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Australia’s Immigration Policy Reform :

Towards Abolishing the White Australia Policy

Nobuaki Suyama
Belarusian State University

After the founding of the Federation in 1901, Australia maintained a racially
discriminatory migrant intake policy for over half a century. This was because they
wanted to create and nurture a country exclusively for the white race. More precisely,
it was aimed to construct New Britannia, whose institutions, customs, and values were
all essentially British. Immigrants of Anglo-Celtic stock were considered as ideal
settlers. White newcomers whose origins derived from the Northwestern parts of
Europe were given obvious preferences to the Southern or Eastern Europeans because
they were thought to be more similar to the hosting nation. Non-European migration
was to be restricted at whatever cost because it was feared they would vitiate the
flourishing British society. The 1901 Immigration Restriction Act and some other
related legislation re immigration and naturalisation served to prepare a mechanism
for achieving the goal of including Europeans and excluding non-Europeans.

However, what we see now in the present day is a multicultural Australia, where
Australian population is not only diverse in their racial/ethnic backgrounds, but where
the retention of their distinctive folkloric/anthropological cultures is not suppressed
but even encouraged. The percentage of Australians with British origin has dropped
from over 90 percent, the figure of which Australia’s first Immigration Minister Arthur
Calwell boasted in the immediate post-war period, down to a bare majority.

Liberal Prime Minister Harold Holt made it possible for the first time in national
history for well-qualified non-Europeans to enter Australia for the purpose of eventual
permanent residence in 1966. At that stage, uncontrolled Asian migration was still
considered as a potential havoc, not to be permitted in one quick swoop. At last, ALP
Prime Minister Gough Whitlam put non-Europeans on exactly the same footing on
Europeans for migrating to Australia in 1973. Race, colour, and nationality completely
lost their relevance in the intake of new permanent members of national society.

In retrospect, these policy changes were revolutionary to transform the Australian
nation so radically although it took an evolutionary form in the piecemeal fashion.
There are a number of factors behind these changes, the most important of which is
perhaps the rapidly changed international environment in the world. Australia was
suddenly surrounded by a greatly increased number of non-white sovereign states,
which were sensitive to their frustrated pride and which became more assertive of
their dignity. While Britain was shying away from East of Suez towards European
integration, Australia needed to foster fruitful relationships with newly independent
non-white countries in the Asia-Pacific Region. Asian settlers’ great contribution to
Australia is positively recognised in the context of ever—closer Australia—Asia relations,
where Australia cannot afford to remain isolated.
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