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In appreciation of the ‘longhairs and

ratbags’ and ‘other dedicated Australians

who sought to remove the moral taint of

racism by challenging the “sacred cow” of

a “White Australia”’

 

A vital society preserves difference, and con-formism kills society

Thomas Merton,

The Journal of Thomas Merton (1996)







Foreword

It is important that Australians understand their past. I welcome this book because it assists in that objective. We need to keep our eyes, however, firmly on the future. Australia is a multicultural country. It is a country in which immigrants from nearly every country, representing all races and religions, have been able to find a peaceful and happy place.

Immigrants have understood that old quarrels from old lands should not be imported into Australia. There are numerous examples of ethnic leaders who have worked vigorously to make sure that such quarrels do not find a place in this country. Multicultural Australia should be seen as a unifying strand.

It is an overstatement but, to an extent in earlier times, one had to be white, Anglo-Saxon and Protestant to be regarded as a good Australian. Such thoughts are alien in today’s Australia. If a person maintains some love and affection for his or her land of origin, that does not mean that that person has a prior or higher loyalty to the past. On the other hand, maintaining such links makes it possible to be a better Australian and to contribute more to the richness of Australian life.

Affection for a distant homeland is in no way inconsistent with a primary loyalty to Australia, to its people and to its future. The concept of multiculturalism has been maligned by those who have suggested that it involves placing loyalty to and affection for some other country above loyalty to and affection for Australia. That never had any part or place in the development of a multicultural Australia.

Those who believe in a rich, multicultural Australia, and in the great contribution that people from different lands, from different cultures, from different races, from different religions can make to the richness of life here, should make sure that the idea of multiculturalism is understood in its fullest meaning.

Malcolm Fraser






Foreword

Founded in Fear and Prejudice

The ‘White Australia’ Policy and Racist Legislation


In the latter half of the last century the European invasion of Australia was overwhelmingly by people from the British Isles or at least of Anglo-Saxon-Celtic descent, with all the traditional prejudices of their kind. These included suspicion of what was ‘foreign’ and unknown, a sexually based fear of intermarriage with people who were of discernibly different racial descent, a belief in the God-given role of superiority of the British Empire. Attitudes of this kind are common among the various peoples of the world—witness the Chinese belief for centuries that anyone from without the bounds of the Celestial Empire was a barbarian and inferior.

From the start the invading population treated the indigenous inhabitants with prejudice and cruelty, and continued to do so well into the later years of this century. Among the working people of Australia these attitudes became focused when, in the sudden population rush to the Australian goldfields, a group of goldseekers discernibly different from the rest, the Chinese, came in their thousands—with different modes of mining that upset the others and with clearly different social customs—and, later, when Queensland employers imported Kanak labour—largely from ‘blackbirding’ the native peoples of the Solomon Islands and the New Hebrides—using them to undercut the wages of workers in the cane fields whose attempts to form unions to establish reasonable pay and living standards were being suppressed by the employers, the government and the courts.

As the labour movement grew in Australia a significant feature of its policy from the outset was ‘White Australia’. The bestknown journalist of the labour movement (later to lead a group of Australians to found a Utopian experiment in Paraguay which signally failed), William Lane, amply demonstrated the prejudice at its worst. While passionately demanding social justice, for him it was only for the white-skinned. He said he ‘would like to sweep every Mongol [read Chinese] Malay, kanaka or coolie out of the country once and for ever’. He hated ‘the idea of a piebald people here in Australia. We are white and progressive and we will stay white and progressive’. He wrote thunderously against the use of Pacific Islander and especially Chinese labour: ‘they debauch our children, they undersell our merchants, shopkeepers and producers availing themselves of trade tricks and subterfuges such as no honest community could descend to, in order to achieve the white man’s ruin more happily’. He said he would rather see his daughter in her coffin than kissing a coloured man or nursing a coffee-coloured brat.

Racist attitudes were widespread in the community and support for the White Australia policy was strong until after World War II. But support for the view that these attitudes were immoral and wrong grew steadily with the emergence of new nations free of European colonial rule, the experience of many Australians of contact with students who came here under the Colombo Plan, and the growth of overseas travel as a normal part of life (whereas the overwhelming majority of the population had been very stay-at-home apart from war service until the 1950s). The experience of the Anglo-Saxon-Celtic majority of absorbing some millions of immigrants from the non-English-speaking countries of Europe, though they were ‘white’, nevertheless ensured that Australians came to appreciate that what was different was not necessarily bad.

