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1.  Introduction 
 
Today, in 2005, there are an estimated 20 million refugees and displaced persons in an 



The Oxford Dictionary of Current English defines racism as follows:  
 

racism n. 1 the belief that each race has certain qualities or abilities, giving rise to the 
belief that certain races are better than others.  2 discrimination against or hostility 
towards other races (Oxford 2001, p. 740). 

 
The above definition is fairly standard and comprises three separate parts.  First, the belief in 
inherent and intrinsic differences between races, second the belief that such differences 
“prove” superiority or inferiority of one race over another, and third the act of discrimination 



integrated the world has become, the more mixed we have all become racially.  
 
In fact, these days the use of the term ‘race’ has fallen into disuse by anthropologists and 
social scientists because it can not be supported by biological evidence and is often used to 
justify violence against particular groups.  According to A. Martin, “it does not constitute a 
scientific analysis of either genetic or social difference” (Jupp, 1988, p. 10). 
 
 
2c.  Racism: Us Versus Them 
 
Ever since time immemorial humans have clashed when they have come into contact with 
groups of “others”.  The more different the “other” appears, the easier it is to declare them as 
not part of “us” and therefore not deserving of whatever resources (land, food, mineral 
wealth) are being contested.  This is particularly the case when such resources are in short 
supply and the group that ultimately controls such resources is the group that will survive. 
 
In order to make the decision that the “other” is not deserving of the land, food, water or 
gold, it is necessary to make the other not only different from “us”, but also somehow less 
than.  It is this process, which Edward Said describes in his book Orientalism, which has 
become institutionalised in many modern societies, and particularly in Europe.  For 
Europeans who have white skin, any person with a darker skin pigmentation or different 
facial features falls easily into the category of other.  But this is just the most obvious way of 
discriminating; other methods might be based on style of clothing, religion, and other cultural 
practices. 
 
In the European example, Said shows how the British and French developed and consolidated 
their philosophy of Orientalism through the writings of “poets, novelists, philosophers, 
political theorists, economists, and imperial administrators” (Said 1991).  Said describes 
Orientalism as “a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction 
made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident’.”  (1991) This distinction, of 
course, made clear that the Occident (or West) is superior in virtually all ways but 
particularly as far as thinking and decision making goes.  Oriental “backwardness” is prime, 
and gives credence to the lopsided power relationship which grew up between the two 
civilizations, for example British colonial rule in India. 
 
The concept of Orientalism has survived and penetrated not only British and French modern 
culture but also their colonial outposts, including those of the US and Australia.  Over the last 
centuries all nations have learned through contact with Europe that racism is part of any 
transaction. 
 
However, more recently a new type of racism has emerged in Australia.  Where the old 
racism held that “a person’s characteristics were the determining factor in their placement on 
a hierarchy of humanity”, the new racism is based on culture.  “A person is predetermined 
not by race, but by culture” (Corlett, 2002).  This ‘new’ racism has been employed by 
politicians in the last several years in Australia in support of refusing entry of asylum seekers 
whose cultures may not be ‘compatible’ with ours. 
   
 
2d.  Racism and Economics 



Orientalism is the process of constructing the “other” for a given society; in Said’s examples 
this society was either French or British.  But the fundamental motivation for the construction 
of Orientalism, or racism, is often today, as it was often historically, economic.  Why were 
the British in India or the Middle East in the first place?  At the time, during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, many European nations were engaged in a quest to expand their 
empires, and thereby increase their economic wealth.  British expansion into India, Africa, 
and the Middle East was part of this larger European expansion context.  The fact that the 
people living there at the time had different “racial” features simply made it easier to 



Since the use of the term ‘race’ has clearly become insupportable, why do we continue to use 
it in our official language as well as our domestic and international legal instruments?   
Unfortunately, not everyone in the world shares the opinions of the anthropologists who have 
thrown race out of their vocabulary.  Which makes the debate even trickier - race may not be 
real biologically, but it is still real to the millions of people who have an interest in 
perceiving differences, or are on the receiving end of resulting actions.  The end result is that 
racism is still perpetrated, and people are still suffering from it.  
 
