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Cultural Di�erence and Identity

Anthony Welch

1	 Multicultural Australia?

�For those who come across the seas, we�ve boundless plains to share��a refrain 
from Australia�s national anthem, Advance Australia Fair, sung regularly at school 
assemblies by children across the country. And indeed with around 24 per cent of 
Australians born overseas, and a reputation worldwide as a prototype of a modern, 
diverse society (SMH, 2005, 10 December), Australia can fairly be deemed 
multicultural. Yet many teachers, students, and their parents may wonder what 
the above refrain really means, in the face of recent, and apparently contradictory, 
events. �ese include e�orts in recent years to demonise asylum seekers and 
prevent their landing on Australian shores, the widespread, cross-cultural support 
for Australia�s football victory over Uruguay in late 2005, and the violent, racist 
clashes at Cronulla, and elsewhere, in December of that year. Victimisation of 
Australian Muslims has led to counter-demonstrations, including by a group, 
Sisters of the Muslim Community, asserting the right by women to wear the hijab 
(SMH, 2005, 31 August, 3 December). How does Australian society respond to 
di�erence, and what is the role of education in fostering diversity, and building 
and sustaining identity?

As with chapter 5 on Indigenous education, this chapter further underscores 
the point that cultural di�erences have long been a critical element in Australian 
education and society. Indeed, it can fairly be claimed that with the exception of 
Indigenous groups, Australians are all migrants. �is key feature of Australian 
society has become all the more marked since 1945, in the context of its vigorous 
postwar migration program, a comparatively bold piece of social engineering 
that sets it apart to an extent from other countries of migration, such as Canada, 
Argentina, or the United States, where immigration was not as persistently 
planned (Jupp, 2002).

�e fact that Australia is a country of migration, however, and that its history 
and identity is inseparable from that fact, does not mean that it has always been 
a bed of roses for migrant groups, nor that the education that was received in the 
new country was always well-suited to diverse migrant cultures and aspirations. 
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As is evident in some of the examples below, while Australia can fairly be said 
to be one of the more successful multicultural nations, its history is replete with 
racism, so that it can be said that each generation must renew the commitment to 
diversity and multiculturalism, including in education. �roughout the last two 
centuries or more, it has o�en been the case that �rst generation migrants have 
had to struggle for acceptance, while the second generation has more commonly 
enjoyed the fruits of their parents� labour, including in education. As we will see, 
education has o�en been a powerful incentive for immigration, with parents 
aspiring to better educational options for their children in the new country, and 
the social mobility that more and better education can confer. At the same time, 
some groups have been more successful than others in negotiating associated 
processes of adaptation, integration, and cultural maintenance, as seen in the case 
studies of di�erent communities below.

2	 Culture, language, and identity in Australian education

Key concepts raised in this chapter are about identity, di�erence, and culture. �ese 
are all the more important within the education arena, given that education is 
such an important and powerful site of cultural transmission. What an education 
system transmits is ultimately the result of a concrete process of cultural selection 
and omission (Williams, 1961, 1977): it represents a powerful statement about 
what is deemed valuable and important in that culture. Indeed, education can 
reasonably be understood as always being an induction into culture: the question 
is whose, and on which terms? (Chapters 5 on Aboriginal education, 6 on social 
class, and 8 on gender could also be read in such terms.)

So what is culture, and how important is it in understanding education? 
�e term has been de�ned in various ways, but is clearly a key concept in 
understanding both society and education. Part of the problem in coming to an 
overall understanding of this key term stems from the di�erent ways in which it 
has been used: �Culture is one of the two or three most complicated terms in the 
English language� (Williams, 1983, p. 87). �e term cult, in the religious sense, is 
one of the older meanings, as is (agri)culture, in the sense of working or tilling the 
soil. We also use the word in the sense of attempting to con�rm a sense of social 
superiority (as with the term high culture), to put down or denigrate someone 
else�s culture (pop culture, gang culture, gangsta culture), or to apply to the way 
of doing things associated with a particular place or people (Japanese culture, for 
example). �e notion of tending or cultivating something (a crop, a mind, or a 
way of behaving) is fundamental to these accounts, which also serve to remind us 
that there is no single version of culture. We must always speak of cultures in the 
plural sense:
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�e speci�c and variable cultures of di�erent natures and periods, but also the 
speci�c and variable cultures of social and economic groups within a nation 
(Williams, 1983, p. 89).

�is also underlines that culture is not static, but changes according to socio-
historical circumstances. Necessarily, then, culture is not abstract (restricted 
to the world of ideas, remote from people�s day-to-day lives and practices), 
but also includes the material (ways of making things, such as art, houses, 
or implements).

�is understanding also embraces education: indeed education, whether 
in tribal settings, or in modern schooling systems, is one of the most powerful 
ways of inducting young people into a given culture. Curriculum, too, can be 
understood as a cultural construct, a particular selection from available cultures 
(Welch, 1981; Apple, 1990a, 1990b). But what if that culture is not felt to be �our� 
culture? What if the curriculum is experienced as �other�, by young people who 
feel that their cultures are not (adequately) acknowledged by the schooling system 
that they experience daily?

�is has o�en been precisely the perception of many children from other 
cultures in Australian schools. Not merely are their languages o�en not available 
from among those taught in school, but the o�cial knowledge that is codi�ed 
in the school curriculum does not embrace their cultures, their values, their 
knowledges. Given that not all cultures are equal, that in fact that culture has 
power, it is no surprise that immigrant parents and children have long lamented 
the absence of their cultural knowledge in the o�cial school curriculum. What 
this makes problematic, then, is the relationship between �what knowledge is 
considered high status, and some of the relations of power we need to consider 
� (in society)� (Apple, 1997). As indicated above, problematising the relations 
between culture and power in society and education can also be a useful way of 
understanding class, and gender relations in education, as also can Aboriginal 
education (see chapters 5, 6, and 8, in this volume). �e following diagram 
represents a useful way of understanding the interplay of culture and power, in 
relation to key elements of society.

