands of mentions on Twitter. Dad even bought a novelty T-shirt emblazoned with my response to their taunts: What race is dickhead? In the moment, though, it didn’t feel like an opportunity to create a meme. It was scary, a first-hand glimpse for me of what life is like as a target of aggressive racial abuse. Trying to work out in real time whether these people were just idiots or whether they were actually dangerous. Being conscious that the bar was a picture of the diversity of Footscray—the staff member accompanying me at the event was a Vietnamese-Australian and both bartenders were Asian-Australians. And so on. As the only non-racially-deranged Anglo in the vicinity, I was best positioned to try to resolve the situation. Like thousands of other racist confrontations outside the public eye, it got the heart pumping and the adrenalin flowing in a very unpleasant way.

It’s not just the victims of racial abuse who get their blood up when talking about racism in our country. The debate in Australia is fraught, combative and often undertaken in bad faith—especially in our media and in our politics.

Part of the problem is definitional. It seems like a straightforward concept, but people arguing about the existence of racism in Australia often have very different ideas of what it means. In the simplest possible terms, the Australian Human Rights Commission defines racism as dividing ‘people into “us” and “them”, based on where we come from or the colour of our skin’.335 The plain language of this is appealing, but it oversimplifies. Anti-racism activists would argue that it misses an important dimension of how racism manifests itself in our society: power.336 From this perspective, racism is not simply prejudice based on where we come from or the colour of our skin, or even discriminatory behaviour on that basis; it’s the combination of prejudice and power—particularly the institutional power that structurally benefits some groups over others. In this sense, the prevalence of racism in Australia is more complex and contested.

In writing this book, I spoke to dozens of Asian-Australians to try to understand their experiences of being a person of colour in our nation. As you’d expect, I heard a range of perspectives, but one thing united them—every single person of colour I spoke to had cause to think seriously about racism in Australia.

Some took a relatively optimistic perspective. Karan Anand, a successful consultant and the chair of the Australia–India Youth Dialogue, met me for a business breakfast in Sydney’s Martin Place, where he told me about a recent meeting he’d had with a group of visiting Indian politicians. One asked him, ‘Is Australia okay? Is it safe, you know, for people like you and me?’ Karan explained: ‘What she was actually asking was, “Is it racist, as its reputation suggests?” My response…was, “A lot less than India, given we don’t have race- or religious-driven sectarian violence which results in multiple deaths.” But that’s also the challenge on both sides, getting rid of some lingering negative stereotypes. Hopefully this generation and the next are the ones that will be able to solve this.’

The Chinese-Australian writer and gadfly Benjamin Law was similarly ambivalent about whether you could reduce Australian attitudes to race to a single national diagnosis. After first meeting Ben beside a giant painting of an arse hanging on the walls of Parliament House that had attracted media controversy, I caught up with him on a Skype call from his stylish writing den for a more serious conversation. He told me that asking ‘Is Australia a racist country?’ is ‘such a dumb useless question, and makes me hit my head against the wall’. So dumb that it has actually hindered our ability to have a serious conversation about race as a nation. Instead, Ben suggested, ‘The more handy question is, “What are the different types of racisms in Australia and what should we be doing about them?”’

Tim Soutphommasane, another Asian-Australian public intellectual, echoed this in his frustration at being constantly asked ‘Is Australia a racist country?’ during his time as Race Discrimination Commissioner.337 Soutphommasane sees the constant, almost ritual questioning as a projection of interlocutors’ attitudes to our national identity or character, seeking in the asking either affirmation of Australian exceptionalism or confirmation of moral failing. To his mind, the polarisation of the discussion of race in Australia between ‘self-flagellation’ and ‘parochial defensiveness’ stops us from being able to have a constructive national conversation about the experiences of people of colour.
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This dynamic isn’t unique to Australia, but it’s dominated our public debate since John Howard was elected in 1996. ‘I do not accept that there is underlying racism in this country,’ Howard insisted. ‘I have always taken a more optimistic view of the character of the Australian people.’338 He framed any claim of racism in Australia as an affront, an attack on the ‘character of the Australian people’ as a whole and, by extension, on every Australian who took pride in it.

It was a deft rhetorical sleight of hand. Anyone who had the hide to suggest that there is racism in Australia was not an anti-racist: they were anti-Australian. There was no room in this perverted logic to take pride in Australia’s achievements in overcoming racism, because there was never anything to overcome. Howard effectively made the denial of racism in Australia a precondition of being a virtuous Australian.

The unresolved legacy of our European colonisation notwithstanding, I don’t believe Australia, as a nation, is intrinsically and irrevocably racist. Our national identity is not static and there’s far too much goodwill when you cut through our political debate and ask Australians how they actually feel about these issues to render such a verdict. From my limited perspective as an Anglo-Australian man, I don’t believe there are many countries in the world where my Eurasian-Australian children would have a greater opportunity to reach their full potential than in Australia, and I think we can feel pride in the distance we have travelled as a nation on these issues. Australia is a different, and far better, nation than it was in the days of Sir Henry Parkes.

Racial prejudice and discrimination exist in Australia, though—as they do in every country on earth. We can admit this without sackcloth and rending of clothes. This was the second near-universal perspective I heard from the dozens of Asian-Australians who I spoke with when writing this book. Australians might genuinely think and say that everyone who buys into Australian values is equally Aussie but, in reality, members of my family are treated differently in our nation on the basis of their race.

The kind of public racial prejudice and abuse that I saw at the pub with Sam is a real part of life for people of colour in Australia. There are a small minority of Australians who are personally, consciously, prejudiced on the basis of race and discriminate against people accordingly. Asian-Australians still report regularly experiencing racial discrimination in our schools, workplaces and public spaces—on our sporting grounds and public-transport networks. The 2016 Scanlon Mapping Social Cohesion report found that around a fifth of Australians have experienced discrimination because of skin colour, ethnic origin or religion.339 These findings are echoed by research undertaken by the University of Western Sydney which found that 17 per cent of respondents had experienced racism in the past year.340

Visible minorities were significantly more likely to report public abuse, with 58 per cent of people who speak a language other than English having experienced racial discrimination on public transport or on the street, 49 per cent online and 44 per cent at sporting event.341 A total of 84 per cent of Asian-Australians surveyed reported experiencing racism.342 In this context, there’s a continuing need for governments to preserve existing laws prohibiting racial discrimination, and to support basic anti-racism programs in schools and our community.

Racism in Australia isn’t limited to dickheads at the pub, or to people being abused on the street. Discrimination based on personal racial prejudice, the kind of racism that even a Sky After Dark commentator would label as such, is just one facet—the most visible, least subtle—of racism in Australia. Many Asian-Australians told me that they were more bothered by casual racism: behaviour that didn’t stoop to overt racial abuse, but made them feel like an other in their own country. The Labor activist and Fabian writer Osmond Chiu has observed that Australia’s ‘casual racism problem’ can be seen in the frequent media controversies over racial ‘jokes’ or stereotypes that don’t have a conscious intent to inflict harm, merely an obliviousness to the way that they will be received by people from different backgrounds. Chiu argues: ‘While Australia does better than many other countries, we are far behind when it comes to casual racism. There is an acceptance of casual racism because people don’t think it is racism…Racial jokes or negative stereotypes don’t count.’343

Deconstructing this kind of casual racism is the staple of Australia’s self-proclaimed ‘third- or fourth-favourite Asian-Australian comedian’, Michael Hing. I caught up with Michael for a beer and a chat about this outside the Malthouse Theatre after he’d finished a set at the Melbourne International Comedy Festival. Hing sees himself as privileged; his family has been in Australia for 150 years; he is the flanno-shirt-wearing, ocker-accented child of middle-class parents and was given every opportunity to pursue his dreams. But it’s obvious that he’s bothered by the casual racism he jokes about.

Hing channelled this irritation into the SBS documentary Where Are You Really From? For the series he travelled the country, interviewing multi-generational Australians of colour about their experiences of this invidious form of casual racism. Irritation at being asked ‘Where are you from?’ was a common refrain among Asian-Australians I spoke to for this book. Many Anglo-Australians have difficulty understanding this and often think that objecting to the question is precious. For many Australians, asking about someone’s heritage feels like good manners, showing interest in them by making polite enquiries out of genuine curiosity and goodwill.

What Anglo-Australians frequently don’t understand is how it is heard from the perspective of a person of colour. The visual artist Phuong Ngo told me: ‘The implication of that question is that you don’t look like you belong here.’ As the mixed-race barrister and BBC broadcaster Afua Hirsch succinctly describes it in her 2018 memoir, Brit(ish): ‘Being asked where you’re from in your own country is a daily ritual of unsettling. The Question is reserved for people who look different, and, thanks to it, someone who looks like me is told that they are different, and asked for an explanation, every single day, often multiple times.’344 In the parlance of the Australian Human Rights Commission, it’s an act that perpetuates the division into ‘us’ and ‘them’ on the basis of skin colour.

Another example of casual racism regularly cited by the Asian-Australians I interviewed is Australians’ lack of interest in pronouncing non-Anglo names correctly. The number of stories I was told about teachers not bothering to properly pronounce Asian-Australian students’ names at school reflected my own experience as a regular attendee at school graduations, where it is still a rarity, even in multicultural Melbourne, for teachers to try to get the tonal pronunciation of Asian names right. Many still don’t even get the sounds of Chinese transliterations right.

Australian attitudes to questions of pronunciation were brought to national attention during the last men’s football World Cup, when the SBS commentator Lucy Zelic’s insistence on pronouncing players’ names as they would be said in their home country prompted a social-media backlash against her performatively ‘over-pronouncing’ the names.345 These responses spanned the gamut from casual scepticism to insidious prejudice. Yet again, they reinforced a sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’ based on cultural heritage.
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More difficult to see at the individual level, but easier to measure objectively, is the systemic racism of our institutions of power. Tim Soutphommasane defines systemic racism as the institutions, practices and assumptions, often unconscious or implicit, that unfairly disadvantage or privilege someone on the basis of their racial background.346 It’s what Reni Eddo-Lodge describes in Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People about Race (2017) as being ‘not just about personal prejudice, but the collective effects of bias’.347 It’s the cumulative effect of living in a society with institutions where whiteness is the default and the experiences of being white are assumed to be universally shared.348

This kind of racism doesn’t loudly announce itself in the form of personal abuse. Indeed, those who perpetuate systemic racism may not even consciously hold prejudiced beliefs or see the discriminatory impact of their actions. Ironically, this can make it harder to identify, accept and address.

The most prominent manifestation of structural racism in Australia today is the so-called bamboo ceiling: the persistent under-representation of Asian-Australians in leadership roles across our institutions.349 People of colour must climb measurably higher barriers to progress in Australian organisations and institutions. In a former life my colleague the Member for Fenner, Andrew Leigh, along with Alison Booth and Elena Vargonova, undertook a blind test in which they sent out 4,000 job applications in a range of fields, identical but for different, racially identifying names.350 People with Chinese names were invited for interviews one in five times; Anglo names, one in three. An applicant with a Chinese name would need to submit 68 per cent more job applications than an applicant with an Anglo name and an identical CV to get the same number of interview opportunities. Similar disparities in call-back rates were found for those with Islamic and Indigenous names.

Worryingly, the level of this discrimination against Chinese-Australians was higher than in an equivalent study in the United States, which found that African-American job hunters needed to lodge 50 per cent more applications than an identically qualified white peer.351 It was also significantly higher than an equivalent study done in Canada, which found that people with Asian names were only 28 per cent less likely to be asked in for an interview.352

The effects of the bamboo ceiling can be seen in nearly every institutional context in contemporary Australia. Our institutions are pale, male and stale—much more so than our wider community. Two studies undertaken by the Australian Human Rights Commission in conjunction with the University of Sydney Business School and a number of Australian businesses have documented the lack of cultural diversity within the top leadership positions in Australian business, politics, government and academia.353 Their most recent report finds that ‘about 95 per cent of senior leaders in Australia have an Anglo-Celtic or European background. Although those who have non-European and Indigenous backgrounds make up an estimated 24 per cent of the Australian population, such backgrounds account for only 5 per cent of senior leaders.’354

According to the same report, Asian-Australians make up only 3.1 per cent of senior leadership positions in Australian organisations. That’s just 22 per cent of what we would expect if senior leaders reflected the proportion of Asian-Australians in the population. As Tim Soutphommasane noted upon the release of the 2016 report, ‘this begs some questions about unconscious bias and institutional barriers to equal opportunity’.355

I love welcoming primary-school students from Melbourne’s west to Canberra, showing them around and talking with them about our democracy. When they arrive, I take them on a walk through Parliament House, past a wall where a picture of every MP and senator is on display. As members of this young and diverse generation of Australians walk past the photographs of their elected representatives, overwhelmingly old white men, I ask them whether they look like their class or our community. It’s a jarring contrast. Today, Australia is a nation of diverse classrooms but a resolutely monocultural parliament.

Nearly 95 per cent of our national parliament is Anglo-Celtic or European (78 and 16 per cent, respectively), which definitely doesn’t look like the classrooms across my electorate, from Footscray City Primary School to Point Cook P–9 College.356 In the 2016 parliament, just four out of the 226 seats in our Senate and House of Representatives had Asian-Australians sitting on them: senators Penny Wong, Mehreen Faruqi and Lisa Singh, and Ian Goodenough MP, just 1.8 per cent of the total. Based on these statistics, the forty-fifth parliament had just over a tenth of the parliamentary representation for Asian-Australians that we could expect based on the population. Put another way, there were four Asian-Australians in our parliament when proportionally we might expect thirty. Things didn’t get much better after the 2019 election. Two more Asian-Australians won office, Gladys Liu MP and Dave Sharma MP, but Senator Lisa Singh was not re-elected.