A far better way to conceive of difference, as a determinant of racism, is by using broader 
terms.  In the Declaration of the World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, 
Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, which met in Durban, South Africa, in 
August/September 2001, it is recognized that “racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and 
related intolerance occur on the grounds of race, colour, descent or national or ethnic 
origin...” (WCAR 2001, p. 5).  The inclusion of colour, descent or national or ethnic origin is 
extremely important.  In other discussions, the inclusion of caste attempts to further qualify, 
and extend, the definition of race. 
 
Here in Australia, some of our most prominent politicians claim they are not racist, but focus 
instead on cultural differences and incompatibilities.  Dave Corlett calls this ‘new racism’, 
because the old focus of race, as identified by characteristics such as skin colour, has now 
been replaced with a new focus on culture.  As he says, “the core element of the old remains 
central to the new: the incompatibility of different groups and their inability to co-exist” 
(Corlett, 2002).  This subject will be returned to later in this paper.  But clearly the issue of 
culture is also of importance.  Why is it against moral human judgement to perpetrate racism, 
while it is quite acceptable to discriminate on the basis of cultural difference?  Or are we just 
playing with semantics? 
 
The issue of racism, and how it is defined and understood, often follows the refugee from the 
beginning of his or her original flight, through the journey of seeking refuge, up to and 
including final resettlement.  Not only is this issue important because a finding of racism, or 
of no racism, can mean the difference between refugee status or not, leading to either 
protection and eventual resettlement, or refoulement to the very environment from which s/he 
has sought to escape, but also because racism infuses every step and every process of the 
journey to refuge, and indeed the final place of refuge may well embody the very prejudices 
the refugee has sought to escape, although hopefully in a somewhat milder form. 
     
 
3.  Policies on Racism 
 
3a.  UNHCR 
 
i) Mission Statement 
The mission statement for the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the world’s 
foremost organisation for the protection and welfare of refugees, declares that “UNHCR’s 
primary purpose is to safeguard the rights and well-being of refugees” and that “UNHCR is 
an impartial organisation, offering protection and assistance to refugees and others on the 
basis of their needs and irrespective of their race, religion, political opinion or gender.”  
(UNHCR, 2005)  
 



ii) UNHCR 1951 Convention 
 
In the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (the Convention), 



that time, selected the “European-only” option, were exempt from this change.  But from 
1967 on the “European-only” option disappeared. 
 
As of 1 September, 2005, Turkey has maintained its declaration for option (a) even though it 
acceded to the Protocol in 1968, and two other countries, Madagascar and Monaco, which 
had previously elected option (a) have not yet signed on to the Protocol.  All other States 
Parties have accepted the elimination of the geographical limitation option as part of the 1967 
Protocol. 
 
iv) 2002 Agenda for Protection 
 
Intended to reaffirm and revitalise the 1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol, the Agenda 
for Protection was the result of the Ministerial Meeting of States Parties in Geneva in 
December 2001, held to mark the 50th anniversary of the Convention.   
 
While calling on all states which had not yet signed the Convention to do so, and 
encouraging any states which still maintained the “geographical limitation” (UNHCR, 2005) 
of Europe-only to drop it, the Agenda sought to raise awareness of the ongoing problem of 
refugees.  The Agenda recognized the need for programs “aimed at combatting racism, racial 
discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance” as a means of prevention, and also 
sought to gain support for a stronger international framework which could share the burden 
of the refugee problem. 
 
v) Summary of UNHCR 
 
Clearly all the documents and instruments created by the UNHCR recognize the ongoing 
issue of racism as a central one for refugees.  By seeking to provide protection to all persons 
forced to flee their country of origin as a result of persecution (or a well-founded fear of 
persecution) based on race (or religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group 
or political opinion) the UNHCR and its instruments goes a long way to addressing the 
problems faced by refugees.  It is also clear that the issue of protection is an evolving one, as 
illustrated by the original option to exclude refugees from outside Europe, the later 
amendment to include them, and the continued reluctance by some States Parties to sign up 
for the amendment. 
 