Those of us in the Labor Party who felt that ‘White Australia’ was a blot on the Party’s platform and policy pursued a course from the late 1950s to wipe it out, and to take measures to combat racism and pursue a glad acceptance and indeed celebration of multiculturalism. At the 1959 Federal Conference of the Party, the Committee of the Conference dealing with immigration (of which I was then and for some years afterwards the secretary) recommended the removal of the words ‘Maintenance of White Australia’ from the platform. We narrowly lost the vote and then only because of some delegate’s loyalty to the Leader of the Party, Arthur Calwell. He had been the Minister in the post-war Chifley Government responsible for the immigration policy that had Australia absorb more immigrants in proportion to population than any other country except Israel. But they had all been British or European migrants, because part of his agenda was that Australia, which had been threatened with invasion by the Japanese in the war, must ‘populate or perish’, that we must be saved from the ‘Yellow Peril’, from the demands of the heavily populated countries to the North. Calwell was vehemently opposed to removal of the policy. (He had been responsible as Minister for the deportation of coloured migrants who had married Australians, and for the oft-quoted appalling remark ‘Two Wongs don’t make a White’.)

Attempts at the reversal of the policy were made at the 1961 and 1963 Federal Conferences but both failed, though at the 1963 Conference it was agreed to set up a special committee to examine the matter and to make recommendations to the 1965 Conference. Calwell tried to prevent my participation in that committee but failed. He nominated two members of caucus—both right-wing Catholics—to the committee and they were influenced by the Catholic Church numbers, whose bishops had been condemning racial discrimination. While still in favour of a racial discrimination policy it was felt that the words ‘White Australia’ had come to signify insulting racist policies like apartheid in South Africa and segregation of the kind so vigorously advocated in the USA by Wallace and his ilk, and that the words should be changed to say that in effect our policy should be based on the ability of the proposed migrant to fit into the Australian community. When the committee report came to the Conference it had been arranged that Calwell would second it so that it would not be seen as a slap in the face for him. As it turned out it fell to me to move the committee’s report, which I did with a forthright condemnation of racial discrimination in immigration policy. Calwell seconded the motion with ashes in his mouth and it was carried unanimously.

Three further steps of importance were taken in 1966: the new Labor Government in South Australia introduced and passed legislation establishing the first Aboriginal Land Rights in Australia (the Aboriginal Lands Trust Act); that Government also amended Statute Law and regulations that in any way discriminated against anyone on the basis of race (there were still some hangovers from the anti-Chinese legislation of the previous century, as well as the remnants of the ‘protection’ and ‘assimilation’ policies for Aboriginal people); and Australia passed its first Prohibition of Discrimination Act, making it an offence to discriminate against anyone in provision of accommodation, services or employment on grounds of race, colour of skin or country of origin. While offences were difficult to prove on the criminal law standard of proof, nevertheless the Act had a very significant effect in declaring community standards so that it became socially unacceptable to be openly racist.

Also in that year Hubert Opperman, the Liberal Minister for Immigration, allowed a substantial increase in the number of part-Asian immigrants; however, Liberal administrators, while claiming to have discarded the ‘White Australia’ policy had not in fact done so. An immigration assistance and recruitment policy continued until 1973: the recruitment and assistance was only for those with ‘white’ skins (for example, non-English-speaking Armenian migrants from Turkey, whose social customs made integration into the Australian community inevitably fraught with difficulty), while English-speaking educated Chinese or Indians from Singapore, Malaysia and Hong Kong notably got no assistance. When they applied for entry, they had to provide photographs so that it could be determined whether they were so discernibly different from the Anglo-Saxon-Celtic majority that they would be unable to fit in. This remained the assumption of those in both the Liberal Party and the Labor Party who were opposed to the entry of those whose skin colour was different from that of the majority, and was quite clearly the view of Fred Daly MHR, who had been the chairman of the Labor Party committee on immigration and whom Calwell had nominated as Shadow Minister for Immigration. When Gough Whitlam replaced Calwell as Leader of the Labor Party he immediately replaced Fred Daly. At the 1971 Federal ALP Conference a resolution was passed that the Labor platform state that immigration must be based on there being no discrimination on grounds of race, colour of skin or country of origin. It was carried with enthusiasm. On the election of Whitlams Federal Labor Government in 1972, Al Grassby, the new Minister for Immigration, rapidly put that policy into effect and the next Prime Minister, Malcolm Fraser, was and has remained an outspoken and determined opponent of racism in Australia and the world.

While you can pass laws for non-discrimination, it is impossible to eradicate completely from any community some measure of racist feeling. I know of no community anywhere that is free from traces of racism, and certainly in the countries of our region it is very evident. However, what can be said is that Australia has succeeded in becoming a genuinely multicultural society with a degree of openness, tolerance, appreciation and often celebration of different peoples within its population to a degree known almost nowhere else. The fact that there has now emerged a combination of groups at the lunatic edge of political activity which have coalesced partly around a revival of racism in this country is something I believe the country is mature enough to weather and overcome. In doing so we must combat blind ignorance with facts, and unreason with reason, and that is what this book is about.