Under-representation of people from ethnic minority backgrounds in politics is not a uniquely Australian problem. But on the statistics alone, Australia is performing far worse than comparable developed countries. Whereas only a quarter of the number of ethnic-minority parliamentarians are elected in Australia as we would expect if the parliament reflected the community, the United States and the United Kingdom achieve about half the expected representation, and Canada roughly three-quarters.357 Equal representation for people from ethnic-minority backgrounds is achievable. The cabinet appointed by Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau in 2017 included six ethnic-minority ministers out of thirty members: an accurate reflection of Canada’s population.358

Incredibly, the upper echelons of our public service is even less diverse than our parliament. In 2018, out of 103 federal and state departmental secretaries and chief executives, only 1 per cent, just one person, had a non-European background.359 That’s less than 5 per cent of the representation we would expect if our public service reflected our community. Additionally, 84 per cent of our senior mandarins have an Anglo-Celtic background and 14.5 per cent have a European background.360 Levels of cultural diversity in our public service have been effectively stagnant since 2016.361
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Our private-sector leaders, senior executives and board members are just as monocultural. In 2018, just 1.6 per cent of chief executives or equivalents—six out of 372 leaders—were Asian-Australian.362 Among 200 chief executives from ASX 200 companies, 73 per cent had an Anglo-Celtic background, 24 per cent had a European background and just 4 per cent had a non-European background. That’s just eight out of 200 people who are not white—a sixth of what we would expect in a representative Australia. There are more people named Peter who are CEOs of ASX 200 companies than there are Asian-Australians. This represents a fall from ten out of 200 chief executives who had non-European backgrounds in the 2016 study.363

Depressingly, this story hasn’t changed since 2013, when the Diversity Council of Australia found that just 1.9 per cent of executive managers in ASX 200 companies had Asian cultural origins.364 In a world of intense global competition, Australian companies are lagging behind their international counterparts on this front. For example, in the United Kingdom, 5 per cent of FTSE 100 chief executives are from ethnic minorities.365 This is more than a third of what would be expected based on an ethnically balanced management team. While there is still a long way to go there, Australia is even further behind, with 3 per cent of executives being ethnically diverse, less than 15 per cent of what we would expect if our senior executives reflected our community.

It’s the same story in our boardrooms. Watermark Search International’s 2018 Board Diversity Index study reported that just 4.5 per cent of ASX 300 board members have non-Anglo-Celtic and non-European backgrounds. Under-representation was particularly acute for culturally and linguistically diverse women, who made up 2.5 per cent of the 7,491 directors of ASX-listed companies in 2015.366

The situation has not been improving over time. The Watermark Board Diversity report in 2016 found that among ASX 200 companies just 3.2 per cent had deep Asian experience, even lower than the 2015 result of 5 per cent. It’s even worse when looking at the ASX 300, where only 2.6 per cent of board seats—fifty-two out of 1,980—had meaningful Asian experience.367 Australian boards have less cultural diversity than their American, British and Canadian counterparts. Our top firms achieve 19 per cent of the cultural diversity expected from representation in the general population,368 Canadian firms achieve 26 per cent,369 American firms achieve 37 per cent370 and British firms achieve 57 per cent.371

Our professions reveal a similar story. According to research undertaken by the Asian Australian Lawyers Association in 2015, Asian-Australians accounted for just 3.1 per cent of partners in law firms, 1.6 per cent of barristers (just seven senior counsels out of 6,160 barristers) and only 0.8 per cent of the judiciary. The first two Chinese-Australian barristers to make silk were only appointed as senior counsel in 2018.372

Australia’s education sector is no more diverse. In an international market where the Australian tertiary-education sector hosts about 280,000 international students—predominantly from China, India, Malaysia, Vietnam and Nepal373—Asian-Australian faces are absent from the leadership of our universities. Out of thirty-nine Australian vice-chancellors, just 2.6 per cent have a non-European background. Nearly three-quarters of these senior university leaders have an Anglo-Celtic background and almost a quarter have a European background.374

Since 2016, only one non-European has been added as vice-chancellor, leaving the overall composition virtually unchanged. A University of Melbourne study by the sociologist Nana Oishi found that, while Asian-Australians make up 15.4 per cent of teaching and research staff at Australian universities (and 17 per cent of PhD holders), they are significantly under-represented in senior management positions—with only 3.4 per cent of deputy vice-chancellors, and no vice-chancellors, being Asian-born in 2015.375

Our television and movie screens are similarly beige. Research commissioned by Screen Australia in 2016 found that 36 per cent of TV dramas had entirely Anglo-Celtic characters.376 That’s over a third of shows with all white faces. Its study of nearly 2,000 recurring characters across nearly 200 dramas over the five years from 2011 to 2015 found that only 18 per cent of characters weren’t Anglo-Celtic and only 24 per cent of actors were from diverse backgrounds, significantly less than the 32 per cent of the broader Australian population.377

Representation is even worse when non-European backgrounds are considered. Just 7 per cent of recurring characters were from non-European backgrounds, less than half than the 17 per cent of the Australian population. And it’s the same story behind the scenes. While 11 per cent of the Australian population speaks a non-European language at home, just 5 per cent of people working in screen industries do.

Our international peers aren’t perfect, but they’ve made more progress. In the United States, the University of Southern California’s 2016 ‘Inclusion or Visibility? The Comprehensive Annenberg Report on Diversity in Entertainment’ revealed 28 per cent representation of ethnic minorities in speaking roles across films, TV shows and digital series produced or distributed by ten major media companies.378 This compares with 39 per cent of the overall American population who identify as being from an ethnic minority (that is, they’re nearly three-quarters of the way there). In another highly competitive international market, Australia is lagging behind.

Our media is similarly monocultural. While there have been recent improvements, even our leading media organisation, the ABC, does not reflect the make-up of our community. The ABC’s annual diversity report revealed that just 11.2 per cent of senior ABC executives, 8.3 per cent of content makers and 12.8 per cent of employees came from a non-English-speaking background in 2016–17: less than half the proportion in the general Australian community.379 All nine of the ABC’s directors are white.

Despite comprising nearly 15 per cent of the Australian population, taken as a whole Asian-Australians make up just 1 to 2 per cent of the senior leadership of Australian businesses, public services, universities, professions, media, and film and television. The migration academics Andrew Markus, James Jupp and Peter McDonald bluntly sum up the ‘paradox’ of the contemporary Australia created in large part by John Howard’s migration reforms as ‘a multicultural society with monocultural institutions’.380
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THE BAMBOO CEILING

Why is there such a disconnect between our society and our institutions? First-generation migrants lacked the family connections needed in some areas (old school ties, political patronage and so on), and as such might have found it difficult to reach the top of our institutions. A number of Asian-Australians who I interviewed believe this and said that it would naturally resolve itself over time.

Unfortunately, even in long-established Asian-Australian communities we’re still not seeing the second and third generations breaking through into leadership positions. Academic research into the bamboo ceiling suggests that there are multiple factors contributing to the phenomenon. Part of the explanation probably lies in Asian-Australians’ occupational preferences.381 For many Asian migrant communities, cultural and political leadership is culturally not as highly valued as professional (medical, legal) excellence.382 This can shape the aspirations of second-generation Asian migrants.383

But a much bigger contributor is the implicit attitudes of the decision makers who exercise power in our institutions. These decision makers don’t necessarily have conscious racial prejudice, but their thinking is shaped by outdated stereotypes of what makes a good leader and what they look like. Unconscious bias of this kind is perhaps the critical factor in holding up the bamboo ceiling.384 As the Australian Human Rights Commission put it: ‘prevailing models of leadership may have built into them assumptions that privilege some and disadvantage others. The “image” people have of leadership matters.’385

It’s human nature to develop mental short cuts for categorising people and groups. The same unconscious biases have also resulted in 58 per cent of CEOs being over six feet tall, nearly four times the proportion of six-footers in the general population. The default image of Australian leadership—white and male—doesn’t include Asian-Australians. As Ming Long, a senior corporate leader of Chinese-Malaysian heritage, commented in the Sydney Morning Herald, ‘If I ask you to close your eyes and visualise a CEO, you don’t see an Asian woman.’386

This creates a vicious cycle. Asian-Australians are not promoted to leadership positions, perpetuating the image of leadership being white and male, discouraging emerging Asian-Australians from aspiring to leadership. As Kwong Lee Dow, the former vice-chancellor of the University of Melbourne, noted in the foreword to a report on Asian-Australian representation in the leadership positions of Australian universities, ‘The strong tendency we all have is to make appointments of people who are most like ourselves. For Asians in Australia, that remains the stumbling block at the top.’387
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The bamboo ceiling hurts us all. In the most straightforward sense, we’re wasting human capital by preventing Asian-Australians from reaching their full potential. Companies spend enormous amounts on search firms for executive and board appointments; they set up expensive remuneration and bonus structures to get the right people into the right roles and to maximise their performance. Organisations that are not inclusive reduce the productivity of diverse staff, and over time increase absenteeism and staff churn among discouraged staff.388 Not getting the best people into roles because of something as pointless as racial background is a needless inefficiency in our economy and government. The cost of this inefficiency will only grow as Australia’s economy continues its transition to a knowledge-based services economy.

Philipp Ivanov, the CEO of Asia Society Australia, argues that ‘Unlocking the Asian-Australian…leadership in our organisations will boost a diversity of perspectives, [and] generate insights and new approaches to our relationship with Asia, as well as to our domestic challenges.’389 There’s significant evidence that diversity makes for better decision making among
all members of a team.390 Diverse teams bring more diverse background knowledge and experiences to a task. They bring a basic awareness of the existence of diverse experiences to decision makers. Studies comparing the performance of diverse and uniform teams have found that diversity can assist problem solving by allowing perspectives to be considered and more assumptions to be questioned.391 Diversity has also been found to promote reflection, and creativity and innovation, among team members.392 These benefits are most significant in complex problem solving and where groups are required to make decisions that affect people outside the group.393

Other studies have found that diversity disrupts groupthink and causes team members to question accepted facts anew.394 Further research has revealed that racially diverse juries exchange a wider range of information during deliberations than do homogenous juries.395 All of these findings have been backed up by studies investigating the relationship between company performance and diversity, with a multi-country investigation of hundreds of companies concluding that ‘companies in the top quartile of cultural diversity were 35 per cent more likely to have financial returns above the national industry median’.396 The Australian Financial Review and business groups like to repeat their mantras about the need for industrial-relations reform to improve the productivity of Australian workplaces, but all too often calls to improve the diversity of the leadership of our companies are dismissed as political correctness, when in fact it’s smart business practice.
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Outside private enterprise, the rapidly evolving strategic environment of the Indo-Pacific will demand more Asia nous from our leaders, diplomats and armed services than ever before. A series of government reports, most recently the Varghese Report into Australia–India relations, have recognised that the experience, expertise and relationships of members of Asian-Australian diaspora communities could be invaluable in these causes—but we’re failing to utilise it.

The Gillard government’s ‘Australia in the Asian Century White Paper’ process was a worthy initiative in long-term policy making that sought to help the nation understand the scale of the international change facing Australia, and the need to reorient our economic, cultural and strategic approach towards Asia. Yet there was not a single Asian-Australian on the White Paper Advisory Panel appointed to provide expert input for the drafting of the report (though Penny Wong was a member of the cabinet committee overseeing the review). Unsurprisingly, the potential role that the Asian-Australian diaspora community might play in realising the paper’s goals was significantly undersold in the final product. More recently, when the Morrison government assembled a ‘high-calibre advisory council’ to boost Australia’s image overseas and ‘unite people behind a new identity’, every member of the group was white.397

We’re wasting the potential of established diasporic communities and risking losing talented Australians to more hospitable overseas employers in an increasingly mobile international labour market. A 2017 study by the Diversity Council of Australia found that 80 per cent of Asian-Australian workers doubted their company’s commitment to diversity and were dissatisfied with their career prospects. Only one in five Asian-Australians surveyed was very satisfied with their career opportunities, and one in three indicated that they were likely to leave their employer in the next year.398

The issue is even more acute for culturally diverse women in Australia, with a recent study finding that just 12 per cent thought they had the same opportunities in their workplace as did people with equivalent skills.399 Only one in ten thought their leadership capabilities were recognised. Nearly eight in ten senior managers were thinking about leaving their role.
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Australia has made enormous progress in transcending the history of racial exclusion at the heart of Federation. On the whole, our communities revel in the more inclusive nation we have become. But in our national imaginings, at the representational level, we still have a long way to go. The Australian Legend and the White Australia policy shaped the early institutions of our nation and the stories we told, and continue to tell, about who we are as Australians. All too often, when we are asked to imagine an Australian, we still see a white man. When many of us see an Asian face, our implicit response is to view it as an other—even when our conscious mind knows better. This is doubly true when we are asked to imagine a leader or a representative of Australia.

We see this instinctive tribal response most dramatically when Asian-Australians and people of colour seek to interrogate questions of identity in the public sphere. In the original introduction to the influential 2008 anthology Growing Up Asian in Australia, the Chinese-Cambodian–Australian writer Alice Pung contemplates the kind of conditional acceptance afforded Asian-Australians on issues of Australian identity. She writes that the label of model minority ‘often insidiously delineates the boundaries for minorities. It implies that external indicators of success—money, education, fame and material goods—define the value of a minority, and it requires that migrants display obedience to the ideals and expectations of the dominant culture.’400 As a result, Asian-Australians retain an ‘outside identity’ in Australia, which oscillates from benign to threat ‘depending on the political climate’. While we collectively celebrate their successes as our own, Asian-Australians’ standing in society remains conditional and incomplete.

Alongside the growing prominence of international discourse on inclusion, and social-media platforms that allow people’s voices to be heard, a second generation of Asian-Australians raised in this country has come of age and is demanding equal dignity. Young Australians of colour have pushed back against different manifestations of racism. Just as Benedict Anderson emphasised the importance of the emergence of mass-circulation newspapers in building a sense of collective national identity in the late nineteenth century, so has the emergence of social media enabled minority voices to build solidarity within communities.

The reaction from the media and politicians has been wildly different from their response to similar interventions from Anglo-Australians. The slightest criticism of Australian institutions, symbols or values by Asian-Australians, or by any other racial minority in Australia, prompts a pathological reaction from our public sphere and highly personal attacks on those who speak out. Asian-Australians are treated like uncouth interlopers, outsiders commenting on something that’s not theirs to judge.

You can almost see the old white men of the commentariat muttering, ‘We will decide who is allowed to have an opinion on questions of Australian identity, and the circumstances in which they may express this opinion’ as they bash out their fifth op-ed of the week about an impertinent young Australian of colour. The most obvious example has been Yassmin Abdel-Magied, who was hounded out of the country by a yearlong media and political pile-on after she made a single inappropriate comment about Anzac Day, for which she promptly and unreservedly apologised.

Tim Soutphommasane is another, with his advocacy for all Australians to be treated equally leading to countless op-eds across publications like the Daily Telegraph, the Australian and Quadrant attacking him in the most personal terms. Insulting nicknames and the mangling of his surname were regularly accompanied by revolting cartoons playing on the basest racial stereotypes of his appearance. Most disgusting of all was the consistent trope of Soutphommasane as an ‘ungrateful migrant’, epitomised by a Miranda Devine column that seemed to suggest that, because Soutphommasane was a migrant who was afforded a public education in Australia, he was not entitled to comment on racial discrimination in the country.