The use of the term “burden-sharing” is an emotive one.  On the one hand, by raising the 
issue and asking all states to share in the burden and responsibility of providing protection, 
the “burden” appears to diminish in scope as far as each state’s share goes.  On the other 



3b) 1969 International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 
Racial Discrimination (CERD) 

 
Adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1965, the International Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination entered into force on 4 January 1969.  
Based on the principles of “the dignity and equality inherent in all human beings” (OHCHR 
2005) CERD reflects the UN Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination of 20 November 1963 (General Assembly resolution 1904) which “solemnly 
affirms the necessity of speedily eliminating racial discrimination throughout the world in all 
its forms and manifestations and of securing understanding of and respect for the dignity of 
the human person” (OHCHR 2005) among other affirmations and declarations.  Article 1 of 
the Convention defines racial discrimination as:  

“any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, colour, descent, or 
national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the 
recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life” (OHCHR 
2005). 

 
Article 2 condemns racial discrimination and calls on all States Parties to ensure that 
domestic laws and policies do not allow for the practice of any forms of racial discrimination.  
Article 3 condemns racial segregation and apartheid and requires states parties to legislate 
against such acts. 
 
Article 4 has proved to be somewhat problematic for some signatory states, because it 
requires States Parties to enact legislation (if not already in place) against any organizations 
and propaganda activities which promote and incite racial discrimination, which is anathema 
to many states freedom of speech, and right to gather peacefully laws.  In fact, these same 
rights are articulated under Article 5, subparagraph (d), (viii) The right to freedom of opinion 
and expression; and (ix) The right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association.  In 
acceding to the Convention, many states have included a declaration which clarifies the 
state’s understanding and interpretation of Article 4, particularly with regard to Article 5 and 
its relevant subparagraphs and also to articles 19 and 20 of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights.   
 
Australia signed CERD on 13 October 1966, and ratified it on 30 September 1975, along with 
a declaration regarding a delay in the implementation of article 4 (a). 
 
Canada signed CERD on 24 August 1966, and ratified it on 14 October 1970 with no 
declarations nor reservations. 
 
The United States of America signed CERD on 28 September 1966, and ratified it on 21 
October 1994.  At the time of signing a declaration was made with reference to individual 
rights being protected by the Constitution, and that this would not be overruled by CERD.  
Upon ratification several reservations were made by the US Senate, which is required to 
provide its consent, again with reference to US Constitutional supremacy, and that the 
“provisions of the Convention are not self executing” (UNHCR 2005). 
 
The discrepancies in dates of ratification between the above three states are startling, but 
reflect each nation’s ability to conform to the demands of the Convention.  Australia, for 
example, passed its own domestic Racial Discrimination Act in 1975, and prior to the passing 



of such an act wold not have been in conformance with the Convention.  (The 56th session of 
CERD produced a fairly scathing report as to the standing of Australia in relation to the 
Convention as late as March, 2000.)  Canada had no issues with signing or ratifying the 
Convention, reflecting their more progressive approach to the issue of racial discrimination 
within Canadian legislation.  The US ratified the Convention only in 1994, along with 
carefully considered qualifications of its interpretation and application domestically. 
 
Besides the Racial Discrimination Act of 1975, the Australian government has also 
implemented The Native Title Act 1993, Racial Hatred Act 1995, and established the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) and the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Social Justice Commissioner within the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission (although ATSIC was recently disbanded by the Howard government).  All of 
these developments have been applauded by CERD, although the application of each has not 
been seen to be meeting the stated objectives of either CERD or of the Australian 
Government.  Some of these issues will be addressed in more detail in sections to follow. 
 
 
3c) Australian Government 
 
i) White Australia Policy 
 
“The ‘fair’ in the national anthem, Advance Australia Fair, did not mean ‘equitable’, when 
the song was written; it meant white” (Cope & Kalantzis 2000, cited in Poynting, 2004).   
    
In 1901 the newly formed Australian Parliament enacted the Immigration Restriction Act.  
The purpose of this act was to restrict immigration to Australian shores to those of white, 
European descent and specifically to keep out anyone of Asian descent.  Some view this act 
as a backlash against Chinese gold diggers who were seen as undermining the unions by 
working longer hours than their European counterparts and often for less wages (Le 2001), 
but it was also motivated by Australia’s ongoing and “deep-seated fear of invasion by hordes 
from our north: ‘The Yellow Peril’” (Marr & Wilkinson 2004, p. 44, cited in Poynting 2004 
p. 241).  One of the more contentious issues of the gold rush days, however, was not union 
membership, or wages, but the fact that there were virtually no Chinese women in Australia 
at the time, and Chinese men were beginning to look at white women in “undesirable” ways.  
The issue raised fears about interracial liaisons and biracial offspring which were seen as a 
“threat to the purity of the national ‘blood lines’” (Jupp, 1988, p. 79). 
 