Don Dunstan





Preface and Acknowledgements

This volume had its origin in the so-called ‘race debate’ launched ingloriously by the extravagant claims made about immigration by Pauline Hanson as the Independent Member for Oxley in October 1996. Since then, it has been very apparent that issues of Asian immigration and Aboriginal policy have loomed large in the marketing, if not the thinking, of the policies of the political party, Pauline Hanson’s One Nation. Regrettably, the deliberate distortion of facts promoted by One Nation on questions of Aboriginal affairs, immigration, overseas aid and foreign investment continues to mislead some sections of the Australian public. But public opinion is out of step with informed opinion and has been open to manipulation by reckless politicians and others. Not surprisingly, there has been an escalation of myths and confusion surrounding immigration policy.

Unfortunately, there has been an information vacuum because public agencies, entrusted with the onerous responsibility of keeping the public informed on immigration and related matters, have been either disbanded or deprived of adequate resources. The Bureau of Immigration, Multiculturalism and Population Research (BIMPR), established in 1989, was abolished in 1996 by the Howard Government, and the statutory functions and responsibilities of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) were severely curtailed by funding cuts. The Race Discrimination Commissioner of the HRJiOC, Zita Antonios, is to be commended for being one of the first to respond to One Nation with the release of Face the Facts in 1997. More recently, the Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs has also contributed by releasing an update of its information kit, Australian Immigration: The Facts. But the Department, as a government agency, lacks the authority and credibility customarily associated with an independent statutory body such as the former BIMPR or the HREOC.

Anti-immigration opinion appears to revolve mainly around Asian immigration and the alleged ‘Asianisation’ of Australia. The main purpose of this publication is to inform the general public, especially the informed citizenry, policy-makers and opinion leaders, researchers and students, about the facts of Asian immigration and the integration of these new settlers over the last two decades. We earnestly hope that this will help to dispel the many myths and confusions that have been generated by One Nation and like-minded groups, some of which have now allied themselves openly with One Nation, in particular Australians Against Further Immigration.

We trust that this publication, coming as it does just over twenty-five years after the abolition of the White Australia policy, will be regarded as an appropriate way of recording the achievements of a notable event in Australian history. The political decision to rescind the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 by the Whitlam Government in 1973 was truly memorable. It was a critical, but contested, decision that helped fashion an Australian identity in a culturally diverse and pluralistic society. In this regard, we owe a special debt of gratitude to the pioneers of immigration reform in the pre-1973 era (such as those who belonged to the Immigration Reform Movement of the 1960s). Though a minority, the advocates of immigration reform, drawn mainly from the new middle class of intellectuals, professionals and politicians, steadfastly sought to persuade the wider Australian community—not just politicians and opinion leaders—that this racist policy was politically unwise and counterproductive to Australia’s national interest, as well as morally indefensible.

The endeavours of the reformers to erase the harm done to Australia gained political momentum in the late 1960s within the main political parties. This led to minor policy changes in the criteria for immigration entry. The first dents in the White Australia policy were initiated by the Liberal-led Coalition governments of the 1960s, in particular by the Holt Government in 1966. Concurrently, there were significant forces working towards a change of policy within the Australian Labor Party (for whom the White Australia policy had been a critical issue in its very foundation). It was these initiatives that culminated in the decision of the Whitlam Labor Government of 1972–75, with bipartisan endorsement, to rescind the White Australia policy.

Sadly, Australia’s impressive record as a non-racist vibrant pluralist social democracy, a truly multicultural society, has been tarnished by the resurgence of anti-Asian racism via One Nation and other groups with a similar disposition. Racism has been a part of Australia’s cultural history, and from time to time comes to the surface. This is largely because, unlike in other immigrant receiving countries such as the United Kingdom and Canada, ‘race’ in Australia is a taboo word in public policy. We prefer to deny that ‘race’, as a social construction, and its corollary of racism exist; and as a consequence we refuse to confront racism directly. The complacency about racism in official quarters is best summed up by the expression ‘doing good by doing little’, a characterisation that was once used, but no longer, with regard to race relations policies in the United Kingdom.