When I asked Soutphommasane, towards the end of his term as Race Discrimination Commissioner, about how attacks like Devine’s affected him personally, I sensed weariness in his reply. ‘On one level, it’s a laugh; it’s not worth it; it doesn’t merit a dignified response,’ he said. ‘But at another level it is something that riles you up, because many people who have come here as migrants would have had to put up with constant questioning of their legitimacy and their standing in Australian society.’ I felt angry and embarrassed about what our country had subjected him to.

Most worryingly, Soutphommasane’s view was that the instinct of some people to put migrants ‘in their place’ in Australia had become more aggressive in recent years: ‘I would have hoped that we would have moved past that now and past the schoolyard taunts. When you still have prominent figures in our public debate, whether it’s politicians or media commentators, resorting to schoolyard taunts and childish outbursts of bigotry, then it’s a sad reflection of our public discourse. If you turn the clock back just ten years, I don’t think that many people would have anticipated that our public debate would resemble what it looks like today.’

Abdel-Magied and Soutphommasane are merely the highest profile victims of this pervasive racialised dynamic, but examples abound. Benjamin Law has copped it when writing about issues of youth sexuality. Osman Faruqi has repeatedly been forced off social media by aggressive campaigns of intimidation responding to his opposition to racism and Islamophobia. One of my constituents even encountered it while writing about another shibboleth of Australian identity, the Australian men’s Test cricket team.

The Chinese-Australian journalist Andrew Wu is a stereotype of a sports writer. He’s laconic, scruffy-haired, a jack-of-all-sports with an encyclopaedic knowledge of the minutiae of Australian champions in every code. Wu was covering the 2017 Australian tour of India, when India’s left-arm wrist spinner Kuldeep Yadav debuted in Dharamshala. Amid the discussion of this exciting new Indian talent in the travelling media pack. On Twitter and in a follow-up article for the Sydney Morning Herald, Wu pondered the continued use of the term ‘Chinaman’ to describe left-arm wrist spinners.401

Over a beer in front of a hipster bar on the main drag of Footscray, Wu explained to me why he decided to speak out. ‘I was sitting in the press conference in Dharamshala after Yadav got a few wickets and the local press started saying, “Oh, you know you’re a Chinaman bowler,” and Chinaman this and Chinaman that. They weren’t saying it to be offensive. Like, I didn’t for one second think that they would say, “Oh, there’s a person of Chinese heritage in the room, so I’m going to say it to make him feel bad”—but it just grated at me. I just didn’t like the term. I just felt excluded; I felt really uncomfortable about it and I thought, should I do something about it, write a piece about it.’

The resulting article wasn’t a hot take or a screed. Wu made a humble request that cricket fans reflect on the use of the word. He wrote: ‘Cricket has a problem. Not a major problem, perhaps even what social media types like to call a first-world problem. But a problem nevertheless…The term Chinaman has historically been used in a contemptuous manner to describe the Chinese, whereas its equivalents—Englishman, Frenchman, Dutchman—have not. Hands up who would dare call their Chinese colleague a “ching chong Chinaman”?’402

Wu knew he’d get a reaction from the usual suspects when he wrote the piece, but the article prompted an extraordinary kickback on Twitter. A slew of armchair commenters told Wu that the term wasn’t racist, citing an apocryphal story of its derivation that framed the phrase as an affectionate tribute to a wrist spinner of yore with Chinese heritage. The story went that, after being dismissed by the West-Indian–Chinese left-arm wrist spinner Ellis ‘Puss’ Achong in 1933, a British batsman was heard to complain, ‘Fancy being out by a bloody Chinaman.’403

It’s a bit difficult to see the affection in this yarn. It’s even more difficult to see the affection when you learn that the term was commonly used in Yorkshire before Achong’s tour and that it was used to describe a ‘ball of oriental cunning’. Even in 1934, the Yorkshire Post saw fit to warn readers against its use, as ‘the Chinese regard the word “Chinaman” as derogatory’.404

This wasn’t relevant to the Twitter backlash in 2017, however, as claims of Wu being ‘overly sensitive’ and championing ‘PC gone mad’ flooded in. His fellow cricket writer Geoff Lemon summed up the response on the day: ‘Astounding. Chinese-Aussie journo points out that ‘chinaman’ is derogatory. Gets piled on by white and Indian guys telling him it’s fine.’405

Wu was philosophical. ‘I got a lot more responses than anything else I’ve ever written about…I felt they were attacking me for something that didn’t warrant such venom. It’s not like I said everyone who uses the term is racist. It’s not like I said people are being racist towards me…There were some people who thought “Yeah, I agree with you” and some people who thought “Oh, I never thought of it that way before, but you make a good point”, and then there were a lot of people who were just like “You’re out of line. You were being a snowflake”…I thought their reaction says more about them than it does about me.’

Wu suspects part of the strength of the backlash stemmed from the symbolic heft of cricket in Australia: ‘The whole idea of the baggy green. The captain has got the 5 o’clock shadow. All that sort of stuff. It’s a throwback to old Australia. I think there are parts of it that are really good, though. I like that really traditional aspect of the baggy green and cricket, and how it’s the national sport because it’s the only sport. The footy codes are split north–south…But there are aspects of cricket that I think need to change.’

Outside Australia, the reaction to the piece took a different tone. Wisden, the esteemed annual almanac, changed the terminology in its 2018 edition. It noted simply: ‘The designation is no longer appropriate, so we’re changing it.’406
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DIVIDING AUSTRALIANS

In 1973, Al Grassby declared the White Australia policy ‘dead’ and asked Australians to give him a shovel to bury it.407 A quarter of a century later, John Howard’s changes to our migration system brought on a demographic shift that decisively ended the practical effects of the policy in the Australian community. Unfortunately, the revanchism of the Howard era on matters of race and identity have allowed the unconscious assumptions underpinning the policy to continue to stumble on, zombie-like, in the symbols and institutions of our national identity. As Gwenda Tavan summed up in her history of it, ‘the battle against White Australia is not yet completely won’, as the policy lives on in a ‘residual cultural form’.408 While the Australian community and the attitudes of the individuals within it have changed radically, our institutions and our public debate still have a distance to go. In recent times, the problems created by this disconnect have been harder to ignore.

Pauline Hanson’s return to parliament alongside a surprisingly large party room of One Nation senators after the 2016 federal election was welcomed in Footscray with a ten-foot-high mural by the artist Van T. Rudd of the Western Bulldogs’ logo urinating on Hanson’s face. It quickly became a popular selfie spot with locals. Hanson’s re-election received a very different reaction elsewhere in the country, particularly in rural and regional Australia.409

While Australia’s cities have been transformed by immigration over the past twenty years, rural and regional Australia has remained relatively untouched. The demographic, cultural and economic divides that have long existed between our cities and regions have grown significantly over this time. The anxiety is real. Populist figures and ethno-nationalist movements have made much of the growing divide.410

By framing politics as the clash between a corrupted, unrepresentative minority and a virtuous, representative majority, populists stoke resentment from one group towards another. Ethno-nationalists use race or ethnicity as the dividing line between the majority and the targets of their resentment. Populists give people someone to blame for their anxieties; ethno-nationalists tell them to blame those who look different to them.

Immigration has been a talisman for ethno-nationalist populism throughout the developed world. Migrants are portrayed not just as an economic threat, but as a cultural threat to the purity of a nation’s identity. Populists offer an appeal to nostalgia, a promise to restore a social order and a sense of identity that has been taken away.411 This formula led to the surprise vote in the United Kingdom to leave the European Union, and has enabled populist ethno-nationalists to seize government in countries such as Hungary, Poland and the United States.

Sociologists have collected evidence which suggests that people are more likely to be attracted to populist movements when they perceive their relative social status—where they believe other people rank them in a social hierarchy—is falling. The way we perceive our status in a society depends on the way we interpret what our society values. An individual’s economic circumstances are relevant, but where we feel like we fit in a society is about more than this. Society ascribes a value to our actions that is separate to their monetary value.

Jobs don’t just provide a pay cheque: they provide social status too. At the simplest level, this might be the status of ‘provider’ for a family. But jobs can have a broader cultural status. There are those who earn a lot of money in a job that society looks down on—bankers and insurance salespeople experienced this during the recent banking royal commission. On the other hand, there are jobs that hold a level of regard in society that exceeds their level of pay—for example, serving in the Australian Defence Force or being a doctor for Médecins Sans Frontières.

Many of the economic and cultural sources of identity that people looked to in order to judge their relative position in society changed significantly in the wake of the global financial crisis. Economic upheaval (rising rates of insecure work, low wage growth, increasing returns to education, increasing returns to capital) has combined with cultural change (the increasing role of feminism and racial equality in our public discourse, increasing regard for knowledge work and falling regard for manual and agricultural work) to cause some in our community to feel that their relative social status has fallen precipitously. This has had a particular impact on the way non-tertiary-educated white men living in rural and regional areas perceive their place in society. The economic conditions that undermined the job security and wage growth of unskilled work didn’t just affect the material circumstances of the men who used to perform this work: it also undermined their social status as family breadwinners. Increasing female workforce participation reinforced this effect, and changed workplace norms to recognise the growing agency and status of women in our society. The new jobs being created in place of traditional unskilled manual labour are service and care jobs, which are perceived by society as being traditionally female in character.

As economic activity concentrates in the cities and the political debate focuses on metropolitan issues, people living in rural and regional areas can be left feeling marginalised and without a voice in national debates. At the same time, the cultural status that frequently comes from being a member of the majority or ‘default’ race in a nation is threatened by immigration and increasing demographic diversity.

Populists have exploited this anxiety by promoting ethnically based national identities as the primary sources of pride and social status for the threatened, and asserting that these identities are being threatened by migrants and by racial and religious minorities.412 It’s much easier for a snake-oil salesman to sell the promise of a return to a purer, more virtuous past based on a lowest-common-denominator ethno-national identity than it is for them to cure economic dislocation. And Australia offers plenty of raw material for ethno-nationalist populism. The legacy of the White Australia policy and the concentration of migrants in our capital cities leave our country particularly vulnerable to a populist, nostalgia-based appeal that frames people in rural and regional as the ‘real’ Australians—in keeping with the Australian Legend.413
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Benjamin Law, who grew up in one of the least diverse parts of Australia, the Sunshine Coast, but now lives in the very diverse inner-city Sydney, told me that while he feels that our capital cities have been transformed in recent years, in his childhood home town ‘it really just feels like nothing’s changed…it does feel like a time capsule’. Over half of the total population growth in Australia over the past eight years has occurred in Sydney and Melbourne. The 2016 census found that 83 per cent of Australian migrants live in a capital city, a significantly higher proportion than the 61 per cent of native-born Australians who do so.414 George Megalogenis surveyed the situation in Australian Foreign Affairs and concluded, ‘The affluent south-east corner of the continent and the west can be counted as majority new Australian: in Western Australia, Victoria, New South Wales and the ACT, the first and second generations combine to form more than half the population. But in the rest of the country, old Australia dominates.’415

The journalist Gabrielle Chan, the Sydney-raised daughter of a Singaporean-Chinese father and an Anglo-Australian mother, who later moved to a farm in regional New South Wales with her family, writes about this divide in Rusted Off: Why Country Australia Is Fed Up (2018). Chan warns that Australia is becoming ‘Two countries that look different, speak differently and have different priorities… Out here, there’s a whiter country, where incomes are lower, and growth is constrained; in there, a culturally diverse country where the economic growth is better, house prices are going gangbusters and jobs are being created daily.’416

Chan echoes the language of sociologists studying the rise of populism when she writes that rural and regional Australians’ sense of place is being threatened by the nationally driven economic and social changes of recent decades—not just in physical terms, but ‘place in terms of social standing. And by threatening place, it threatened identity’. The full extent of the divide was probably hidden by the mining boom, which provided many regions with the economic and cultural status of a nationally significant industry.

As Jennifer Rayner notes in Blue Collar Frayed (2018), there is also a gendered nature to this dynamic. More men than women have left the workforce in many areas of rural and regional Australia in the wake of the mining boom winding down, particularly in areas reliant on agriculture, mining and manufacturing. In these regions, Rayner observes, ‘In most cases women’s participation has borne up or even improved while men’s has dropped like a stone.’ Data from the International Social Survey Programme suggests the corollary: that white, non-tertiary-educated, working-age men perceive their relative social status to have fallen significantly in Australia.417
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The Scanlon Mapping Social Cohesion Survey 2017 gave a ‘significant qualification’ to its finding of overall durable support for immigration and multiculturalism in Australia.418 Its authors noted, ‘Aspects of the 2017 findings bring into question the ability to maintain success’ in ‘sustaining the migration and social cohesion success of the post-war decades’. In particular, they identified a number of data points that support the idea that social-status anxiety is fuelling ethno-nationalist populism in Australia.

A particular warning sign was the big differences in responses between groups of Australians on questions of identity. Scanlon found a large difference between the number of Australians living in major cities who viewed immigration ‘from many different countries’ positively (69 per cent) and those in remote Australia (45 per cent). Similarly, immigration was seen as ‘too high’ by 32 per cent of major-city dwellers and by 55 per cent of Australians in remote areas.