Alfred Deakin, three times Prime Minister of Australia, believed that “‘Unity of race is an 
absolute to the unity of Australia’” (Le, 2001).  
 
It should be noted that the international climate during the first three quarters of the twentieth 
century was one of colonialism and institutionalized racism across the globe.  Africa was 
pushing for independence in varying degrees during this time, and in some cases the 
European colonisers went to extremes to resist until the end. When the international 
community demanded an easing of the apartheid practices by British rule in Southern 
Rhodesia in 1965, the Rhodesian prime minister, Ian Smith, enacted a Unilateral Declaration 
of Independence from Britain in order to maintain the privileged way of life for the nation’s 
white minority.  On the other side of the world, African Americans were not granted the right 
to vote until the 1965 Voting Rights Act was signed into effect by President Lyndon Johnson, 



also after much protest (Mount, 2005) and the assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jnr. 
and President John F. Kennedy.  Australians no doubt felt that they were, if not morally right, 
at least in good company with their immigration policy. 

 
The Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 did not actually include racist language, although 
the intent was very clearly to keep the Australian population as white as possible.   Instead, 
under pressure from Japanese government officials, the act took inspiration from a similar 
piece of legislation in Natal, South Africa, which instituted a dictation test to determine 
eligibility for immigration.  In Australia, the dictation test would be given in any European 
language as decided by the administrator on the day.  Of course the administrator was under 



they are concerned with protecting the way of life of Australians, especially with regard to 
our national cultural identity.  A partial view holds that the state has the right to protect the 



housing and other accommodation, Provision of goods and services, Right to join trade 
unions, Employment, and Unlawful to incite doing of unlawful acts, on the basis of race, 
colour or national or ethnic origin. 
 



solution for Native Americans) Aboriginal Australians had no rights to land under 
Commonwealth laws.  In 1974, the Aboriginal Land Fund Commission was established with 
the purpose of buying back sections of land and returning it to Aboriginal ownership and 
control, under the Aboriginal Land Trust. 
In 1992, the Mabo Case proved for the first time that the doctrine of terra nullis was false, 
and the High Court of Australia ‘found that Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islander people 
who have maintained a continuing connection with their land, according to their traditions 
and customs, may hold native title’ (Amnesty, 2005).  This was formalised in 1993 with the 
Native Title Act, which allowed Aboriginal people to make claims to land ownership where 
they could prove such continuous association with a given area.   (Linden, 1996)   
 
While the Native Title Act and the Aboriginal Land Trust were promising developments 
towards Aboriginal empowerment, Aboriginal communities continue to suffer from 
disproportionate levels of adult imprisonment, juvenile detention, and general welfare within 
the community.  According to a fact sheet from Amnesty International, using figures from 
2001, life expectancy is still about twenty years less for Aboriginals than all Australians, the 
infant mortality rate is twice that of all Australians, hospitalisation is almost twice that for 
Aboriginals than for all Australians, and the areas of education, employment and housing 
reflect similar disparities. 
 
v. Reconciliation 
 
The last decade of the twentieth century was set aside for issues of Reconciliation between 
the indigenous and non-indigenous people of Australia.  Beginning in 1991 the Council for 
Aboriginal Reconciliation was set up with a mandate to “improve the relationships between 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and the wider Australian community” (ANTaR 
2005).  The Council was to be in effect for a period of ten years, and focus on the creation of 
“documents of reconciliation” which included two main documents: a ‘Document Towards 
Reconciliation’ and a ‘Roadmap for Reconciliation’.  The ten year period culminated in an 
event called ‘Corroboree 2000' intended to celebrate and highlight the issues and progress 
made towards reconciliation. 
 
One of the key, and most contentious, issues in the above documents was that of a treaty 
between the Aboriginal people of Australia and the Commonwealth Government of 
Australia.  Sadly, the Australian government has rejected most of the Council’s 
recommendations.  “Prime Minister Howard flatly rejected the idea of discussing the merits 
of a treaty process, branding the initiative as inappropriate and divisive” (ANTaR 2005). 
 