Figure 7.1
CLASS

GENDER ETHNICITYCULTURE   Û   POWER
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For much of Australia�s history, it was o�en assumed that people who came to 
this country should simply abandon the culture of their homeland, in order to 
�t into the Anglo cultural norms of majority Australian society. �is included 
children who were faced with the o�cial school curriculum, which was based on 
much the same set of assumptions. Only in recent decades has this ideology of 
assimilation given way to the policy of multiculturalism.

In practice, identity is nothing as simple as the assumptions of the assimilation 
era implied. Certainly, identity is multifaceted�an individual may identify 
primarily as a woman, a Buddhist, or an Australian, and it has been argued that in 
an era of globalisation, national identity is being reshaped, and is perhaps declining 
in importance (see chapter 12 for more on the impact of globalisation). �e 
experience of many migrants, bicultural, and many also bilingual, is complex and 
contradictory, leading many to feel in-between, neither one nor the other (Cohen, 
1998, see also the boxed text about Zheng He, towards the end of this chapter). 
Certainly, many children, and their parents, had no wish to cut themselves o� 
from their cultural roots�they wished to maintain cultural relations with the 
homeland, and to keep their language. Indeed, in a vibrant, poly-ethnic society, 
the rich blend of diasporic communities, and their links to their homelands, and 
to other parts of the diaspora, are o�en now seen as an important cultural and 
economic resource, rather than a liability (Cohen, 1998; Hugo, 2005b; Welch & 
Zhang, 2005. See also the section on highly skilled Chinese, later in this chapter).

Given that language is clearly one of the most important bearers of culture, it is 
clearly important for Australia to foster its community languages, and knowledge 
of relevant cultures. �is will enhance its social, cultural, and economic relations 
both with its neighbours, including for example, China, Vietnam, and the world�s 
most populous Islamic country, Indonesia, as well as European nations from 
which Australian migrants have long been drawn (Germany, Italy, Greece, Eastern 
Europe), and the Arab world. Yet, a recent analysis concluded that �.. there was far 
more bi-lingual education in Australia in the 19th century than at present� (Clyne, 
2005, p. 2), and while both of Australia�s largest cities have populations of which 
at least 25 per cent speak another language at home, far too little is being done to 
nurture this store of cultural knowledge and expertise.

Like some other English-speaking countries, such as the United Kingdom, the 
United States and New Zealand, Australia is treating languages at best as a luxury 
and not a necessity, at worst as a diversion from more important things, which are 
de�ned in monolingual terms (Clyne, 2005, p., 22).

In de�ance of an acknowledgement that in a multicultural society, many 
languages need to be fostered, two policies over the 1990s selected certain key 
languages as national priorities. �e Australian Language and Literacy Policy, or 
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ALLP (1991) listed a range of priority languages (European, Aboriginal, and Asian), 
and promised $300 to each school in which a pupil successfully completed Year 
12 in one of eight languages to be speci�ed by each state, from the overall national 
list. �e second policy, the National Asian Languages and Studies in Australian 
Schools (NALSAS) of 1994, was based on the economistic premise (see chapter 1) 
that certain key Asian languages were of critical importance to Australia�s future, 
and was part of a larger move to integrate Australia more into the region. �is 
instrumental approach to the learning of languages and cultures intended that 60 
per cent of Australian school pupils would take one of the priority Asian languages 
(Mandarin Chinese, Japanese, Indonesian, and Korean). While signi�cant funding 
was committed to support the program, which was generally seen as successful in 
fostering the study of Asian languages, the federal government axed it in 2003, 
despite widespread protests.

Table 7.1, following, shows the main community languages spoken in Australia, 
and their degree of growth, or decline.

Table 7.1  Selected community languages spoken in Australia, 2001, with percent-
age change from 1991

Language No. of speakers in 2001

Percentage change 

since 1991

Italian 353,606 �15.6

Greek 263,718 �7.7

Cantonese 225,307 38.9

Arabic 209,371 28.6

Vietnamese 174,236 58.1

Mandarin 139,288 155.9

Spanish 93,595 3.4

Tagalog (Filipino)* 78,879 33.4

German 76,444 �32.6

Macedonian 71,994 11.7

Serbian 49,202 102.2

Hindi 47,817 110.4

Korean 39,528 100.1

Indonesian 38,724 42.4

Source: Clyne, 2005

* Tagalog, the main language of the Philippines, cannot be distinguished in the Census from 
Filipino, the national language.
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�e growth and decline of speci�c linguistic communities evident in Table 7.1 
re�ect the changing patterns of Australian migration, over recent decades (see 
Tables 7.3 and 7.4, below). But these patterns di�er substantially, by state. Below 
in Table 7.2, you can see the ten principal community languages in �ve major 
capital cities.

Table 7.2  Top ten community languages in �ve Australian capital cities, 2001

Sydney Melbourne Adelaide Brisbane Perth

Arabic

(142,467)

Italian

(134,675)

Italian

(37,803)

Cantonese

(13,796)

Italian

(32,893)

Cantonese

(116,384)

Greek

(118,755)

Greek

(25,119)

Vietnamese

(13,374)

Cantonese

(14,889)

Greek

(83,926)

Vietnamese

(63,033)

Vietnamese

(12,355)

Mandarin

(13,244)

Vietnamese

(11,587)

Italian

(79,683)

Cantonese

(59,303)

Polish

(7454)

Italian

(11,368)

Mandarin

(10,882)

Vietnamese

(65,923)

Arabic

(45,736)

German

(7103)

Greek

(8239)

Indonesian

(6322)

Mandarin

(63,716)

Mandarin

(37,994)

Cantonese

(6609)

Spanish

(6874)

Croatian

(6313)

Spanish

(44,672)

Macedonian

(30,859)

Arabic

(4252)

Samoan

(6788)

Polish

(6161)

Tagalog

(40,139)

Turkish

(26,598)

Serbian

(3862)

German

(5763)

Macedonian

(5782)

Korean

(29,538)

Spanish

(21,852)

Mandarin

(3825)

Tagalog

(5288)

German

(5724)

Hindi

(27,283)

Croatian

(21,690)

Croatian

(3457)

Hindi

(4669)

Arabic

(5293)

Source: Clyne, 2005.