In the absence of a clear policy on race relations, we fail to recognise the many manifestations of Australian racism whether as anti-Asian racism or the more deep-seated anti-Aboriginal racism. By contrast, other countries of the Western world that are immigrant-receiving countries have developed concerted policy action against racism: for example, the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) in the United Kingdom and the Canadian Race Relations Foundation (CRRF) in Canada. Community relations and/or public education must be in the forefront of any anti-racist strategy and should not be merely tokenistic. The continuance of this social malaise is not just the responsibility of officialdom; other sectors of civil society such as the business sector, churches and academia must also share part of the blame.

As two Asian-Australian academics with a long association with this country, we have been privileged to have been active participants in the process of social demographic change that has taken place over the past two decades. Given our backgrounds as social scientists with a knowledge and experience of Australian society, first as students and later as teachers in Australian universities, we have been fortunate and privileged to enjoy the benefits of Australian citizenship. By this publication we hope to contribute in some measure to the continued development of a multicultural Australia, one that enshrines the democratic egalitarian values of a free and fair pluralistic society.

We wish to acknowledge and express our appreciation and grateful thanks to many of our colleagues from several Australian university campuses, who with their special expertise in the area of immigration have in different ways contributed to this volume. They have very generously given of their time, and we are confident that their assistance has greatly enriched this publication. They include: Suniti Bandaranaike, Ching Choi, Murray Goot, Riaz Hassan, Graeme Hugo, Raja Junankar, Siew-Ean Khoo, Santosh Mukherjee, Ramdas Sankaran, Jing Shu, Nara Srinivasan, K. C.Tang, and FarhatYusuf. Our Canadian colleague, John Samuel of Ottawa, provided us with valuable comments and statistics on Asian immigration to Canada and the USA. We wish to acknowledge, in particular, the valuable critical assessment of an early draft provided by Ken Rivett, one of the leaders of the immigration reform movement in the 1960s. Needless to say, the usual disclaimer that we alone are responsible for what is expressed applies to this book.

The staff of the Statistics Section of the Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (DIMA), especially Lyle Baker and Janice Miller, have given us access to data, particularly Census 1996 population data and have also assisted us in other areas for which we are deeply grateful. We also acknowledge the permission granted by the Australian Government Publication Service to reproduce material from Opening the Glass Door by Ian Watson (in Figures 7 and 8).

The assistance and facilities provided by the School of Social Work and Social Administration, University of Western Australia, Perth, and the Centre for Asia-Pacific Studies,Victoria University of Technology, Melbourne, has enabled us to complete this work with no outside funding, and for this we express our sincere thanks and appreciation. Thu Nguyen at the Centre for Asia-Pacific Studies deserves mention, in particular for his assistance with the compilation of the statistical data and preparation of several drafts. Gary Highland, also of the Victoria University of Technology, commented on earlier versions of the book.

We are indeed privileged to have this volume published by Melbourne University Press, which has a long and distinguished publication record on issues of immigration going back to the influential volume, Immigration Control or Colour Bar?, edited by Ken Rivett on behalf of the Immigration Reform Movement in 1962. We are especially grateful to John Meckan and also to his colleagues for their professional expertise and help. In this regard we would like to make special mention of the assistance given by Sally Nicholls, who, with her editorial skills, has greatly helped to enrich our argument and sharpen our prose.

The endorsement of this work by the Committee for Economic Development of Australia (CEDA) is greatly valued and in this regard we are indebted particularly to its Chief Executive, Dr John Niewenhuysen, for his personal support and encouragement. Equally, we have been privileged to have two distinguished Australians—the Hon. Malcolm Fraser and the Hon. Don Dunstan—each write a Foreword. They have in their own distinctive ways made a notable contribution to Australian immigration and policy developments. The Hon. Malcolm Fraser, a former Prime Minister of Australia, is deeply respected here and overseas for his liberal humanism, his humanitarian attitudes towards refugees and the pursuit of racial justice and equality. He has left his imprint on Australian public policy by forging a national consensus on Australian immigration and multiculturalism. The Hon. Don Dunstan, a former Premier of South Australia, will be remembered not only for pioneering immigration reform in the 1960s within the ranks of the Australian Labor Party, but also for initiating progressive social reforms in South Australia. These initiatives had a strong influence on national policies relating to migrant well-being and social harmony.

Last, but not least, we owe a special word of thanks to Rohini Jayasuriya, who has played many roles—research assistant, critic, information technologist, co-ordinator and manager of the project between Perth and Melbourne.

Finally, following the twenty-fifth anniversary of a historic and epoch-making event—the abolition of the White Australia policy, we wish to place on record our appreciation and gratitude, particularly as Asian-Australians, to the pioneers of immigration reform by dedicating this volume to those whom the late Arthur Calwell once described as ‘longhairs and ratbags’.

Laksiri Jayasuriya Kee Pookong

University of Victoria University

Western Australia of Technology

Perth Melbourne
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