The need for a treaty is part of the “unfinished business” between indigenous Australians and 
the government.  Australia has no formal recognition in its Constitution of the original 
occupants of the Australian continent, and while other nations such as Canada have long 
since addressed the issues of treaties and self government, Australia has not.  Former Prime 
Minister Malcolm Fraser has criticised John Howard in this regard, arguing that the 
reconciliation movement must be led by the government and that should include a treaty.  He 
admits that the very term “treaty” can be disturbing, and that an alternative of “agreement” 
could be used instead.  (Strelein, 2005) 
 
 



4.  Racism and Refugees 
 
4a.  A Factor in Persecution Leading to Flight 





 
4b.  A Factor in the Resettlement Process 
 
i) Access to “the Queue” 
 
The much vaunted “queue” for asylum seekers consists of a process of applying to the 
UNHCR for refugee status, then applying to a potential recipient country for asylum, 
meanwhile waiting in an intermediary country, often in a refugee camp, for a place to become 
available and transport to be arranged.  This process can take years.  (Amnesty International, 
2005) 
 
The UNHCR is almost always the first port of call.  Without approval from UNHCR, most 
recipient countries, including Australia, are reluctant to accept applications.  UNHCR offices, 
however, are not to be found in all locations, and even when they are present, getting to them 
may not be as straightforward as walking up the steps. 
 
In fact, access to the refugee status “queue” is restricted to those lucky enough to live in a 
country, or be able to get to a country, which has UNHCR presence, Australian mission (with 
Dimia staff) or both.  Those who cannot get to one or both of these institutions must fend for 
themselves.  The UNHCR continues to strive to provide services where they are most needed, 
but to provide for all, everywhere, has proved nearly impossible.  As Steven Columbus reports 
in his article ‘Irregular asylum seekers: rhetoric vs reality’ “In September 1999, the UNHCR 
urged refugees not to approach its offices for resettlement consideration, as it did not have the 
resources to both handle such applications and deal with its daily responsibilities to refugees” 
(Columbus 2002, p. 25).  As recently as June 2004, “UNHCR temporarily suspended 
individual refugee status determination for Sudanese refugees in Egypt, where they are now 
simply being registered by UNHCR for protection purposes” (CASWANAME 2004).  And 
even when an office of UNHCR is located in a country an asylum seeker can get to, and is 
able to provide the necessary refugee status determination services, the asylum seeker may 
still not be able to get past the front gate.  Reports of bribes being required for entry have been 
made by asylum seekers in Islamabad, along with stories of guards simply not allowing 
Hazara Afghans entry at all.  (Mares, 2001) 
 
When asked why they did not join “the queue” Hazara Afghans will be bewildered as to 
exactly which queue they were supposed to join.  As Marion Le said in her speech given as 
part of the Alfred Deakin Lectures in Sydney in May, 2001 “In reality, there are no queues 
where these people come from - only the endless nightmare of years spent in limbo, in camps, 
in despair; there are no quotas - they are always full; there are no illegals because the term has 
no meaning in international law” (2001). 
 
ii) Boat People/Queue Jumpers 
 
If there is not, in reality, an orderly queue for people in certain regions to join, then bona fide 
refugees are left in a predicament.  Sometimes the only viable solution is to get on a boat and 
risk life and limb in an attempt to reach the protection of countries such as Australia.  Such 
people have been referred to by Prime Minister John Howard, along with Amanda Vanstone 
(current Minister for Immigration) and Philip Ruddock (former Immigration Minister) as 
“queue jumpers”, and called un-Australian in values.   
 



 
John Howard is not the first Australian leader to reject asylum seekers arriving by boat.  Bob 
Hawke did the same just a few years earlier.  “Declaring ‘Bob’s not your uncle’, he vowed to 
return the 1989 boat arrivals to their country of origin, Cambodia” (Le, 2001).  But there are 
several events which took place under Howard’s stewardship which give rise to more serious 
concern.  Two of these events are commonly known as the ‘Tampa Crisis’, and the ‘Children 
Overboard Incident’. 
 