Table 7.2 shows very di�erent patterns of language concentrations in the �ve 
capital cities. Sydney has by far the largest group of Arabic and Cantonese speakers, 
while speakers of Italian and Greek are far more numerous in Melbourne. But 
both cities share their top �ve languages. German speakers are among the top ten 
in the three smaller cities, but not in the larger two. Hindi speakers are among 
the top ten in only Brisbane and Sydney. �e proximity of both Brisbane and 
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Perth to Asia seems to be re�ected in their list of language communities, to a 
degree. Adelaide�s language communities, by contrast, still re�ect a somewhat 
more European pattern, with Polish, German, and Yugoslav languages still among 
the top ten. In Sydney, only three European languages �gure among the top ten, 
and the Spanish-speaking group is in fact mainly composed of Latin Americans. 
In Hobart, only Greek has more than 1000 speakers, while Italian and German 
are next largest. In Darwin, there are, 2716 speakers of Greek, followed by 939 
speakers of Filipino, and 736 speakers of Cantonese. Canberra has 3690 home users 
of Italian, 2854 of Croatian, and, 2,801 of Greek (but both Mandarin and Hindi 
are rising swi�ly) (Clyne, 2005, p. 10). �e overall pattern of languages taught in 
Australian schools is compared with their national rank throughout Australian 
society, and signi�cance among 1�14 year olds, in the following table (7.3).

Table 7.3  Top ten community languages in Australian schools, 2001.

Language Rank

(Schools) No. of Students

Language Rank

(National)

Top 20 rank, 

among 0–14

age-group 

(national)

Japanese 402,882 Not among top 20 17

Italian 394,770 1 5

Indonesian 310,363 20 13

French 247,001 18 20

German 158,076 9 15

Mandarin Chinese 111,464 6 6

Arabic 31,844 4 1

Greek 28,188 2 4

Spanish 24,807 7 7

Vietnamese 22,428 5 2

Clyne, 2005

�e data show that patterns of language use, and the cultures that they support, 
are closely related to waves of migration. Migration is certainly a key element 
in Australian society, but how has it a�ected Australian society, and changing 
constructions of national identity, including in education?

3	 Australia�s migration history

In, 2002, Australia welcomed its six millionth immigrant�a Filipina information 
technology specialist. Paradoxically perhaps, at the very same time, Australia 
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was establishing internment camps in remote desert locations (Woomera, Port 
Hedland), and o�shore in places such as Nauru and Manus Island, to incarcerate 
asylum seekers from countries such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, and Iran. �e 
latter camps were deliberately established overseas, as part of what Prime Minister 
Howard dubbed euphemistically the �Paci�c Solution�, in order to prevent asylum 
seekers from landing on Australian shores. (It was not the �rst time that Australia 
had behaved similarly�in the mid 1970s, similar hysteria was whipped up in the 
face of attempts by an equally small number of Vietnamese �boat people� to come 
to Australia, a�er the end of that war.) While poor nations like Nauru welcomed 
the additional resources provided by Australia to set up the internment camps, 
there were others who criticised the venture as an exercise in neo-colonialism. 
Why was Australia warmly welcoming some immigrants, while at the same time 
desperately seeking to prevent other aspirants from settling in the country? How 
does an understanding of Australia�s history of migration, and the schooling made 
available to migrant groups, help us understand such apparent contradictions?

Perhaps the �rst point to make derives from the fact that it was the British 
that colonised Australia, at the end of the eighteenth century. It could have been 
otherwise: it has been argued that the Chinese discoverer Hong Bao sailed to 
Australia around 1422, as part of voyages of discovery commissioned early in 
the Ming dynasty (Hu, 2003; Menzies, 2002), while Portuguese and Dutch sailors 
arrived in the sixteenth. Later, at the end of the eighteenth century, La Perouse, the 
French explorer, arrived in Australia shortly a�er Captain Cook.

But in the end it was not the Chinese nor the Dutch, nor the Portuguese or 
French that colonised the Australian continent in 1788 (it is an interesting exercise 
to speculate how di�erent its development would have been if they had). Indeed, 
as James Jupp (2002) has argued: �Australia was not settled by the �Europeans�, 
but by the �British�, partly to keep �Europeans� out! Its subsequent history was 
determined by that fact� (p. 3).

Other key features of Australian immigration are also related to the fact 
of British colonialism. By the time of federation (1901), some 20 per cent of 
Australia�s populace were overseas-born, including signi�cant Chinese and 
German minorities, and smaller populations of Paci�c islanders and Afghans 
(see below). Nonetheless, from the very beginning of the Australian colonies, 
Australia�s population intake was planned, and re�ected its British heritage:

Australian immigration policy over the past 150 years has rested on three pillars: 
the maintenance of British hegemony and �white� domination; the strengthening of 
Australia economically and militarily by selective mass immigration; and the state 
control of these processes. (Jupp, 2002, p. 6).
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As Jupp goes on to point out, while the �rst two pillars have been challenged 
in recent decades, the third continues to reign supreme. State control over 
immigration was an early and insistent feature of the Australian colonies, and 
still is.

Arguably, part of the contradictions of Australian immigration history derives 
from the tension between place, and dominant cultural heritage. On the one hand, 
the continent�s location at the heel of South East Asia, in the South Paci�c, with all 
of its nearest neighbours being non-European (the single exception being, then as 
now, New Zealand), suggests an Asian-Paci�c in�uence. Indeed, while emigration 
from the population centres of Indonesia and India was relatively rare in the 
nineteenth century (and mainly to plantation economies, such as Fiji), Chinese 
emigration dated from the 1840s, when that country was forcibly opened up by 
the British, during the so-called �Opium Wars�. But even at that time, when China�s 
population was estimated at around 300 million, the arrival of a few thousand 
indentured labourers in the late 1840s (and a few hundred Indian and Melanesian 
settlers) and tens of thousands of Chinese migrants (largely from southern Fujien 
and Guangdong provinces) in the a�ermath of the discovery of gold in Victoria 
(where, by 1859, Chinese comprised almost, 20 per cent of the male population 
(Sherington, 1990, p. 66)) and the other colonies from the 1850s was met with 
racist outbursts, and riots, among elements of the dominant ethnic group, largely 
of British extraction (Jupp, 2001, p. 45). Largely as a result, many of the Chinese 
settlers who migrated as a result of the gold discoveries, in the hope of making 
their fortune, eventually returned home (Sherington, 1990). As a result, China-
born settlers declined from 38,142 in 1861 to 6404 in 1947 (Hugo, 2005a).