The attitudes of individuals in these groups towards immigration flow through to their attitudes towards ethno-nationalist populist movements. An individual’s attitude to immigration is more important than any other issue as a predictor of support for a populist candidate. Scanlon found that 86 per cent of One Nation voters agree that immigration is ‘too high’, 82 per cent don’t see the benefit of immigration ‘from many different countries’, and 60 per cent wanted a return to a racially, ethnically or religiously discriminatory immigration program—all vastly higher figures than for the supporters of any other political party.419 As David Marr argued in his Quarterly Essay on the return of Pauline Hanson, immigration is the defining issue for One Nation voters. It was this, and the fear of a populist revolt on the right flank of the Coalition government, that brought ethno-nationalist populism into the mainstream of Australian politics at the 2016 election.420

Like the election of Trump, Hanson’s return seemed to legitimise the brewing resentments among those feeling anxious about demographic and cultural changes, triggering perhaps the ugliest sustained public debate about Australian immigration rates since Howard’s reforms began. Hanson marked her return to the parliament with a call for zero net immigration to Australia and a complete ban on Muslim immigration. Soon after, she sought to hold Malcolm Turnbull’s 2017 budget to ransom, refusing to support any budget measures unless the Coalition government agreed to hold a national vote on slashing immigration.421

At the same time, Dick Smith launched a million-dollar advertising campaign billed as a new version of the 1980s Grim Reaper AIDS-awareness ads, trying to shock Australians into supporting his call to slash immigration by nearly two-thirds. While Smith himself is explicitly anti-racist in his language, his advertisements drew heavily on populist tropes, mixing references to economic and population growth before following a reference to ‘Big Australia’ with the declaration that ‘endless growth is the way of a cancer cell growing forever until it kills the host that sustains it—that’s the path we’re on today’.422

The ad warned of an apocalyptic world of 11 billion people, and of ‘famine, disaster, war, collapse’ against a backdrop of images of societal chaos—riots, statues of distorted human forms, pools of dead fish, parents weeping over body bags, crying children, dozens of stretchers carrying dead bodies. Commenters on the YouTube upload of the video called for the government to ‘close our borders’ and flooded the thread with racially charged messages.423

In the media tour supporting the ad, Smith told the tabloids that Australia would reach a population of 101 million by the end of the century and predicted that it would cause the collapse of Australia’s economic system.424 He even warned of the prospect of revolution, telling the media: ‘I was in Siberia; I travelled to where the Tsar’s children were gunned down. We’re going to repeat the stupidity of previous generations.’425 In a segment on A Current Affair intercutting images of high-rise building construction in Sydney with blurred Asian faces carrying luggage through an airport, Smith cautioned, ‘The Chinese are buying these units because they can’t stand Shanghai…We’re going to destroy Australia as we know it today.’426 Smith told
Sunrise, ‘The only party that has a plan is Pauline Hanson. Because even though they say constantly “She’s racist, her supporters are racist”…I believe she realises that there’s a sweet point, there’s an optimum number [for migration].’427

The former prime minister Tony Abbott began using the immigration rate as a lightning rod for conservative discontent: slashing immigration ‘to allow absorption’ was an action point in his self-published plan to get the Coalition government back on track with voters.428 His former chief of staff backed this, stating: ‘From what I know of Canberra, it’s treasurers who want to see higher and higher growth forecasts in the budget, and bureaucrats who fight for increased levels of immigration, because it’s a lazy way to pump up the books.’429

The opinion pages of News Corp publications began ramping up the campaign, the analytical low point of which was a piece by Andrew Bolt headlined ‘The Foreign Invasion’ and warning that ‘Australia is being swamped by non-English-speaking immigrants who refuse to assimilate and accept our values. In the face of this influx, we’re losing our identity.’ Basic statistics were bungled, and ancestry and country-of-birth figures conflated, which led Bolt to overestimate the number of Chinese-Australians in the Melbourne suburb of Box Hill by a factor of two.430

A succession of conservative political figures sniffed the wind. Barnaby Joyce’s memoir-manifesto Weatherboard and Iron pursued a theme of race-based populism, continually reinforcing the message that a group of unrepresentative Canberra elites, including members of the Coalition government, were conspiring against the interests of ‘the poor white person of the inland’ or ‘the poor white town’ or the ‘white tribe’.431 The former One Nation senator Fraser Anning used his first speech in the parliament to call for a ‘final solution’ to Australia’s ‘immigration problem’ and a ‘return to the predominately European immigration policy of the pre-Whitlam consensus’.

Conservative Australian politicians and activists increasingly embraced the rhetoric of extreme-right ethno-nationalist groups, attending rallies protesting an imaginary ‘white genocide’ of South African farmers, being photographed giving white-power hand gestures432 and even supporting a Senate motion that included the white-supremacist slogan ‘It’s okay to be white’. White-supremacist groups pursued an initially successful strategy to infiltrate the membership of mainstream conservative parties433 and the summer of 2019 began with an Australian senator addressing a rally with a healthy attendance of neo-Nazis on St Kilda Beach.

The nadir of this period was the Christchurch terror attack. I’ll never forget the moment of sickening realisation when I saw the online avatar that this person chose when promoting the links to the video streams that would shortly show him entering mosques and murdering fifty people who looked differently to him. Not only was this person an Australian, but he had chosen an image taken from the iconography of the burgeoning online white-supremacist groups. A shoddily drawn, tongue-in-cheek image of a white man in an Akubra holding a beer bottle: an image straight from the visual imagination of the Australian Legend.
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While this period has been traumatic for Australians of colour, repugnant for our public discourse and depressing for our politics, the effects on public opinion have been mixed. At the macro level, overall support for Australia’s immigration program seems to have fallen slightly, though different poll questions on the issue produce different responses. The annual Lowy Poll undertaken in March 2018 found that 54 per cent of respondents felt that too many migrants were coming to Australia, and the ANU Poll in November 2018 found that nearly 70 per cent of Australians did not think the country needed more people.434 In contrast, the 2019 Lowy Poll found that only 47 per cent of Australians thought immigration was too high and 52 per cent of respondents to a Fairfax–Ipsos poll in October 2018 supported maintaining or increasing Australia’s immigration intake, figures similar to the findings of the Scanlon survey undertaken in July of that year.435 Reflecting on these results, the social researcher Rebecca Huntley noted it was ‘extraordinary’ that in a period of high immigration and political and media controversy, ‘the support for immigration (with caveats) still holds up’.436

There’s reason to think that the ethno-nationalist populism we’ve seen in Australian conservative politics is more of an example of the tail wagging the dog than a genuine, widespread political uprising. While immigration matters a great deal to a small number of Australians, and while opinion has become more polarised at the extremes, most Australians have remained basically unmoved through the recent debate. As the Scanlon report summarises, ‘between 11% –13% of the population is strongly negative regarding immigration and cultural diversity, a larger proportion, between 15–20%, are strongly positive, while the majority, close to 65%, are in the middle ground, open to persuasion.’437

After all the unedifying bluster of Hanson and Anning, Abbott and Joyce, and Dick Smith’s ad campaign, just 7 per cent of Australians told pollsters that immigration is the biggest problem facing the country today, an increase of 4 percentage points since the last term of government.438 Ethno-nationalism hasn’t forced its way into our politics through the weight of electoral numbers: it’s been invited in by our unrepresentative conservative political parties. There are genuine resentments in rural and regional Australia that ethno-nationalist populists have had success in exploiting, but these trends have not caught on more broadly in the Australian community.
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NATION BUILDING RENEWED

Aged eighty, looking back on his time as a pre-Federation Australian political leader fifty years earlier, my ancestor John Watts wrote in his memoir:


A pioneer’s life was no easy one, but the pluck of the Anglo-Saxon race is such that they overcome all difficulties, and I think there is no question that they have proved themselves to be the best colonists in the world, to prove this we have only to look at…the enormous change that has taken place in my life only; vast cities have sprung up where all was a wilderness, steamers of vast magnitude now traverse the seas where a ship of a few hundred tons and of slow speed used to take a month to fill…wonderful indeed is the change.439



Watts embodied the ‘terra nullius’ thinking that corrupted relations between European colonisers and Indigenous Australians. Notably, his diaries omit the time he spent on a parliamentary committee inquiring into the activities of the Queensland Native Police. Justifying the infamous activities of the militia force, Watts told the Hansard of the Queensland parliament, but not the descendants who would read his ‘Personal Reminiscences’,


Some may say we had no business to take this country from the natives, and therefore it was natural they should try to drive us out of it. If that is so, then it was equally wrong of the Government to grant licenses-to-occupy, and then leave the settlers to protect themselves. I am one of those who think this fine country never was intended to be only occupied by a nomad race who made no use of it except going from place to place and living only on the wild animals and the small roots of the earth, and never in any way cultivating one single inch of ground.440



Watts was right to record in his memoirs that in the course of his lifetime he saw ‘enormous change’ in the nation he was helping to build, but this change was also accompanied by enormous harm.

If Australia continues over the next three decades the pace of demographic change it has experienced over the past two, we’ll see an equivalently enormous change to the nation during my lifetime too. This time, though, it won’t be through the colonialism of the ‘Anglo-Saxon race’ but rather people from all racial backgrounds, united by distinctive shared values of radical egalitarianism, coming together to build something exceptional.

This is no foregone conclusion. The 2016 parliamentary term showed that Australia’s evolution into the Golden Country is not inevitable. The flap inside conservative politics was enough to result in real changes to our immigration policy: the migration target set each year to help plan Australia’s immigration intake quietly morphed into an effective cap during Peter Dutton’s time as immigration minister. After defending Australia’s immigration program as treasurer, on becoming prime minister Scott Morrison declared that he had heard Australians saying ‘loud and clear…enough, enough, enough’ to immigration.441

In the lead-up to the 2019 election, and after a shambolic attempt at outsourcing migration policy to the states and territories, Morrison cut the new permanent-migration cap from 190,000 to 160,000 people.442 The quiet consensus on Howard’s reforms was teetering. The conservative commentator Greg Sheridan went so far as to declare, ‘The will to build a nation is slowly collapsing in Australia and with it perhaps comes a question mark over our will to thrive and even to survive. The latest portent of this decline is the decisive turn by conservatives and some of their icons against a substantial immigration program.’443

While it might have been slightly hyperbolic to suggest that the survival of the country was threatened by these moves, Sheridan is right that our dysfunctional politics threatens to sabotage our nation-building project. The kind of country we are becoming is at stake.

Today, we face a fork in the road: the choice between the Australia of our existing national symbols and institutions, of our past, and the Australia of our lived reality and our future. Turning back from the migration policies that have facilitated the emergence of the Golden Country in our communities would be an extraordinary act of national self-sabotage. It would reverse all the positive economic outcomes Australia has enjoyed over the past two decades. In the short term, a precipitous reduction in our migration program would cause a labour-market crunch, hurting productivity and slowing economic growth. Over the medium to long term it would exacerbate our ageing-population problem and put more stress on the federal budget. It wouldn’t achieve anything on the policy front, either. It wouldn’t make our urban challenges easier to solve. Indeed, it would increase the degree of difficulty for addressing urban policy and infrastructure challenges, by asking political leaders to address them in the context of weakening economic conditions and a tightening budget.

This risk is particularly sobering when you consider that Australian attitudes to immigration have in the past usually tracked with the unemployment rate.444 But the populist kickback in the 2016 parliament occurred against the backdrop of a relatively benign economic environment. With the economy starting to trend downwards, past experience suggests that we could expect an even more significant backlash than we have seen in recent years. Cutting immigration in the wake of an economic downturn could be particularly harmful. The lag time between the unemployment rate falling and our political system and immigration bureaucracy responding could easily result in a government cutting immigration, and by extension demand in the economy, at a time that hampers recovery and further exacerbates an economic downturn.

Staying on the path to the Golden Country in a way that allows our institutions and national imaginings to catch up with the changes we already see in our communities will require planning in pursuit of the vision. It will require nation building, both tangible and symbolic. It will require us to make a collective decision that this is the future we want.

The Australian Immigration Department was established by the Chifley government in 1945 with an explicitly nation-building agenda. Its objective was to grow the nation to save the nation, implementing the ‘populate or perish’ post-war migration strategy.445 In the seventy years since Arthur Calwell became Australia’s first immigration minister, there’s always been a minister responsible for it in the Australian executive, generally a cabinet role.

Since 2013, though, the core purpose of the department has changed. One of the first acts of the newly elected Abbott government was to rename the Department of Immigration and Citizenship as the Department of Immigration and Border Protection. The Turnbull government took the symbolic downgrading of the nation-building role of the Department of Immigration a step further, removing ‘immigration’ from the name altogether and subsuming the department (and the newly created Australian Border Force) in a national-security behemoth, the Department of Home Affairs. The message was perfectly clear. For this government, immigration was about keeping people out, not about making new Australian citizens and building the nation.

The creeping securitisation of immigration policy that underpinned these changes was reflected in the rhetoric of the long-time secretary of what is now the Department of Home Affairs, Mike Pezzullo, who told departmental staff in an Australia Day speech in 2015; ‘the mission of mass migration that was set for us in 1945 is long accomplished and should be declared so. More than settlement we should look to become Australia’s gateway to the world, and the world’s gateway to Australia. On occasions, at times of heightened threat such as caused by terrorism or pandemics, we will need to act as the gatekeepers and as necessary man the ramparts and protect our borders.’446

But the ‘mission of mass migration’ has not been ‘accomplished’ and settling new arrivals in our country effectively has arguably never been more important. Australia’s prosperity relies on us being able to continue to manage a large-scale migration program for decades to come. The way this ‘mission of mass migration’ is implemented will shape both our future economic prosperity and the sort of nation that we will become. We will need to do this in a complex, rapidly changing international migration environment. In this context, the nation-building function of Australian immigration and settlement policy is more important today than it has been at any time since the post-war migration boom.
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What questions would we be asking today if we put nation building at the heart of our immigration policy? In a world in which the best and the brightest potential migrants are more in demand than ever before, and have more migration options than ever before, we might ask how we can ensure that Australia remains a competitive destination. Total immigration worldwide is on the increase, growing by 41 per cent to 244 million in the first fifteen years of the century.447 Australia’s migration program is an extremely small cut of this, and it’s tempting to assume that, as in the past, everyone who is offered the opportunity would jump at the chance to come here. The problem is, as highly skilled individuals become more internationally mobile, the market for their skills becomes global: there is now a long queue of countries competing for the same people.

Australians have a habit of thinking about immigration, an inherently international issue, in parochial terms. We think of immigration in terms of our sovereignty, the way we control the people who come here. Certainly, we can control who we keep
out of Australia. But factors beyond the control of the federal government have a great effect on people’s decision to stay in Australia or to come here in the first place. An individual’s decision to migrate, and about where to migrate to, doesn’t happen in a vacuum. It’s shaped by a wide range of economic, social, cultural, political and individual factors.

Today, Australia’s relative appeal as a destination for migrants is diminishing on a number of fronts. Other potential destinations are becoming more attractive. There’s already more money to make in the countries to our north than there is in Australia, and this will only become more so as the global economy’s centre of gravity shifts to Asia. The PwC ‘World in 2050’ report forecasts that the Australian economy will fall from the nineteenth largest in the world to the twenty-eighth by 2050, while the economies of the nations who have been sources of Australian migrants in the past will rise.448

For the highly skilled, our region offers significant career mobility. This is doubly so for highly skilled individuals who may have already seen family members move countries, and who possess links with other nations or the language and cultural expertise needed to work in other countries. Young people who possess skills but have not yet started a family of their own are particularly mobile. These young migrants will take their transnational skills where they’re valued the most—international hubs like Singapore, Hong Kong, London, New York. The risk is particularly acute in international industries where Australia is already fighting to retain talent, such as finance, professional services and cultural production.