In August, 2001, a Norwegian container ship called the MV Tampa went to the rescue of a 
sinking fishing boat carrying four hundred and thirty-three asylum seekers who were 
attempting to reach Australian shores and claim asylum as refugees.  The fishing boat was 
found somewhere between Indonesian and Australian waters.  As the Tampa tried to make its 
way to Australia the Australian government flew into action.  First, it refused the Tampa entry 
into Australian territory and sent armed SAS troops to board the ship and ensure compliance.  
After much debate, both domestic and international, the asylum seekers on board the Tampa 
were delivered to the “Pacific Solution” which was an ingenious, although technically illegal 
in terms of international law, answer to the problem of ‘illegal immigrants’.  John Howard 
made public comments about security, national sovereignty, and the rights of Australians 
being trampled on, making the subliminal suggestion that somehow the asylum seekers 
threatened the security of everyday Australians.  (Burke, 2001)  The events of September 11 
which followed closely after only served to strengthen the government’s message about 
asylum seekers as enemy. 
 
The second incident, that of the ‘Children Overboard’, serves to highlight Australia’s 
increasingly menacing rhetoric about asylum seekers as unlawful, unwanted, deceitful, not 
holding the values required to be members of the Australian community, and not culturally 
assimilable.  In this particular instance, however, it was later found that the asylum seekers 
had in fact not thrown their children overboard in order to gain entry and asylum in Australia, 
but that the whole incident had been manufactured by a complicit collusion of navy, 
government and media.  The story was in itself too good to let pass, or to check on facts 
before making statements, or going to print.  Alexander Downer, Foreign Minister, had the 
following to say:  

‘These people had behaved abominably right from the start.  The disgraceful way they treat 
their own children.  Any civilised person would never dream of treating their own children in 
that way.’  (Corlett, 2002) 

 
John Howard was perhaps even more direct.  ‘I don’t want people like that in Australia.  I tell 
you - I don’t want people like that in Australia!  Genuine refugees don’t do that.’  (Markus, 
2002). 
 
Again, it needs to be pointed out that no asylum seekers actually did what they were accused 
of - i.e. throwing their children into the sea.  But even if they had, their actions could be seen 
from a different perspective, as suggested by Andrew Markus in his speech on ‘Race Politics’.  
Instead of interpreting the act of throwing ones own child into a perilous ocean as indecent, 
criminal, unworthy of Australia’s sympathy or assistance etc, Markus suggests that it could be 
seen as an act of desperation, ‘evidence of the love of parents, a desperate plea to a humane 
society not to let young lives be wasted in a no man’s land of despair’ (2002).  The speed and 
definiteness of the political response from the Australian government makes clear that no such 
considerations were made, and that a previously agreed political expediency was being played 
out.  The next federal election was looming and a little domestic hysteria about boat people 



trying to subvert Australia’s sovereignty must have seemed like a gift at the time. 
Australia’s actions in both of the above examples are unacceptable because of the inhumanity 
of the responses, but also because Australia is a signatory to the 1951 United Nations 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees.  If Australia is serious about providing 
assistance and protection to any number of refugees, then instead of working overtime to catch 
and vilify illegal boat people from entering the nation, it should be looking at the realities of 
the application process and taking steps to ensure that it is a fair one for all people in need of 
such assistance.  As it stands, the majority of asylum seekers getting on boats in the hope of 
finding refuge in Australian society are those from the Middle East and South East Asia.  It 
doesn’t take much imagination to realize that they are non-white peoples.    
 
 As Anthony Burke points out in his essay “Sink the Tampa”, 

Given the complete lack of concern in the Australian community about the thousands of 
Europeans who overstay their visas (and are thus ‘illegal’ immigrants) we must assume that the 
perceived threat of the boat people really lies in their difference - Muslim, Coloured, Oriental - 
in their status as an unassimilable excess that the pure being of the Australian subject cannot 
abide.  (Burke, 2001) 

 
     
iii) Australian Society 
 
Australian society in the early twenty-first century is surely one of the best in the world to live 
in.  It offers one of the highest standards of living, best education systems, excellent health 



across an expensive advertising poster: “Arab = Scum, Moslem = Vermin”.  This is just part 
of the other side of the friendly, benign, welcoming Aussie nature of Australian society. 
 
Even the seeming adherence to international laws and conventions is not quite as it should be.  
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