�ese intemperate outbursts by local whites, however, underlined that place was 
much less important than perceived racial purity and notions of dominant culture. 
Australia�s cultural referent was unmistakably British: the colonial ruling class 
during the nineteenth century (sometimes pilloried as the �bunyip aristocracy�), 
still looked to �Mother England� for cultural inspiration, values, and the design of 
legal, parliamentary, and social institutions, including education. �is singular 
dependence was reinforced by the dominant ideology of social Darwinism, which 
held that a hierarchy of races existed, with white British culture at the apex (Welch, 
1996b, pp. 29�30; Jupp, 2002, p. 7). While the worst e�ects of this pernicious 
ideology were reserved for Aboriginal groups, whose dispossession, rape, murder, 
and marginalisation it licensed, it also underpinned the belief that non-Caucasian 
immigrants (sometimes seen as occupying an intervening status position, between 
whites and Indigenous minorities) should be non-permanent, ineligible to inter-
marry, and restricted to relatively menial occupations. Legislation in the various 
colonies embodied these prejudices, using devices such as poll taxes and residence 
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fees to e�ectively proscribe immigration by Chinese settlers, and subsequently by 
Indians. (Much the same occurred in Canada and the USA at much the same 
time.) Some non-whites were even deported from Queensland in the 1880s, a�er 
race riots, by white settlers. Small wonder that such racist views, a by-product 
of European imperialism of the nineteenth century, viewed Indian and Chinese 
migrants to Australia as dangerous. �e Chinese minority were depicted as 
devious, lascivious and evil, while Indians were blamed for frightening lonely 
women, depressing wages, and contaminating milk (Tavan, 2005; Welch, 1996b, 
p. 107; Yarwood, 1964, pp. 124�5). �Asiatics� and other non-Caucasians were seen 
as only legitimately able to exist in the colonies, if employed in menial jobs, a view 
supported both by owners of capital and by the labour movement (and the new 
political party to which it gave rise, in 1891: the Australian Labor Party). Popular 
periodicals of the time such as �e Bulletin reinforced such prejudices.

Such views underpinned what came to be known from the 1880s onwards (at 
a time when the total of Chinese and Indigenous population would have reached 
no more than 5 per cent of the national �gure), as the �White Australia� policy, 
enshrined in the infamous Immigration Restriction Act of the new national 
parliament in 1901, and e�ectively in place until the 1960s (Sherington, 1990). 
�e decades-long use of a dictation test, invariably in a language not known to 
the immigrant, meant that in 1947, the proportion of the Australian populace 
that was neither Caucasian, nor Aboriginal, stood at a mere 0.25 per cent (1 in 
400). �Australia had become one of the whitest countries in the world, outside 
northwestern Europe� (Jupp, 2002, p. 9). In the late 1930s, such exclusionary 
ideology was used to prevent many Jewish refugees �eeing Nazi Europe, from 
being accepted in Australia, with a 3-year cap of 15,000 being set (Tavan, 2005, p. 
28; see also Bartrop, 1994). Even some of those who did gain entry were promptly 
interned because their language was German, despite being refugees from Nazi 
persecution (Norst, in Jupp, 2001, p. 179).

Assimilation�the view that migrants should seek to be as much like the locals 
as possible, in terms of language, dress, and culture�was the spirit of the age, 
and remained o�cial policy well into the post World War II era, including in 
education. Nonetheless, it was arguably a step forward from the racial determinism 
of earlier eras, which held that environment did not shape people�s perceptions 
and behaviour. Migrants were now advised �not to behave in any way that would 
attract attention. Assimilation would be complete when nobody noticed the 
newcomer� (Jupp, 2002, p. 22).

Nonetheless, by the late 1940s, and in the face of increasing acknowledgement 
of the sensitivity by Australia�s Asian neighbours to the continuation of the 
White Australia policy, the thinking had begun to change. A proposal in 1947, by 
Arthur Calwell, Australia�s �rst Immigration Minister, (who himself spoke a little 
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Mandarin, and had numerous Chinese friends) to allow naturalisation of Chinese 
residents was defeated in federal Cabinet, but the same Minister managed to 
change the administrative category of Middle East from �Asia� to �Europe�, thereby 
allowing many Lebanese to immigrate to Australia. By 1950, the incoming Menzies 
government, while con�rming the existing discriminatory policy, indicated that 
this did not mean that �the Minister could not exercise a reasonable discretion 
to meet particular circumstances� (Tarvan, 2005, p. 65). At a time when the 
proportion of the Australian population that was overseas-born was a mere 9.8 
per cent, ��White Australia had been struck a small blow� (Tarvan, 2005, p. 66).