As a trailblazer for skilled migration, over the past twenty-odd years Australia has had relatively little competition for skilled migrants. Now it has greater competition from developed countries that are facing the same demographic challenge of an ageing population and have been progressively adopting policies similar to Australia’s selective skilled-migration program. More than thirty nations, including many Asian countries, have skilled-migration programs competing for the people that Australia used to have the pick of.449

Countries that we have traditionally seen as source countries for migration are also courting the return of their overseas diaspora. China’s ‘Thousand Talents Plan’ has been tempting returnees with incentives since 2008. We’re already seeing a significant change in the return rate of Chinese students who travelled overseas for study. Just over ten years ago, only around a third of Chinese overseas students returned there; now it’s around four-fifths.450 The choice between living in Sydney and Shanghai for a young engineering graduate is different to what it would have been two decades ago. India, the Philippines and Sri Lanka have similar government programs dedicated to connecting with their overseas diaspora and facilitating the return of high performers. Australia will have to start to fight to attract human capital.

We’ll also have to fight to retain it. In one of his most celebrated works, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty (1970), the economist Albert O. Hirschman proposed a simple model of choices that confronted members of a group who were being disadvantaged by the way the group was run. They could exercise their voice—speaking out and organising in order to attempt to reform the group. Or they could exit, withdrawing themselves from the group. This choice would be shaped by the strength of a third variable, loyalty—the extent to which individuals feel a bond or obligation towards the group. Hirschman cited the denial of civic rights as an example, examining the interplay between protest, emigration and patriotism.451

Australia makes an interesting case study in this respect. The White Australia policy provoked extensive protest and organising against its injustice from Chinese-Australian residents in the late nineteenth century. But when this exercise of voice fell on deaf ears, exit followed, in the form of a long-term emigration from the nation. We do not face anything as dramatic as that in Australia today, but we should be aware that the factors that shape the choices confronting young Asian-Australians are rapidly changing. For the young people who are banging their heads on the bamboo ceiling in Australia, for those whose voice is ignored, emigration will become ever more enticing.

An Immigration Department working paper commissioned in the last years of the Gillard government was blunt:


Australia cannot always count on attracting migrants with the desired skill mix. Most Asian migrants choose to go elsewhere, and their opportunities are proliferating as the economies of the region develop. In the past, Australia may have an edge with regard to living standards, lifestyles, security and the environment. Today, Australia has to compete with labour markets offering higher salaries and better opportunities. Other countries may also offer more familiar and congenial lifestyles. Australian policy-makers need to take a long-term view on the skills needs of the future and how to attract the best migrants.452



This warning has been echoed by the Productivity Commission, which has said that migration targets for skilled labour may be difficult to achieve in the future, with other ageing countries competing for skilled migrants and with the potential for greater future emigration of skilled Australians.453 The success of our immigration program has been one of Australia’s biggest sources of economic advantage over the past two decades. But we can’t assume that migration patterns are inevitable or irreversible. Our competitiveness as a destination for skilled migrants, and our ability to integrate and retain the migrants we allow to come here, will be fundamental to our continued economic prosperity.

[image: image]

Reframing immigration as a nation-building challenge once more allows us to start to ask the right questions. For decades, assisted-passage schemes subsidised the costs of migrating to Australia for hundreds of thousands of working-class migrants. What’s this century’s equivalent for skilled migrants? What’s our pitch to the best and the brightest talent in the world: why would they choose Australia over Shanghai, Singapore, London or New York? What can we do to influence these decisions?

The securitisation of the Australian immigration debate means that little thought has been given to the way that potential migrants might perceive Australia. As Gaby D’Souza told me, ‘When the beatings of Indian kids happened in Melbourne in 2008, I constantly got asked by my relatives why I was going back there…I had a few friends who decided to leave or who made the decision not to come here or go elsewhere…Kids who had the choice between top US universities and top Australian universities, and…decided to go to the US because they didn’t want to chance it and their family was too worried.’ Even years later, 62 per cent of Indians surveyed still saw Australia as a dangerous place for Indian students due to racially motivated violence.454

Potential migrants to Australia might have good reason to look at the way the Australian political system (as opposed to our community) talks about immigration and wonder whether they would be truly welcomed by our nation. More than a decade ago, Paul Keating cautioned: ‘while televised pictures of asylum seekers in camps in the middle of the desert might deter a few queue jumpers from setting out by boat from Southern China or the Middle East, such images do us much more damage in sending a message to skilled young people the world over, that this is a country which is suspicious of foreigners’.455

George Megalogenis seconded this, arguing that while Australia’s migration program is ‘gold standard’, our political debate still sounds like the ‘White Australia era of racial selection and sectarianism’. As a result, ‘the political rhetoric of border protection and tougher citizenship testing is sending a dangerous message, both domestically and abroad, of Australian retreat’.456 The gap between the lived experience of the Golden Country in the Australian community and our insular national institutions means that we’re not marketing the successful reality of the Golden Country to potential new Australians, particularly those from our region.

While Australian politicians and policy makers focus almost exclusively on keeping people out of our country, the nations we are competing with in the global economy are asking themselves how they can attract and retain the people they need to grow their economies and sustain their prosperity into the future. We need urgently to rebalance the public discussion of immigration policy in a way that raises the profile of immigration as an economic issue critical to our future prosperity. The jobs and wages of our children depend on us getting this right.
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One area where we need to start asking fresh questions is in the settlement of migrants. Policy makers traditionally think of settlement primarily in terms of the social, cultural and economic participation of migrants. Australian settlement policy has been one of the most underrated sources of competitive advantage for our economy since the days of the Fraser government. Historically, we haven’t just attracted migrants to Australia: they’ve thrived here, thanks to a significant suite of policies designed to assist the settlement of permanent migrants in the Australian community. As the Migration Council has said, the country is a ‘leader in managing migration policy. No other developed society can lay claim to the success that Australia has had with mass migration’.457

Australian settlement policy, while outstanding in times past, has not kept pace with the radical changes to the migration experience. In fact, in recent times, Australian governments have acted in ways that make them seem ignorant even of what it was about settlement policy that worked in the past. We’ve been actively undermining successful settlement in many ways, without much public debate. Successful mass-migration programs don’t come cheap, and recently Australia has been cutting corners. The Migrant Integration Policy Index found Australia moving backwards relative to its peers in its 2015 survey, ‘raising questions about the future direction of Australia’s traditionally inclusive integration policies…budget cuts, restrictions to family reunion and permanent residence…may bring several unintended consequences, doing more harm than good to Australia’s integration outcomes’.458

Big migration programs rely on effective settlement services to integrate arrivals, ensure they thrive, promote social cohesion and maintain public support. Unfortunately, we’ve downgraded settlement services in recent years, both symbolically and substantively.

At the practical level, settlement policy making was downgraded in status within these departments and its service-delivery functions were ultimately shipped into other departments. Hard-won institutional memory and service-delivery expertise was lost as settlement functions were disaggregated and transplanted into generalist departments like the Department of Social Services and the Department of Education. As a result, contracts for the delivery of programs like the Adult Migrant English Program were taken from agencies who specialised in providing these services to new migrants settling in Australia and were awarded to general education providers.

In my area—through organisations like AMES Australia, around the corner from my office in Footscray—I’ve seen that, as a new migrant, the best way to learn English is in a community, not a classroom. In the past, AMES teachers were complemented by volunteers from the community who were motivated to help make new arrivals part of that community. On one visit to AMES I saw that the whiteboard of the English classroom bore the statement, ‘It is traditional to support a football team in Australia. It is okay to barrack for anyone but Collingwood or Carlton.’ Properly done, migrant English-language programs teach more than just reading comprehension.

A change in mission for the Department of Home Affairs triggered significant disquiet among the public servants who worked there and prompted an exodus of senior staff. Bureaucratic turf wars in Canberra might seem prosaic to outsiders, but this is the institutional infrastructure that has underpinned the successes of Australian settlement since the Fraser government, a not insignificant reason that we’ve been able to claim to be the most successful multicultural nation on earth—and it’s been dismantled over the past six years, largely without public comment. It’s especially bizarre that this has happened at a time that we’ve been going through the biggest boom in immigration since the post-war era. Reinforcing the perception that there’s no long-term strategy driving settlement policy today, the machinery of government changes following the 2019 federal election brought many of these settlement functions back into the department with little fanfare or explanation.

Settlement isn’t a linear journey from ‘foreign’ to ‘Australian’ anymore. Instead of a single, permanent and life-transforming move from another country to Australia, migrant journeys are now frequently staged. Since 2014, about half of all applications for places in the permanent-migration program are made by people who are already living in Australia.459 Many have already been living here for extended periods under multiple temporary visas (such as a student visa, followed by a skilled-migrant visa) before applying for permanent residence.

The result is a large cohort of people living in Australia for years who are on the path towards permanent residence and citizenship but exist outside of what we have traditionally seen as the target audience of settlement policy. The journalist and author Peter Mares describes these people as ‘not quite Australian: they live here, contribute to the economic and cultural life of the nation, pay its taxes and obey its laws, but lack access to a range of government services and benefits, and are denied the right to vote’.460 To date, it’s largely been assumed that most traditional forms of settlement services are unnecessary for these people. Skilled migrants and students need to pass English-language tests to be granted a temporary visa, so language shouldn’t be a problem.

But there are many other ways in which these temporary migrants, many of whom will ultimately become Australian citizens, are being excluded from social, cultural and economic participation in our nation. These experiences will shape the likelihood that these people will choose to stay in Australia, the likelihood that they will tell their friends and family to choose to come here, the likelihood that they will reach their full potential as Australian citizens. In a world of staged migration, we need to consider the nature of the early, formative experiences of Australia for new arrivals, temporary or permanent, and the impact that they have not only on those individuals, but on the kind of nation we are building through our immigration program.
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The largely ad-hoc manner in which temporary migration has evolved in Australia has left these migrants vulnerable in all sorts of unexpected ways. The most extreme example of this is endemic exploitation in the workplace and the limp enforcement response from regulators. Thanks to campaigning journalism from people like Adele Ferguson and Peter Mares, and activism from unions like the National Union of Workers and the Transport Workers’ Union, the story of one of the biggest scandals in Australia over the past decade has slowly been reaching the public consciousness.

Temporary migrants often lack bargaining power with employers, being desperate to support themselves in Australia and often supporting families who have taken out loans to support their stay. They often lack knowledge of Australian workplace laws and wage rates, and can be unaware of when illegal exploitation is taking place. Most significantly, employers often exert significant control over temporary migrants’ visa status. ‘Despite all the rules and pronouncements that supposedly guarantee equal treatment in the workplace,’ Mares writes, ‘temporary migrants do not stand on the same firm legal ground as citizens and permanent residents and are consequently at greater risk of exploitation and abuse. Their visa status often makes them vulnerable to unreasonable employer demands—for example, a migrant worker might need their employer’s support for an application for permanent residence or a second working-holiday visa.’461

This dynamic is particularly toxic when temporary migrants’ economic desperation interacts with this visa vulnerability. Temporary migrants are frequently induced by employers to breach their visa conditions (for example, restrictions on the number of hours they are allowed to work), only to have the threat of reporting this breach and their visa being cancelled held over them to enable even greater exploitation.

I’ve met with many temporary migrants in this situation and heard shocking stories of exploitation. Offers of training, employment and permanent residence in return for temporary migrants paying employers for jobs. The under-payment and non-payment of wages. Seventy-hour working weeks. No breaks. No leave. Seizing workers’ passports and forcing them to pay over the odds to stay in cramped and rundown employer-owned accommodation. Hopelessly inadequate onsite OH&S protections. No in-language safety guidelines in the overwhelming majority of instances; no training, no protective equipment. In the worse cases, physical and sexual abuse. It’s no exaggeration to say that, at the extremes, this exploitation starts to look like labour trafficking and modern slavery.

There’s ample evidence that the stories I have heard are the norm, rather than outliers. A survey for the ‘Wage Theft in Australia’ report found that a quarter of international-student respondents were paid under $12 an hour and half of them $15 or less, substantially less than the minimum wage of over $18 (not including penalty and casual rates).462 Allan Fels, who was appointed by the federal government to investigate this issue through a migrant-workers taskforce, believes that there are many Australian business models that are now premised on the exploitation of temporary migrants in order to operate at a profit.463 Documents released under FOI, in response to applications lodged by then Fairfax journalists, revealed that Safe Work Australia has found that temporary-visa holders and migrants are more likely to suffer deadly workplace accidents than Australian-born employees.464 This kind of exploitation doesn’t just hurt temporary-migrant workers—it hurts all Australian workers, by making it more difficult for employers who do the right thing to remain competitive.

Australian immigration has long been premised on permanent settlement. It’s shameful that, largely without political debate, we’ve slowly become accustomed to living in a society where there are people that we come into contact with every day—at service stations, convenience stores, restaurants—who are being treated as second-class citizens. It’s unAustralian in every sense of the word.
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This scandal is particularly damaging to Australia in a world of staged migration. Migrant exploitation risks damaging the brand of Australian higher education in the eyes of international students, a grave threat to our third-biggest export industry. And how many potential Australians are being turned off making a lifelong commitment to our nation after witnessing societally tolerated exploitation during their formative experiences of Australia? What about those who still make the decision to become fully fledged Australians: how will these experiences shape their feeling of belonging or their attitudes towards Australian values and our national identity?

Australia needs to reconceptualise the period of arrival, to promote social, cultural and economic participation. We need to start thinking of all residents as potential future citizens and ensure the experiences that they have of Australia are likely to make them want to be a part of our country. Surely we want guests in our country to have a good experience during their time here and remain on friendly terms with Australia, whether or not they decide to stay.

To address these challenges, we need to consider whether specialised settlement services should be made available to temporary migrants. At a minimum, it’s essential that all temporary migrants with work rights are better educated about Australian workplace law and employee entitlements. More importantly, we’ll need to build up settlement-policy capability within the public service again, and accord it the priority it deserves as a key contributor to economic prosperity. We need policy makers who are able to widen our lens for the kinds of government actions that ought to be seen as part of an effective settlement policy.

