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Worksheet 3.1 — Historical Perspective

The White Australia Policy

Europeans in Australia at the time of Federation had strong views on the issue of race. It was firmly believed that the Indigenous people of Australia would die out, as it was believed those in Tasmania already had. Nor did the Europeans look to the idea of a ‘flood’ of undesirable aliens arriving in the new Federation polluting the ‘superior’ white race with lower and poorer standards of living. ‘Australia for the Australians’ was the catch cry of the time. This can be seen in documents of the period from both the media and other sources.
We here find ourselves touching the profoundest instinct of individual or nation—the instinct of self preservation—for it is nothing less than the nation of manhood, the national character, and the national future that are at stake . . . we should be one people and remain one people without the admixture of other races.

(Alfred Deakin, Commonwealth House of Representatives Debates, 12 September 1901 p.4804)
Federation tied to the first Act of the new Parliament, The Act that created the White Australia Policy, was a step towards ensuring that Australia would be protected against the cheap labour and differing cultures of the nations that she found herself surrounded. It was seen as vital that the colonies, about to federate would adopt one strong and united view.

It is idle for one state, unless it erects a hostile on its intercolonial boundaries to attempt to pass useful legislation prohibiting or restricting the influx of that character…It would be well, for this reason, to specify as one of the chief objects of the adoption of a federal constitution the uniformity of legislation in the direction in which I have referred.

(Charles Kingston, Official Report of the National Australasian Convention Debates, Sydney, 2 March to 9 April 1891).

This policy was to continue until it finally was abolished in the 1970s. But it maintained its strength and view as a clear Australian directive until after World War II.

1
How does language use influence a person’s views of an issue? Look at Deakin’s comments above and suggest how the language he has used makes the view of the non-mixing of races so strong.

2
How were Aborigines seen as part of Australia’s future at the time of federation? On what evidence or ideas did the Europeans base their views?

3
Why was it believed that federation would ensure that Australia remain a ‘white’ nation?

4
What other races could be found in Australia at this time (refer to Chapter 3 for help)? Why was their voice or viewpoint ignored by ‘white’ Australia?

5
Why do you believe that the Immigration Restriction Bill was one of the first pieces of legislation passed by the new Federal Parliament? 

6
One of the fears of immigration by non-whites was ‘racial contamination’. What was the other fear that an influx of non-white immigrants caused amongst Australians at this time?
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