A further initiative, which embraced persons displaced by war from refugee 
camps in Europe, brought 70,000 immigrants per year to Australia, a �gure that 
grew to 150,000 in later years (Calwell, in Jupp, 2001, p. 71). Nonetheless, it 
was only from the mid 1960s that the policy of policing entry, with only �white� 
and preferably British migrants being sought, e�ectively ended. �e Australian 
Labor Party (ALP) deleted reference to the White Australia policy at its national 
conference in 1965, a fact that was heralded by newspapers of the time as �a decisive 
blow to the White Australia policy� (Tavan, 2005, p. 156). In fact, British migrants 
formed half of Australia�s annual intake until the 1960s, and the UK was only 
replaced by New Zealand as the largest source country in 1966. Nonetheless, the 
1961 Census revealed a dramatic rise in non-British, non-indigenous elements 
of the Australian population (Jupp, 2001, p. 67), as indicated in Table 7.4, below. 
While the ideology underpinning White Australia was being challenged by the 
1940s, o�cial policy still di�erentiated between �British� and �aliens� until 1983�at 
various times, Germans, Austrians, and Turks were classed as enemies and denied 
entry, while poor southern Europeans were also excluded for a period (Jupp, 
2002, p. 15). Equally, the use of assisted passage (a form of subsidy to intending 
migrants) to encourage those of particular backgrounds was more common than 
in other countries of migration such as the United States or Canada. But British 
and northern European migrants were much more likely to gain an assisted 
passage than Greeks, Italians, or Portuguese, for example. While the 1960s saw 
875,000 come to Australia under this scheme, no Turks gained assistance prior to 
1964 (Jupp, 2003, p. 16; see also Tavan, 2005, p. 181). �e election of the Whitlam 
Labor government saw the discriminatory migration scheme formally abandoned, 
and replaced (as Canada had already done) with a points system, based on both 
�desirable� personal and social qualities, and occupational status (Jupp, 2001, 
p. 68).

�e peak migration years for several of the European ethnic groups was 
in the 1970s, and therea�er a degree of cultural ossi�cation o�en occurred, as 
new groups from the home country no longer entered to refresh the cultures of 
immigrant communities. �is was by no means the �rst time that Australian 
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migrants� cultures had become fossilised, as immigrant communities became 
cut o� from changes in their homeland�much the same was true for Germans 
who migrated to Australia in the nineteenth century, and for East Europeans and 
Scandinavians before World War II. Education played a role in this phenomenon of 
cultural ossi�cation, as schools o�en used outdated textbooks from the homeland, 
embodying a culture that had long since changed, while language teachers (rarely 
native speakers themselves) were o�en unfamiliar with recent developments in 
the source culture.

Notwithstanding moves to end racially determined migration, and towards 
skill and family reunion as the two basic planks in Australia�s migration platform, 
based on a points system introduced in 1979, migration from countries within 
the region grew relatively slowly, at least in absolute terms. By 1981, of a total 
population total of some 14.5 million, �there were only about 300,000 Australians 
of Asian origin.� (Sherington, 1990, p. 166). �ere were, of course, signi�cant 
di�erences among Asian migrants. �e India-born population, some of whom 
had been students in Australia, had risen to 42,000, principally Anglo-Indian 
(Sherington, 1990, p. 167). While Australia�s Korean population had grown to 
around 9000 by 1986, the Chinese population had grown to between 150,000 
and, 200,000 by that same year (from around 12,000 in 1947, a�er decades of 
discriminatory migration programs). As also con�rmed in the above table, 
China-born now greatly outnumbered Chinese who were born in Australia. �e 
signi�cance of the shi� in source countries is seen in the fact that whereas in 
1982�83, UK-born settler arrivals comprised 28 per cent and China-born 1 per 
cent, by 2002�03, UK-born settlers had declined to 13 per cent, while China-born 
arrivals now comprised 7 per cent of the total (Parliamentary Library, 2005). �By 
1996, around 41 per cent of Australians were either immigrants or children of 
immigrants, one in �ve was not of British � descent, and one in twenty was not 
of European descent� (Jupp, 2001, p. 70).

�e balance between permanent and temporary migration is another area 
of signi�cant change, in recent decades. Whereas in 1982�83, the numbers of 
permanent arrivals outstripped that of long-term temporary arrivals (83,010, 
compared to 79,730), by 2002�03 the picture was very di�erent�long term 
arrivals had risen to 279,879, while permanent arrivals had risen only slightly, to 
93,914 (Parliamentary Library, 2005).

Overall migration from South-East Asia rose from 10 per cent of the total intake 
in 1982�83 to 20 per cent in 2002�03 (Australia�s Migration Program, 2005), while 
Asian migrants now form around 40 per cent of Australia�s annual intake of settlers 
(Jupp, 2003, p. 15). Signi�cant numbers of ethnic Chinese migrated to Australia 
from South-East Asia, but here too there were di�erences. Chinese-Malaysian 
migrants were o�en highly quali�ed and, upon settling in Australia (a�er having 
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been discriminated against in Malaysia, in both education and society), entered 
the professions, while ethnic Chinese from Vietnam (about 40,000 of whom 
came to Australia in the decade a�er the fall of Saigon in 1975) were generally 
less educated, but with a strong entrepreneurial spirit (Sherington, 1990, p. 167). 
Mainland Chinese �gured large among both business migrants and the highly 
skilled, recent �gures for which are seen in Table 7.4, below. In many cases, Asian 
migrants were more highly educated than the general Australian population, as is 
also o�en the case for Asian migrants to Canada and the United States.

Table 7.4  Settler arrivals by birthplace 1993�94 and 2003�04: Leading countries

Birthplace 1993–94 2003–04 % Change

UK & Ireland 9563 19,214 100.9

New Zealand 7772 14,418 85.51

China 2740 8784 220.6

India 2643 8135 207.8

South Africa 1654 5,849 253.6

Sudan 340 4591 1,250.3

Philippines 4179 4111 �1.6

Malaysia 1252 3718 196.9

Indonesia 622 2584 390.8

Singapore 502 2224 343.0

Vietnam 5434 2212 �59.3

Zimbabwe 143 1620 1032.9

Source: DIMIA, cited SMH, 2005, 29 October

Note: Just as in Table 7.1, it is likely that some of the migrants from Vietnam, Indonesia, and 
Malaysia are of Chinese ethnicity. See Jupp, 2001, p. 81.