Recent experience suggests that the effective enforcement of workplace laws should have been seen as fundamental to settlement policy for some time. Foreign interference in diaspora communities in Australia is another issue that ought sooner to have attracted the attention of policy makers. But the institutional voices that could have added these issues to the agenda had been sidelined.
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Australian immigration and settlement policy also needs to work on ensuring that migrants are afforded equal opportunities to reach their full potential once they arrive here. The bamboo ceiling within Australia’s institutions isn’t just a moral wrong: it’s squandering the potential benefits of our migration program. The Australian Human Rights Commission’s ‘Leading for Change’ report sets out a blueprint for breaking the ceiling which ought to be adopted and championed by any government that’s serious about immigration as nation building.465 According to the report, overseas evidence suggests that the ceiling can be broken through leadership, measurement and target setting, and targeted interventions to remove implicit bias from decision-making processes.466

When the Chinese-Australian former managing director of the ABC Michelle Guthrie started in the role in 2016, she showed leadership on breaking the bamboo ceiling by declaring that she intended to lead an ABC which would ‘look and sound like Australia’. She followed through on this commitment by collecting data on diversity at the ABC and setting targets for improvement. Under Guthrie, the ABC set a target for 15 per cent of senior executives and 12 per cent of content makers within the corporation to come from a non-English-speaking background by 2018.467 The ABC began collecting data on the kinds of voices it put to air, establishing an ‘on-screen diversity tracker’ that asked reporters to track the ethnicity of interviewed guests and encouraged them to confront unconscious bias.468 By gathering this data and establishing targets, the ABC set a benchmark against which progress could be measured and focused the minds of managers on the outcomes of their decisions.

Regulatory obligations on businesses and public institutions to collect and publish data of this kind are more advanced in other developed countries.469 In late 2018, the Conservative then prime minister of the United Kingdom, Theresa May, launched a Race at Work Charter that encouraged business to sign on to a series of principles (including collecting and publishing data) for increasing the representation of ethnic-minority employees in senior leadership. At the same time, she commenced consultation on the mandatory reporting of the ethnicity pay gap within companies. These initiatives complemented an existing, and ongoing, Race Disparity Audit, which collects data on outcomes within the public services,470 and makes the results available in periodic reports471 and through a public portal.472

Last, to break the bamboo ceiling we need to build an environment that helps people to make better decisions within our institutions. It’s hard to find evidence that merely training people about implicit bias and how to manage diversity produces results in promoting diverse talent.473 Indeed, there’s evidence which suggests that, in some circumstances, diversity policies can trigger a backlash, leading other employees to infer that they are the victims of unfair treatment and creating an even more hostile environment for people of colour.474

As Daniel Kahneman wrote in his famous book Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011), it’s extremely hard for individuals to out-think bias. However, you can build a ‘choice architecture’ for decision makers to mitigate bias, deliberately shaping the kind of information they consider and holding them accountable for the outcomes of their decisions.475 One example of this is the Victorian government’s blind hiring policy, Recruit Smarter, which de-identifies the personal details of candidates—name, gender, age, location—during the application process. Another is ‘social accountability’ structures—requirements for managers and decision makers to explain to their peers, through diversity taskforces and diversity managers, the outcomes of their decisions against diversity targets.476 Unsurprisingly, accountability is strongest when managers and decision makers are held financially accountable for their outcomes through their remuneration.
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While these initiatives will help maximise the nation-building potential of our immigration program, we also need to ensure that Australians do not feel left behind. We can’t turn back the clock on the cultural changes that have raised women’s participation and status in the workplace, and increased respect for racial diversity across society—nor would we want to. But we can seek to renew the compact of representative government with Australians in rural and regional areas. We can seek to build a sense of solidarity between the cities and the rest of Australia by addressing the causes of economic alienation and resentment in these areas, and emphasising that in the egalitarian nation we are all building, no one will be left behind.477

Old-fashioned government intervention to drive economic development would be warmly welcomed by people in rural and regional Australia. But not the kind of infrastructure boondoggles that the National Party squattocracy has been over-promising and under-delivering for the past twenty years. Public interventions tailored to specific communities’ natural advantages and designed to spur inclusive growth are what’s needed. Investing in towns like Rockhampton, Townsville, Cairns, Toowoomba and Tamworth to create clusters of diverse, highly educated workers around regional universities, for example, would have spill-over economic benefits for the surrounding regions.

Paradoxically, this kind of strategic economic development will often include programs to increase the number of migrants coming to these regions. A recent report from the Regional Australia Institute highlighted the impact of declining populations on the local economies in many areas of rural and regional Australia.478 It called for a targeted program directing 3,000 migrants a year to the 150 areas in regional Australia with declining populations, and tied to employment and settlement services.

The report highlighted how the central Victorian town of Pyramid Hill was revitalised by Filipino migration largely connected to a major piggery. I’ve heard similar stories about the influx of Karen refugees in the town of Nhill in western Victoria through the Luv-a-Duck enterprise, a migration scheme that has been estimated to have contributed $40 million to the local economy, reinvigorating schools and the community as well.479 For such a strategy to be sustainable, the arrival of migrants needs to be tied to employment and social-integration strategies to maximise the likelihood that new arrivals will put down roots and stay for the long haul.

These strategies should only be pursued when these communities want them, and have input and control over them. Many people in rural and regional Australia are alienated from the established institutions of representative democracy. In response to the first incarnation of One Nation in the 1990s, the then Queensland premier Peter Beattie created a new institution, the community cabinet, which brought government decision makers into the regions and exposed them directly to the views of local people. It often resulted in direct government action in these communities, strengthening the connection between speaking out and government action.480

The Victorian government has gone even further with the establishment of regional partnerships: groups of community members, business leaders and senior bureaucrats who work together to identify and address the specific opportunities and challenges faced by their region. The regional partnerships have a direct voice into the centre of government, the cabinet process, undermining populists’ claim that the nation and its governments don’t care about their fate.481
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REIMAGINING AUSTRALIA

‘Nothing is more important to a country than the way it thinks about itself… the commonly shared model of what its national values and priorities are. Everything else, including economic growth, flows from that. The act of Federation was an act of imagining by the men and women who fought for it; that the people of this country could be something larger than we were. They changed the way Australians thought about themselves. I believe that a similar act of imagining is needed again.’ PAUL KEATING482

Visitors walking down the hallways of Parliament House in Canberra are confronted by images from MPs’ home electorates: the scarves of footy clubs, pictures of iconic tourist sites and banner slogans of pet political campaigns. Like a teenager telling the world who they are through the band posters on their bedroom walls, parliamentarians’ office windows are projections of identity. My office window was particularly hot property in this contest of identities, as for a period it faced the doorway of the office of the conservative provocateur George Christensen, directly across the hall. My window was the first thing he saw every time he left his office.

I took the responsibility seriously. For two years, each time George left his office for a vote, speech or meeting, he was confronted by a giant poster of a turbaned Monga Khan, a Federation-era Indian-Australian hawker, emblazoned with the slogan ‘Aussie’.483 The photo comes from the National Archives and was taken during an application for an exemption to the dictation test mandated under the White Australia policy. The Adelaide artist Peter Drew rescued it from obscurity as part of a public art project in which he stuck up more than a thousand posters around the country. His objective was to ‘Reimagine [Khan’s] life as a symbol for all those who survived the White Australia Policy. By sharing his story, we can begin to revitalise what it means to be “Aussie”.’

Peter’s work, while more art project than authentic history, gets to the nub of the question facing Australia today. What does it mean to be a real Aussie today? What should it mean? The Australian Legend is no longer fit for purpose, but what are we creating in its place?

The ethno-nationalism that was the foundation of the nation building of the White Australia era, and which still underpins the appeals of populists today, isn’t going anywhere. It’s always going to be the easiest way to frame and promote a sense of a group identity, and there will always be opportunists ready to exploit it. But ethno-nationalism isn’t the only way to build the mutual regard of a shared identity.

Diversity doesn’t need to mean division. As Robert Putnam, the world-renowned expert on social capital, has written, while increasing ethnic and racial diversity can stretch a community’s cohesion in the short term, over time ‘successful immigrant societies create new forms of social solidarity and dampen the negative effects of diversity by constructing new, more encompassing identities…the central challenge for modern, diversifying societies is to create a new, broader sense of “we”.’484 In the face of our growing demographic diversity, it’s easy to fall into the trap of thinking that fostering respect for difference and inclusion means avoiding reflecting on the things that unite us. Or thinking that deepening the ties that unite us can only be exclusionary in a liberal multicultural society. The opposite is true. We should maintain the respect for difference that has made Australia one of the world’s most successful multicultural societies, but we must also invest more heavily in the things that bring us together.

Many nations build this broader sense of ‘we’ by building a group identity based on a common creed, a set of shared values that unites its citizens. Think of the creed of the founders of the United States of America: Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. Or of the motto of the great seal of the United States: E pluribus unum—From many, one.485 Those seeking to build identity this way have a more difficult task than do the ethno-nationalists. They can’t just point to an innate characteristic and assert that everyone who shares it ‘belongs’, and that those who don’t, can’t. Group members need to make a choice to buy into the values underpinning such a creed and to know that others in the group are making a similar choice.

Moreover, these identities are continuing projects that require an ongoing effort on the part of members to reflect on and uphold the shared values—what Americans call the struggle to ‘build a more perfect union’. It’s a bigger ask than racially or ethnically based appeals, but for a country like Australia, a group identity based on a shared creed offers a pathway to a much more powerful, inclusive national identity.

Some have argued that Australia’s national identity should be based not on culturally specific values, but instead on a shared commitment to the rights and obligations of citizenship in a liberal democracy. An identity based on a shared ‘civic faith’ has been championed by liberal progressives such as Donald Horne, who argued that notions of Australian identity based on history, culture and values would inevitably regress into ethno-nationalism.486 We hear echoes of Horne’s advocacy of a ‘civic’ Australian identity in the related argument made by those who suggest that Australia’s contemporary national identity should be defined by its liberal tolerance of cultural difference and successful multiculturalism.

These propositions, while certainly better than ethno-nationalism, work better in a university tutorial than in the hearts and minds of the public. The utility of shared national identity stems from its ability to spur a feeling of mutual regard and obligation between compatriots: a feeling of shared affinity that promotes trust, cooperation and a willingness to sacrifice for collective benefit. Neither civic values nor liberal multiculturalism are enough to bind us together in this way. There’re no guts to the idea of being a nation of civic-difference respecters. There’s no emotional content that leads us to feel like we are all in the same boat, sharing not just values, but also pride in each other’s accomplishments and care for each other’s fates. It leaves us as little more than a nation of individuals, sharing a commitment to let each other be. To truly supplant the influence of the Australian Legend in our national identity, we need to build something new, with the same kind of emotional and symbolic power, to bind us together.

The emotional glue that binds individuals together as a nation is a shared culture. It’s what David Malouf describes as a ‘community of experience’ or ‘our common response to place, to land and landscape in all its diverse forms over the continent, to the events we call history, to the institutions that determine our relations to one another and through which we try to make a good and just society, to all we have added, over 200 years of our being here’.487 It’s the ideas, values, customs, norms and behaviours that we share as a people, and the stories and art that we value as expressions of this culture. It’s the things we have in common, the things that we love about each other and our country that tell us that we belong as Australians. If we want to build a more inclusive Australian national identity that’s fit for purpose for the Golden Country, we need to cultivate the kind of shared culture that brings us together.

This is a political project. It calls for what Tim Soutphommasane describes in Reclaiming Patriotism as the use of ‘political means to reinforce and to shape a national identity’.488 Soutphommasane argues that we can build a new, broader sense of Australian national identity by promoting a patriotism based on ‘shared values and historic tradition’, and a sense of national pride in these values and history, ‘tempered by responsibility and enriched by public debate’. The nature of these values and the perspective we take on our history will be the core of the stories that we tell ourselves about what it means to be an Australian in the Golden Country.

Building a renewed, inclusive national identity can only come out of an ongoing national discussion that involves Australians of all backgrounds. Unfortunately, the institutions of our body politic aren’t well equipped to carry this discussion. As George Megalogenis observes, ‘Politics, media and business remain older, whiter and more masculine than the nation itself…They push against our new Eurasian identity when they should embrace it.’489

I recognise that I’m part of the problem here. This isn’t a task that I can undertake myself. We need to seek out new voices and deliberately create space for traditionally excluded or unseen Australians to help shape these stories about what it means to be Australian.

[image: image]

In the introduction to Growing Up Asian in Australia, Alice Pung writes: ‘Asian-Australians did not sit around all day meditating on cultural identity when we were growing up.’ Now that this generation has grown up, however, we’re seeing a flourishing of new voices on questions of identity in Australia, demanding a more inclusive society and national identity. Lobby groups like DAWN, YSPN, DILP, the Asian Australian Lawyers Association, the Asian Australian Democracy Caucus, the Asian Australian Studies Research Network, the Asian Australian Alliance, the Asian Australian Leadership Summit and a range of others have all emerged with important agendas on inclusion and identity in recent years. Osmond Chiu summed up a strong theme of much of this new activism when he wrote: ‘Some people think that PoC [people of colour] criticism about racism and a lack of diversity comes from a disdain of Australia. They couldn’t be more wrong. For so many PoC this country is our home and the only one we know. We just want it to reflect how it really is, where we are a part of it.’

Erin Chew, an activist and founder of the Asian Australian Alliance, echoes these thoughts. She told me that ‘there is a new generation of Asian-Australians like myself, who were Australian born and raised, who have grown up in a society [where they are] tired of being quiet and living the life of the model-minority stereotype… and who for the love of Australia want to see more representation and equality. Australia is now an extremely culturally diverse country and this diversity will only continue to grow…The lack of cultural representation in positions of power and decision making is not reflective of this growth. It needs to change and the way to change this is to have loud Asian-Australians voice their issues.’ It’s up to the rest of the country to recognise this basic truth—and to listen.

Journals founded by Australians of colour like Peril and Liminal are carving out distinctive and persuasive voices on questions of identity. Leah Jing McIntosh, the founding editor of Liminal, told me that Asian-Australians ‘are ready for change’ and that new media platforms have enabled the rapid growth of communities like that created by Liminal which ‘allow people who have been traditionally othered or marginalised to see themselves as worthy, or as first-class citizens’.