But more than the composition of settlers has changed. Table 7.5 shows that 
Australia�s overall migration intake has increased substantially over the past 
decade, (as it has on other occasions in the past). �is is particularly since the turn 
of the century, partly in response to shortages in key labour force areas, such as 
skilled manufacturing and seasonal agricultural work in rural areas. �e Regional 
Sponsored Migration Scheme (RSMS) is one measure introduced to respond to 
di�culties in obtaining skilled workers in rural areas, who, if they are prepared to 
settle in the regions, are enabled to migrate permanently (New Faces, 2001). Just 
as in the immediate postwar years, migration is still seen as a solution to shortages 
of domestic labour shortages, skilled and unskilled. �e changing totals of both 
family (reunion) and skilled migrants are shown in the following table.
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Table 7.5  Settler arrivals 1996�2005

Year Total Year Total

1996�97 74,000 2001�02 85,000

1997�98 68,000 2002�03 110,000

1998�99 68,000 2003�04 110,000

1999�2000 70,000 2004�05 120,000

2000�01 76,000 2005�06 140,000

Source: Parliamentary Library, 2005.

As indicated in earlier tables, the current situation is still very mixed. Rather 
like Canada, and other such countries of migration, Australia can claim to have 
had open, non-discriminatory migration for close to 40 years. By the late 1970s, 
this meant that something like 30 per cent of Australian migrants stemmed from 
the Asian region, a pattern that has, if anything, strengthened slightly since. A 
decade later, some 37 per cent of Australia�s annual settler intake was from Asia 
(Sherington, 1990, p. 168), while current estimates are that some 39 per cent of 
Australia�s current annual intake of migrants stem from the Asia-Paci�c region 
(Tavan, 2005, p. 1). By the mid 1980s, those who could claim direct maternal 
and paternal descent from British and Irish descent comprised less than half the 
population (Sherington 1990, p. 170), while of the total overseas-born among 
the Australian population, the proportion that were UK-born declined over the 
century 1901�2001 from 58 per cent to, 25.4 per cent (Parliamentary Library, 
2005). Other aspects have remained more stable�since 1971, the proportion of 
the overseas born in the Australian population has ranged from 20�24 per cent 
(Parliamentary Library, 2005).

�e spread of migrant communities is also very mixed. By far the greatest density 
of migrants is to be found in the capital cities, most particularly the two largest 
cities of Melbourne and Sydney. Suburbs such as Melbourne�s Richmond that 
in the 1960s was largely peopled by working-class Anglo Australians, and some 
European migrants, is now a vibrant centre of Vietnamese culture, as is Sydney�s 
Cabramatta, peopled largely by Vietnamese from the south of the country, and 
Marrickville (once solidly working class Anglo-Australian, later settled by many 
Greeks), which has a greater concentration of Vietnamese from the north of the 
country, as well as signi�cant numbers of Lebanese, Chinese, and others. Although 
smaller pockets exist elsewhere, such as the longstanding German communities 
that settled in South Australia�s Barossa Valley, and the Western District and 
Wimmera in Victoria, in the nineteenth century, Scandinavians in Queensland, 
and Italians in northern New South Wales and Gri�th, many Australians outside 
the metropolitan areas still lack much direct experience of living, working, and 
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studying with people from other cultures. On the other hand, some migrant 
groups have intermarried more than others, with more recent migrant groups 
such as Indo-Chinese and some Lebanese having had little time to do so, while 
some more long-term minorities such as Greeks, Italians, and those from the 
former Yugoslavia have also displayed relatively low rates of inter-marriage. 
Equally diverse are patterns of English language usage at home (Clyne, 2005; 
Cruickshank, 2003).

4	 Implications for education

�e far-reaching changes in Australian society sketched above have not le� 
education untouched, and illustrate the complex role of education in social change. 
While education is o�en a key agent of change, including by fostering values of 
multiculturalism among the young in recent decades, it is not usually an initiator 
of change. More commonly, education responds to changes elsewhere in society, 
sometimes slowly and incompletely, with vestiges of older values, and showing 
signs of institutional inertia. Education is not alone in this regard, being an instance 
of what was termed social lag by the American sociologist William Ogburn (1923, 
1964). He argued that social change is o�en asynchronous, with some parts of 
society changing more rapidly than others. Has Australian education always kept 
pace with other dimensions of social change, in particularly the increasing levels 
of ethnic diversity?

Nineteenth century education in Australia was no less susceptible to the 
prevailing ideologies of race and religion than other aspects of society. Indeed, 
religion and racism were o�en mixed. Even the (largely Irish) Catholics, who 
represented a signi�cant element of the Australian populace, were commonly seen 
as di�erent, and discrimination was common. How much more so for Chinese 
and Indians in Australia, who were not merely non-Christians, but who were also 
non-Caucasian? Christianity itself was not unsullied by racist doctrines (Evans 
et al., 1975, p. 102), while newspapers, magazines, and anthropological journals 
commonly paraded spurious assumptions about the characters and physical 
appearances of non-whites (Evans et al., 1975, p. 6; De Lepervanche, 1980, p. 28; 
Welch, 1996b, pp. 28�33, 107).

While Aboriginal Australians su�ered most from such assumptions, Asian 
settlers also su�ered. �e rising tide of evolutionary theory, epitomised in the 
publication of Charles Darwin�s famous On the Origin of Species in 1859, was 
popularly held to give scienti�c support to the view that a racial hierarchy 
existed, with Aboriginal Australians at the base, and white European society at 
the apex. Asian races fell somewhere in between, it was commonly held. Hence 
for example, with very few exceptions, little or no provision was made in schools 
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for the cultures of Aboriginal children. A severe and unyielding mix of science, 
Christianity and capitalism was the basis for the white curriculum, to which 
all others were also subjected. As indicated above, many of the colonies had 
passed legislation severely restricting Asian immigration in the 1880s, and since 
Indians and Chinese were prohibited from settling in Australia, and Asian men 
were prohibited from bringing their wives and children with them, appropriate 
schooling for them was largely irrelevant. Even for those �Asiatic� women who did 
give birth, federal legislation was soon passed, in 1912, that speci�cally denied 
them the Commonwealth maternity bonus, of £5, for every live birth (Tavan, 
2005, p. 8).

5	The cultures of Australian education

�e above sketch shows that, for the entire period since the British colonised 
Australia at the end of the eighteenth century, Australia has had signi�cant numbers 
of settlers from key non-UK sources. At the onset of the new millennium, this 
diversity is even more evident. But what forms of education have been provided, 
and what has been the experience of migrant Australians in education? �e 
following two sketches, of the education of Muslim Australians, and of highly-
skilled Chinese migrants, illustrate dimensions of the changing face of education 
and immigration.

Muslim Australians and education

Like Jews, Christians, and Buddhists, Muslims stem from many cultures. But 
in the story of Islam in Australia, the Afghan and Lebanese communities �gure 
strongly. In each case, acceptance has not been automatic, nor has appropriate 
education always been forthcoming.

Chinese settlers bore the brunt of anti-Asian sentiment in the nineteenth 
century, perhaps because they were more numerous (the New South Wales census 
of 1891 revealed that there were 10,120 Buddhists, for example, mainly Chinese). 
But Muslim settlers were o�en tarred with the same brush. �e same New South 
Wales census revealed that there were a mere 528 Muslims, mainly Afghans. Overall 
numbers in Australia in 1891 con�rmed this disparity: Buddhists numbered 
22,717, as compared with an estimated 3000 Muslims, who were mostly employed 
as camel drivers, for example in the 1870s on the construction of the Adelaide 
to Darwin telegraph line. �e Afghan camel drivers met with discrimination 
and occasional violence, including from trade unions of (white) carriers, who 
refused to allow them to join and, in 1879, passed a motion to disallow Asian 
immigration at the �rst International Trade Union Congress, held in Sydney in 
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1879 (Kabir, 2004). Just as Chinese workers were pilloried as ��lth-eating and 
disgusting Tartars, idolatrous pagans, yellow and beastly strangers, cut-throats 
and barbarians�, so too Afghans were described, with their camels, as �the �lthiest 
lot� and �saddle-coloured aliens� (Kabir, 2004, pp. 52�4). Such sentiments were 
not merely licensed by pseudo-scienti�c ethnographies, and early anthropologies, 
including practices such as craniometry, but were widely believed by the wider 
population, and not merely by Australian residents. With few exceptions, whites 
everywhere held similar views.

Afghans in Australia, as elsewhere, followed Islamic practice, such as o�ering 
prayers (salat) �ve times daily, fasting (sawm), following the Halal dietary code, 
and acts of charity (zakat). Such practices were enough to single them out for 
unwanted and unwarranted attention, as �Asiatics�, as evident in the following 
extract from a rural Western Australia newspaper of the time:

We calmly arise to protest in language simple and unadorned against the opening 
of our doors to aliens of Asiatic extraction � We see the shadow of a great evil at 
our doors at the presence of a large number of Afghans upon this �eld. Afghans are 
not all bad men � but their presence here is an infringement of the spirit of the 
Act passed by Parliament prohibiting Asiatics �ocking into our �elds to compete 
with the men of our own race and blood (Coolgardie Miner, 1894, cited Kabir, 2004, 
p. 51).

Many Afghans were forced to live on the margins of society, both �guratively 
and literally, occupying Ghantowns on the fringes of small villages and towns. �e 
passage of the  Immigration Restriction Act 1901 e�ectively limited the number of 
Afghans to several hundred (although then, as now, a few hardy souls probably 
continued to enter illegally), while agitation by whites against the camel industry 
was common in colonies such as South Australia and New South Wales. �is 
was despite the importance of Afghans and their camels to both the pastoral and 
mining industries, especially in rural and regional areas. Common charges (also 
used against Chinese and Aborigines at the time) of criminality, and importing 
diseases such as syphilis, led one Afghan to respond in 1903 � If Afghans in some 
few cases su�er, they have to thank your people for it�. �e charge of criminality 
provoked the following retort:

Your so-called authorities are as much prejudiced against the Afghans and as 
ignorant of their general habits and true character as yourself � Can anyone 
guarantee that the percentage of white criminals is always lower than that of the 
Afghan law-breakers in proportion to their population? No; certainly not. Your 
people are quite blind to their own faults when they condemn others� (Musakhan, 
Letter to the Editor, Barrier Truth, 1903, cited Kabir, 2004, p. 60).
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�e imposition of camel taxes in Western Australia, and other discriminatory 
measures, only added to the woes of Afghans, some of whom formed associations 
and threatened to withdraw their labour, until the o�ensive regulations were 
withdrawn. Some Afghan males did marry, usually to Aboriginal women, or 
Europeans � of the lowest socio-economic levels� (Kabir, 2004, p. 65), but little 
is known of the education of their children. Only in larger population centres, 
such as Broken Hill and Murree (in South Australia) were mosques of signi�cance 
established, and Imams available, for teaching purposes. �e mobile lifestyle of 
the camel-drivers also made stable education for their children more di�cult. �e 
formalisation of a discriminatory immigration policy in 1901 meant that many 
Afghans were returned to their homeland, while the onset of the car also made 
camel driving less viable.

Lebanese migrants date from the 1880s, in the a�ermath of the Goldrush. Mainly 
Maronite Christians, immigration patterns were o�en based on speci�c villages 
in Lebanon, with an individual, o�en the father, being the �rst to immigrate, and 
the immediate and extended family therea�er. Sydney contains by far the largest 
Lebanese community, with 114,491 registered at the, 2001 Census. Currently, of 
those born in Lebanon, almost half are Maronite Christian, while 20 per cent are 
Sunni Muslim and a further 16 per cent are Shia Muslim (Cruickshank, 2003, p. 
56). Many identify principally in terms of religion, or village, rather than language 
(see also Asmar, 2001, p. 149). Codes of honour and patriarchy are signi�cant 
traditional cultural motifs, but have o�en changed to a degree a�er settling in 
Australia (as has occurred elsewhere [IHT, 2005]). Nonetheless, according to 
some, ��ere are di�erent rules for boys and girls, especially when it comes to 
discipline. Anyone who denies this is kidding themselves� (Jamal & Chandab, 
2005; see also SMH, 2005, 3 December). �e Arab-Israeli wars of 1967 and 
1973 provoked further immigration, but levels of literacy (including in Arabic), 
education, and quali�cations remain low for many, as do employment and income 
levels. Most speak Arabic at home, and rates of language shi� to English are low, 
o�en under 10 per cent. �is can cause di�culties, including of communication, 
between older and younger generations. �e overall picture remains one of 
disadvantage for many, but particularly for Muslim Lebanese, including its youth. 
As evident in Table 7.2 above, the biggest Arabic speaking community, by far, 
remains in Sydney.