The acclaimed Chinese-Australian director Tony Ayres told me that ‘we are in a historical moment’ in this regard. ‘I think we are at a pivoting point where things are shifting.’ For the first twenty years of his career ‘nothing really much had changed’. He ‘grew up never thinking of myself as Australian but because of my generation, which is very assimilationist, I never thought of myself as Chinese either. I just thought of myself as something other. Other than Chinese or Australian…because the only images I had of being Australians were white images and I knew that I wasn’t white, so I thought, well, that’s not me—but then I also saw representations of the Chinese community, Asians in Australia, and that wasn’t me either. I didn’t have an accent; I lived in a different kind of world.’

In recent times, Ayres believes, there’s been a major change of perception in the arts that’s carving out space for diverse voices. ‘What has shifted from my perspective from the last few years is that suddenly that default setting has been given a name and the name is shifted from normal to white…which is actually very significant in terms of us understanding. That’s a vocabulary that didn’t exist five years ago or ten years ago. We just had the sense of the normal and the marginal.’ In the vanguard of this change are a plethora of Asian-Australian voices in the arts: people who are transcending the traditional migrant story, consigned to the margins of our default identity, and are now telling stories about what it means to be Australian within an Asian-Australian setting, with all the accompanying racial and historical complexities.

In the century-old maze of red brick and steel that houses the Substation arts centre in Newport, in my electorate in Melbourne’s west, Phuong Ngo walked me through the
Hyphenated exhibition of contemporary Asian-Australian art, which he co-curated with his fellow Melburnian Tammy Wong Hulbert. Phuong told me that living at the intersection of identities is ‘not a simple space to exist in’. These ‘hyphenated’ identities are relative concepts and ‘change all the time…in regards to who you’re with, what you’re doing, what you’re engaged with, where you are’.

The exhibition featured a video installation created by one of my constituents that is now on display in my parliamentary office (and a still from which is the cover image of this book). Nikki Lam’s Falling Leaf Returns to its Roots 落葉歸根 (2014) draws its name from a Chinese idiom that uses the life cycle of a tree as an allegory for the life cycle of a person’s identity—that while people may set out to make their way in the world on their own, they will eventually return to their roots. Lam’s video adapts this idiom to the process of becoming Australian, in the form of a response to Max Dupain’s classic piece of Australian iconography, Sunbaker (1937). Instead of Dupain’s black-and-white photograph of a bronzed Australian man, Lam presents a vividly colourful video accompanied by the sounds of a beach and marked by subtly shifting winds and shadows, with herself, a Chinese-Australian woman, in place of the Sunbaker.

Lam’s description of the work is instructive:


By comparing myself to an iconic Australian image, I am claiming that the idea of citizenship or belonging…can also take a fluid, progressive, unexpected turn and foster into something completely different, hybrid and continuous…As the video loops, it is through the repetition that (my) identity is enforced (or questioned)…Stuart Hall suggests that identity is not about being but becoming. It is through the process of becoming that an identity is formed and is continuously forming. Given that the notion of identity is both retrospective and contemporary, this project is an attempt to reference the past while reinterpreting the present through the reinvention of an iconic Australian identity.



This is the kind of process of reinterpretation and reinvention that we need to facilitate at a national level. Those with influence in the public sphere need to ensure that these voices are heard, that they are not shouted down by reactionaries. We need to be able to interrogate Australian identity, to argue about it, as well as to teach it and celebrate it.

As an elected representative, I see my part as being to listen, to ask questions, to try to synthesise a vision from what I’ve been told, and then to listen again. Representation is a fraught business at the best of times, but particularly in times as contested as the present. But so long as we are listening to each other, there’s benefit in the argument about what it means to be Australian. We don’t have to get the answer right the first time, but we have to keep listening to each other and to keep trying. As Nikki Lam says, the process matters as much as the outcome. Building a new Australian identity to match the Australian reality will always be a journey, rather than a destination—a static, immutable sense of identity will only hamstring us all over again.
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Here are some of the kind of shared national values and historic traditions that we could draw on in renewing the Australian national identity.

I start from the position that the problem we have in Australia today isn’t with the nature of the nation’s values, but with the representation and application of them. Australian values are often a contentious front in the culture wars, but the conversations I had with people while writing this book led me to see that the source of conflict isn’t so much the values themselves: it’s the extent to which they are extended to all in our society in practice. Many of the values underpinning the Australian Legend—the fair go, egalitarianism, mateship, pragmatism, irreverence—haven’t lost their potency on our journey to the Golden Country.

When I asked the Indian-Fijian–Australian constitutional lawyer and former federal Labor candidate Shireen Morris what Australian identity means to her, she said: ‘I think there are some Australian values we all share. The idea of fairness, and the fair go, even if it doesn’t always translate into reality—it is an ideal we strive for. The idea of egalitarianism and the equality—again, we often fail to live up to it, but it is a value we often espouse. The idea of community and being in this together—we are less individualistic than the USA. We know the value in community and togetherness, the efforts of team work…also the idea of not taking ourselves too seriously, being self-deprecating, not indulging in too much pride.’

These ‘traditional’ Australian values are still powerful, and the extent to which we emphasise them as a condition of belonging is distinctive around the world. You could hardly imagine an American describing a compatriot as unAmerican for failing to look out for a friend or for not having a sense of humour about themselves. These values still have real power in explaining what it means to be Australian.

But Australia’s diverse contemporary society highlights how these values have not been extended equally to everyone, particularly in the past. Shireen went on to tell me: ‘We have a long way to go in this country, in properly articulating and fully living up to the national values we aspire to.’ The power of the fair go, egalitarianism and mateship to bind us together as Australians in the twenty-first century is being undermined by our refusal to confront the ways in which they have been denied to some Australians. For those who know this history of exclusion, as Australians of colour generally do, invocations of these values sound ignorant at best and hypocritical at worst. We need to reconcile our past and renew these values, which requires us to look again at our history through the eyes of modern Australia.

When I visited Gum San Chinese Heritage Centre with my son, there were no descendants of the Chinese-Australians who founded the town working at the centre, only two very helpful middle-aged Anglo-Australian women of the kind you might find volunteering their time at any number of rural galleries. The Canton Lead was taken by force from the Chinese who discovered it by a group of European miners, who subsequently burned the Chinese camp to the ground.490 Around 30,000 non-Chinese then settled the site within weeks, laying the foundations for the town of Ararat that stands today. Stories like this are well known by historians, but aren’t regularly told in these terms in our schools or in our political debate. As a result, ignorance of the systemic exclusion of Asian-Australians through the majority of our history isn’t just the norm: it’s structural. It’s a decision to leave these things in our past.

As Opposition leader, John Howard argued in his 1995 Headland speech on national identity: ‘I don’t believe that Australia faces some kind of exclusive choice between our past and our future, between our history and our geography. To me such a choice is phoney and irrelevant—only posed by those with ulterior motives.’491 Howard took this position not because there isn’t a choice to be made, but because he was happy with the implicit choice that Australia had already made, the choice for the nation to continue on under the assumptions that led to the exclusion of non-white Australians from our national identity. He didn’t want Australia to confront its past because he was comfortable with the nation it had created.

But we can’t come to terms with our past unless we know and understand it. In 1992, in his speech ‘Australia and Asia: Knowing Who We Are’, Prime Minister Paul Keating warned that ‘the ghost of Empire’ stood in the way of Australia’s successful engagement with our neighbours in Asia. Today, the ghost that haunts us is within our borders: Australia’s fraught history with Asians in our nation. We’ve long been a country whose geography has been in conflict with its history. Unless we remedy this, we risk becoming one whose demography is in conflict with its history too.

The first step in this process is building awareness. Benjamin Law told me that, while researching a television documentary about the history of Chinese-Australians, he came to the realisation that ‘I’m just not even sure we know the foundation story enough to know what our present-day story is. You know, when John Howard says we don’t know history well, I agree with him on that point but from a very different angle: we are bad about our history, but probably not in the way that John Howard would like…I just feel that there’s a lot of history we don’t know.’

Just as we have begun the slow process of building public awareness of the true history of our nation’s treatment of Indigenous Australians and the way that shapes our country today, so too do we need to grapple with the history of the White Australia policy and its ongoing effects. In large part, the abolition of the policy happened by public bipartisan consensus, with the real conflict occurring behind the scenes, within the public service and within cabinet rooms. When there were ruptures in this consensus, as occurred during Whitlam’s leadership of the Labor Party, low overall immigration rates meant that significant demographic change did not follow. Despite the policy’s centrality to Australia’s Federation, we never had the equally central repudiation and re-evaluation of the past necessary to move beyond the White Australia era in the national psyche.

In the Gettysburg Address, which all American schoolchildren learn, Abraham Lincoln used the moment of the dedication of a soldiers’ national cemetery to declare that the Civil War had given the nation an opportunity for ‘a new birth of freedom’, a new opportunity to live up to its founding national ideals. There has been no equivalent watershed moment in Australia in which the mistakes of the White Australia era were cast off, and our founding values reinterpreted and renewed for the future.
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As a nation, we need to understand and confront what our forebears got wrong, so that we can learn from them, and revive our values in light of them. We need to engage in a national act of understanding of the reality of life for Chinese-Australians in the pre-Federation and White Australia eras. In recent years, historians have given us invaluable new insights into the lives of the Asian-Australians of these times by drawing on their own words to tell their stories. As John Fitzgerald powerfully argues in Big White Lie, ‘When we consult Chinese-Australian sources it becomes clear that no high principles were at stake in the clash of cultures between white and Chinese Australia. Even a cursory examination of what Chinese Australians were saying and doing reveals that they were no less committed to freedom, equality and fraternal solidarity than were other Australians.’492

When Chinese migrants came into contact with the emerging Australian values and behaviours, they adopted them. Vivian Chow wrote evocatively in 1932, ‘Send a Chinese to America and he tries to become a monopolist because of the ambitious example set before him. Send him to British Singapore and he strives to become a contractor with designs on knighthood…Send a Chinese to Australia, he becomes a labour leader and a booster “for the working man’s paradise”.’493 Australia’s first Chinese settler, Mak Sai Ying, embodies this, having ultimately given up the trade he brought to the colony to take up that most Australian of vocations, publican, in Western Sydney.494 Chinese-Australians were never a monolithic threat to the national identity. They did not have hierarchy and servility encoded in their DNA. They did not deny the fair go, egalitarianism and mateship; rather, these Australian values were denied them.

Part of recognising these wrongs should include formally atoning for them. Formal apologies from governments and parliaments don’t rewrite history. Recognising past injustices is an act made by those in the present about who we are now, acknowledging past wrongs to bind formerly excluded groups into the national identity of today. It pulls the burr of hypocrisy from the cloak of values we wear. The Victorian government has issued a formal apology for the poll tax implemented by the colonial government that triggered the Walk from Robe. Other state governments could follow its lead and take responsibility for similar actions in their jurisdictions. It is extraordinary that the federal government has made a formal apology to German-Australians for their internment and the seizure of their property during the First World War, but has offered no apologies to Chinese-Australians for the impact of the Immigration Restriction Act on their families and on their communities.

We should also look to reclaim what Tim Soutphommasane describes as ‘common glories’, overlooked stories from our history that reflect celebrated Australian values as we understand them today.495 In Them: Why We Hate Each Other—and How to Heal (2018), the Nebraskan senator Ben Sasse calls Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King ‘founding fathers’ of the United States, despite their having lived centuries after the settlement of the nation. Sasse describes them in this way because, through their actions, they helped shape the nation in a way that better lived up to its ideals, to its creed. There are many equivalent stories that we could tell in Australia—of Asian-Australians who lived out egalitarian values better than did the society that sought to exclude them during the White Australia policy, and of other Australians who did extend these values to all, against the tide of the times. Telling these stories today can give flesh and blood to values and highlight a common history that is relevant to all Australians.

The Anzac legend offers many opportunities in this regard. The role of Chinese-Anzacs in particularly has recently been highlighted through extensive research by historians and amateur genealogists alike.496 We ought to be able to broaden the popular memory of Anzac in a way that lets every Australian kid, regardless of their background, feel the same kind of connection to the diggers as I did while poring over The Anzac Book as a child. Every Australian student should learn about the stories of Anzacs like Billy Sing—and Caleb Shang (Lee Wah Shang), who survived Pozières, Messines, Passchendaele, Ypres, Bullecourt and the Somme, and won two Distinguished Conduct Medals for conspicuous gallantry and a Military Medal along the way, making him for a time the most decorated soldier to come from Queensland.497

You can find similar stories of Asian-Australians embodying egalitarian ideals in the face of official discrimination in pretty well every aspect of Australian life. Every Australian child should learn about John Wing, who as a ten-year-old Chinese-Australian boy in Melbourne showed a better understanding of equality and mateship than anyone else when he wrote to the Melbourne Olympic Committee to suggest that athletes march not as separate nations but as ‘one nation’ during the closing ceremony of the 1956 Olympics. Every Australian law student should learn the story of William Ah Ket, Melbourne’s first barrister of Chinese descent, who mounted a successful High Court challenge to the exclusion of an Australian-born Eurasian man, James Minahan, from the country under the dictation test.

There’s also value in telling the stories of those who understood, long before the rest of the nation caught up, that the fair go and mateship should extend to all in our country. We ought to remember Peter Lalor, Butler Cole Aspinall and John Wood, the only three colonial members of the Victorian parliament who voted against discriminatory licence fees for Chinese miners on the goldfields.498 We should remember James Roberts, who sheltered more than 1,000 Chinese from the Lambing Flat roll-up on his property, Currawong.499 We should remember Andrew Inglis Clark, the Tasmanian attorney-general who during the Federation debate unsuccessfully championed the inclusion of an American-style equal-protection clause, which would have prohibited racial discrimination in the new nation. We should remember Bruce Smith, the only MP in the House of Representatives, and James Macfarlane, the only senator, in the legislative debates on the White Australia policy to speak against the bill on the grounds that it denied the Christian doctrine of common humanity.500 We should remember Sir Alan Walker, a Methodist minister who campaigned against the policy on moral and philosophical grounds for decades, and published influential pamphlets making that case in the 1940s.501 And we should celebrate the contributions of the Immigration Reform Group—people like James Mackie, Kenneth Rivett and Herb Feith—as well as Don Dunstan and Gough Whitlam in doing the hard work of unwinding the White Australia policy inside our political parties.

In doing so, we should seek to reinterpret and reimagine genuine Australian egalitarianism as being explicitly anti-racist. We should assert at every opportunity that—rather than being typical of the Australian identity, as the pessimists would assert—racism, properly understood, traduces the fair go and egalitarianism. Research suggests that anti-prejudice interventions are most effective when they come from a place of common identity between the sources and targets of prejudice, rather than as one group judging another.502 Similarly, anti-racist interventions have been found to be most influential when prejudice is regarded as being exceptional and contravening shared norms in a community.503

In this context, the most effective way to combat racism isn’t to perpetuate the idea that Australian society is inherently racist, but rather to assert that Australian values are anti-racist and that those who contravene these norms are the outliers. It’s more powerful to call out racism as untypical than as typical. A national identity that focuses on Australia’s success in building an inclusive society is self-perpetuating; it generates a norm that anti-racism and inclusion are ‘what Australians do’.

Francis Fukuyama reminds us that ‘The great struggles in American political history—over slavery and segregation, workers’ rights, women’s equality—were ultimately demands that the political system expand the circle of individuals it recognized as having equal rights.’504 The very process of progressively winning these struggles to extend shared values to new groups can be a source of national pride that helps bond the contemporary community in a common nation-building enterprise. The challenge for Australia is to continue to expand the circle within which the promise of the Australian fair go, egalitarianism and mateship is offered.
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Many of the national symbols developed for Australia at the time of Federation have lost their unifying power for the diverse nation we have become. What the late Les Murray called ‘Vernacular Australia’, the iconography of the Australian Legend, no longer speaks to many Australians. At best, outdated symbols like the monarchy are deployed ironically for their kitsch value. At worst, symbols like the Australian flag are used by ethno-nationalists as deliberate provocations towards those that their legacy and iconography excludes. When the design for the Australian flag was selected in 1901, Prime Minister Edmund Barton said that it encapsulated ‘the Australian identity and pride’. In the same year, Alfred Deakin called the passage of the Immigration Restriction Act a ‘Declaration for a White Australia’. As Australia has changed, it has become a far greater country than our Federation-era leaders could possibly have imagined: so too must our Federation-era symbols change to reflect the kind of nation we have become.

Done properly, the processes for Indigenous constitutional recognition and an Australian republic could both be cathartic moments of national transformation, changing the way we see ourselves and ushering in new symbols of national unity. If and when they occur, we shouldn’t make the mistake of viewing these nation-building moments as merely administrative or procedural updates. We should openly declare that Australia’s existing institutions and symbols are broken, in that they are irrelevant to most Australians and actively exclude many others. We need to provoke the nation into a period of shared imagining about who we really are as a country.

We can learn from the serious thinking about national identity that has been done by Indigenous Australians as part of the development of the Uluru Statement from the Heart. The final report of the Referendum Council advising on the constitutional recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people recommended the development of a Declaration of Recognition, an extra-constitutional statement that would be passed by all federal and state parliaments, articulating a unifying and inspiring statement of Australian national identity. As Noel Pearson set out in his 2018 Lowitja O’Donoghue Oration, this declaration has a lot of symbolic work to do: grappling with the legacy of 1788 from the perspective of Indigenous Australians and European colonisers, honestly dealing with our fraught racial history through the White Australia policy, committing to land stewardship, making good on the Uluru Statement from the Heart, and including a statement of contemporary Australian values.505

Pearson recognises that such a statement can only be the product of national conversation, but in his address he proposed a set of words of his own that are a good start. The opening and the closing lines, in particular, seem like an articulation of the Golden Country that we could become: ‘Whereas three stories make Australia: the Ancient Indigenous Heritage which is its foundation, the British Institutions built upon it, and the adorning Gift of Multicultural Migration… Three stories make us one: Australians.’

Given that, of the three parts that make one Australia, the place of Indigenous Australians in our nation is undoubtedly the area in which we have the most distance yet to travel, the generosity of the breadth of Pearson’s vision for our nation is extraordinary. The disadvantage experienced by Indigenous Australians is structural, and cannot be resolved without ensuring they have a voice and agency that puts them at the centre of our nation’s response. Until this can be remedied, any national story we write will remain irrevocably tainted.

Yet here Pearson articulates a confident vision of Australian exceptionalism in the tradition of nineteenth-century radical-nationalist republicans like Henry Lawson and John Dunmore Lang. It’s a positive assertion of our changed national identity, and the ongoing journey of reconciling our history with our present and future. We’re not defined by our diversity in this telling of the Australian story; instead, we’re defined as a diverse people coming together to build something new and special. A nation comprised of the oldest continuous culture in the world, the strongest democratic institutions in the world, and the talents of migrants from all around the world who have chosen a future for themselves and their family in a country that’s found the sweet spot, the best of all worlds. Three stories make us one: Australians. It’s a creed you could build a nation on.
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AFTERWORD

I finished the final draft of this book late in the evenings of the days leading up to the 2019 federal election. An election campaign, like writing a book, is a horrible period of anxiety and self-doubt. The timing exacerbated my feeling that, in every way, this was a mad book to write. A politician has little to gain from discussing race and Australian identity in a way that doesn’t offer Howard-style platitudes and reassurance. But when political life demands that you leave your family for twenty weeks a year for parliamentary sittings in Canberra and the local responsibilities of an MP mean that you are barely home for the other thirty-two weeks, there are certain things that you need to do to be able to look your kids in the eye when your political career is finished.

I went into politics because I care about equality of opportunity, social and economic, for all Australians. Today, Australia’s outdated national identity and the bamboo ceiling are indisputable barriers to equal opportunity for my family, my kids. I love Australia enough to want to make it better. On questions of national identity, Australian politics needs to be a lot better. The wider community left our politics and our institutions behind a long time ago.

After the first week of the 2019 election campaign I took the opportunity of a bipartisan truce on Easter Sunday to put my wife and kids first, and continue a family tradition. Bendigo’s Easter Festival is Australia’s longest continuously running community festival, and in 2020 it will celebrate 150 years. The festival catches the city at its charming best: autumn turns the trees of Rosalind Park, the city’s beautiful nineteenth-century public gardens, into a cascade of red, bronze and yellow hues to match the sandstone of the city’s gold-rush-era buildings. For the past 140 years, the Easter Festival has included a street parade that wraps around the park’s perimeter and culminates with the world’s longest imperial processional dragon.

The tradition began in 1879, when the local Chinese-Australian community joined the parade to help raise funds for the Bendigo Benevolent Asylum and Hospital. Their spectacular parading, honed in many Lunar New Year and Spring Festival celebrations, was such a hit that in later years the Chinese-Australian community began imposing a levy on its members to acquire more elaborate costumes. In the following years, this levy was used to acquire Gum Loong (Golden Dragon), an imperial parade dragon that would participate in the parade for the better part of the next century, until it was retired in 1970. By then, Loong’s role in the parade was so beloved that the entire Bendigo community helped raise funds for its replacement, Sun Loong (New Dragon), at a hundred metres the longest imperial dragon in the world.506

The 2019 Easter Parade would mark a similar changing of the guard. The Bendigo community had raised $750,000 to allow Sun Loong to retire and be replaced by the new, even longer Dai Gum Loong (Big Golden Dragon), who would be taking part in the parade for the first time. Even better, Dai Gum Loong would be welcomed to the festival by both of its predecessors, with the Bendigo Chinese Association receiving special permission from Heritage Victoria to allow Loong, now more than a century old, to parade for the first time in nearly fifty years.

Hundreds of people set up folding chairs from before dawn on the day of the parade, ten deep, as the route curved down the edge of Rosalind Park, around the piazza and onto Pall Mall. Tens of thousands more people stood along the length of the route. Grey nomads and young Asian-Australian families like my own rubbed shoulders in the crowd while eating hot-cross buns and chocolates found in the Easter egg hunt held in the park earlier in the day.

I had set up with my family next to the start of the parade, at Queen Elizabeth Oval at the top of Rosalind Park, where the street scene is less picturesque and the crowds are less dense, the better to wrangle a six-year-old and an eight-year-old for the duration of the procession. As participants were marshalled before the start of the parade, the mayor, Margaret O’Rourke, in the full regalia of office, joked with two African-Australian security guards. Members of the Dja Dja Wurrung led off the parade with representations of Bunjil, the wedge-tail eagle and Indigenous creator deity. An extraordinary cavalcade of the diversity of human experience followed: bagpipe societies, hot-rod clubs and local businesses, kids’ dance groups and martial-arts societies, the Bendigo Whovians—complete with costumed Daleks and Doctor Whos—Freemasons, LGBTQI groups, and the Salvation Army with crucifix in tow, followed by Filipino dancers, roller-derby teams, ADF cadets, swing-dancing oldies, pole dancers, the Indonesian society with rolling gamelan performers and shadow puppets, and representatives of lion-dancing teams from across the state.

Following this remarkable display of contemporary Australia, the parade’s grand finale began with the appearance of the Bendigo Chinese Association’s members carrying traditional banners and artefacts. Drums, bells and firecrackers announced the arrival of the possessional dragons. More than fifty people are needed to carry each of the three main processional dragons, so community members of all backgrounds were invited to take part. Some volunteers were descendants of the migrants who flocked to the town during the gold-rush days; others were just civic-minded joiners who wanted to be a part of the spectacle.

The legs of hundreds of Australians of all backgrounds carried Gum Loong, Sun Loong and Dai Gum Loong to the Alexandra Fountain in the city centre, where the past, present and future of an Australian tradition that unites a community came together. It was everything that I love about Australia, and everything that my kids could love about Australia too. A reclaimed past and a vibrant present, egalitarian and diverse, community spirited and tongue in cheek. A place where we all felt at home as Australians. A glimpse of the Golden Country.

[image: image]

That was where I thought this book would end. Barely a month later, on 18 May 2019, it was difficult to remember the feeling of optimism. Bill Shorten’s election function in Essendon Fields was one of the worst nights of my relatively fortunate life. The room was full of comrades exhausted by the campaign and shattered by the outcome, crying and hugging each other in mourning for what could have been. It was especially painful to watch the dreams of outstanding Labor candidates of colour like Jennifer Yang, Shireen Morris and Stella Yee, who I had campaigned with through the election, fail to be realised. In the last week of the campaign, Bill had taken to imploring audiences to make one more effort to push open the door and step into a more modern Australia. Now it felt like the door had been slammed in our faces.

The shock of rejection was acute and made all the worse by the absence of the usual excuses to salve the pain. We couldn’t point to internal division, political timidity or the benefits of incumbency as the causes of this defeat. We had been a bold, united Opposition confronting a divided and ramshackle minority government. And we’d been spurned. It hurt bitterly and forced us to start a process of serious self-reflection.

In the following days, I came to see one positive in the lack of excuses available to the party: the 2019 federal election was not fought on the grounds of race. No doubt, white nationalists had become more open and ever more repugnant in our political debate. It was sometimes difficult to keep track of all the right-wing extremist parties adding their names to the Senate ballots as they splintered from one other. But, on the whole, mainstream Australia wasn’t interested in them. One Nation played a significant role in parts of regional Queensland, increasing its vote in that state by 3.3 per cent to 8.9 per cent of the statewide result. Nationally, it increased its support by just 1.8 per cent, representing the primary votes of just 3.1 per cent of all Australians.

Similarly, the right’s traditional dog whistling was subjugated to a scare campaign on tax. The Coalition ran a series of targeted Facebook ads warning Australians that Labor would give their retirement savings to refugees, but race and immigration were not on the main stage of the election. The one day of the campaign that the prime minister dedicated to discussing asylum seekers and refugees was a damp squib. He committed to staying the course on the government’s existing policies, and barely returned to the subject in the weeks that followed.

Race and immigration, thankfully, didn’t decide the election. Australians rejected Labor, but they didn’t reject the country that we are becoming.
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Thank you to Nikki Lam, for the inspiration that her work has given me and, over and above this, for her generosity in agreeing to her work being attached to this project in the form of the magnificent cover.

Thank you to the team at Asialink and particularly my Asialink Business Leaders Program cohort, with whom I discussed many of the ideas in this book as part of my ‘workplace project’!

Finally, a special thank you to the historians whose work I relied on in the writing of this book. While there is a long tradition of politicians publishing potted histories of pet subjects, I do not profess to be a historian. This book draws on the work of specialists doing the hard graft of turning primary material into histories that are digestible to those of us who have the interest but lack the fortitude and time to explore it ourselves.

The hard graft of history, of trawling through huge troves of archives in dusty, damp and dark buildings, of sacrificing sunlight for days, weeks and months in the hope of finding one salient detail that might illuminate or even transform an argument, has a disproportionate impact on modern politics. Surfacing ideas and stirring debates from oceans of arcane detail is a public good, the effects of which reverberate outside the ivory towers of academia.

As Keynes wrote in his General Theory: ‘The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed, the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back. I am sure that the power of vested interests is vastly exaggerated compared with the gradual encroachment of ideas…soon or late, it is ideas, not vested interests, which are dangerous for good or evil.’

Keynes singled out economists and political philosophers as the ‘academic scribblers’ enslaving the ‘madmen in authority’ but I’m sure he would have included historians as contributing to the ‘voices in the air’ influencing political figures. So, a heartfelt thank you to the ‘voices in the air’ that have shaped my thinking throughout the writing of this book: David Walker, Stephen FitzGerald, Gwenda Tavan, Agnieszka Sobocinska, John Hirst, Benjamin Mountford, Kane Collins, Peter Cochrane, Lachlan Strahan, Tim Sherratt, Stuart Macintyre, and Frank Bongiorno.
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‘The Golden Country is a timely challenge for us to snap out of our cultural sleepwalking, and remake Australian nation building for the twenty-first century.’

TIM SOUTPHOMMASANE

‘A superb evocation of how Australia needs to redefine its national story—and the public policy that goes with it—to catch up with the demographic reality that we are no longer a white but a “golden” country. Passionate, compassionate, and lucidly argued by one of the best and brightest of our new political generation, this is the book to ignite a long-overdue national debate.’

GARETH EVANS

‘A really important book—Tim Watts interrogates the past Australian story of race and immigration, and shows how it is now pointing to an emerging, inclusive, creative Australia, where the interweaving of ethnicities and cultures gives it immense appeal as a place to live and the means for “soft power” influence in world affairs. It should be read by everyone who has ever thought about race in Australia, and by teachers, and by all who sit at the (mostly) white pinnacles of our powerful institutions.’

STEPHEN FITZGERALD

‘One of the rare politicians who’s also a natural-born storyteller, Tim Watts deftly weaves the political with the personal as he lays out our shared realities and delusions over the Chinese-Australian story. What begins as a brilliant reframing of our history becomes something even more important: a hopeful call to what Australia could—and should—be as a country.’

BENJAMIN LAW

‘A valuable contribution to the debate we have to have. I sincerely hope every politician reads this book.’
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