In the post Second World War era, Muslim communities expanded, with the 
introduction of an immigration treaty with Turkey in 1967 resulting in the arrival 
of some 10,000 Turkish settlers. Islamic communities in Melbourne and Sydney 
established �weekend schools�, where their children could be instructed in the tenets 
of Islam, learn the Koran (in Arabic), and perhaps also learn the language of their 
parents (Arabic, Urdu, Pashto, Turkish, Farsi, or other). As was not uncommon 
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among other migrant groups of the time, quali�ed teachers were very scarce, and 
few parents had su�cient knowledge to act as e�ective teachers. In this context, 
sending children for a few hours to the local mosque, or to the local school, on 
Saturday or Sunday, was usually the most that could be done (Saeed, 2003, pp. 
149�50). Studies of Turkish young people showed that levels of quali�cation 
were well below that of the overall Australian population, while �the disparity 
for men and women was greater than for the general population� (Inglis, Elley & 
Manderson, 1992, p. 59). As had occurred with earlier migration communities, 
non-Anglo educational quali�cations were o�en not accepted in the Australian 
system (Iredale, 1997). �e third wave of Lebanese migrants to Australia, who 
came during and a�er Lebanon�s disastrous civil war, were predominantly Muslim, 
forming almost 40 per cent of all Lebanese-born migrants, and 13.3 per cent of all 
Muslims (Humphrey, 2001, p. 564).

Given the larger numbers of Lebanese and other Islamic migrants, Islamic 
education has understandably grown. �e growth of Arabic speakers has been 
commensurate, from 50,000 in 1976, to 120,000 in 1986, and 163,000 in 1991. Of 
these, 40 per cent are Australian-born, while another 40 per cent are Lebanese-
born (Cruickshank, 2003, p. 54). Community schools are currently responsible 
for the teaching of about 50,000 students of Arabic language, but retention rates 
are poor, while in primary and secondary schools, only a small proportion of 
Arabic speakers learn their language. Teachers of Arabic are o�en untrained as 
language teachers, and some have �uncertain pro�ciency in MSA (Modern 
Standard Arabic)� (Cruickshank, 2003, p. 66). Currently, there are Islamic Schools 
in almost all states with a total of perhaps 12�15,000 enrolments (Saeed, 2003, p. 
151). As can be seen from Table 7.6 below, the two decades of the 1980s and 1990s 
were when most of the schools were established, re�ecting the patterns of migration 
from Lebanon and neighbouring countries, as well as from other regions. By 1986, 
there were more than 109,000 Muslims in Australia, from the Middle East, Cyprus, 
Yugoslavia, Malaysia, Indonesia, Egypt, Fiji, Pakistan, and Bangladesh (Kabir, 
2004, p. 152). Asmar cites 200,805 individuals who identi�ed themselves as 
Muslim in the 1996 Census (Asmar, 2001, p. 140). �e profound disruptions to 
employment and education experienced by many during the Lebanese Civil War 
by many third-wave migrants to Australia meant that, according to the 1986 
census, although a higher per cent of Muslims possessed higher degrees than the 
general Australian populace, and almost as many had Bachelors degrees, far fewer 
held vocational quali�cations than the Australian population (Kabir, 2004, p. 168). 
Young Turkish Australians, too, were generally less well educated than the overall 
Australian population (Kabir, 2004, p. 172), although signi�cant progress had 
been made compared to a decade or two earlier. By the 1996 census, Muslim 
Australians were shown to be as educated as the Australian-born population, and 
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in the categories of Bachelor and higher degrees, more so (Kabir, 2004, p. 273). 
Overall, at least 10,498 Muslim students were reported as studying at Australian 
universities in the 1996 census, yielding a rate of attendance higher than that for 
the general population. (It should be noted however, that some of these Muslim 
students would be international students). Nonetheless, the rate of higher 
education participation is very di�erential: some have pointed to a signi�cant 
polarisation among Lebanon-born in Australia, with some gaining the higher 
educational quali�cations needed to access professional and managerial jobs, 
�while others experience inter-generational unemployment and poverty� 
(Batrouney, 2001, p. 568).

�e same census showed that the unemployment rate for Muslims was 25 per 
cent, relative to 9 per cent for Australia-born and the total population (Kabir, 

Table 7.6  Islamic schools in Australia by state, suburb, and year of foundation

Name of School State Suburb
Founded 
in 

Al Noori Muslim Primary NSW Greenacre 1983
Arkana College NSW Beverly Hills 1986
Malek Fahd Islamic School NSW Greenacre 1989
Noor al Houda Islamic College (Girls) NSW Condell Park 1995
Sule College NSW Prestons 1996
Al-Amanah College NSW Bankstown 1997
King Abdul Aziz College NSW Rooty Hill 1997
Risalah Islamic College NSW Lakemba 1997
Al-Zahra College NSW Arncliffe 1998
Al-Faisal College NSW Auburn 1998
King Khalid Islamic College of Victoria VIC Coburg 1983
Islamic Schools of Victoria (Werribee 

College)

VIC Hoppers Crossing 1986

Minaret College VIC Springvale 1993
Islamic College VIC Broadmeadows 1995
Darul Uloom Islamic College VIC Fawkner 1997
Isik College VIC Broadmeadows 1997
East Preston Islamic College VIC Preston 1998
Australian Islamic College WA Dianella 1986
Australian Islamic College WA Thornleigh 1990
Al Hidayah Islamic School Inc WA Bentley 1994
Australian Islamic College WA Kewdale 2000
Islamic College SA Croydon 1998
Islamic School of Brisbane QLD Karawatha 1995

Source: Saeed, 2003
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