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Intended originally as a short overview of twentieth century immigration to Australia, 

to mark the centenary of Federation and accompany a photographic history on the 

same theme and period, Destination Australia has benefited from being able to take in 

a longer perspective and include the end of the controversial Howard years of 

immigration policy. It is also no longer short, and that is also the reader’s gain. The 

book’s first chapter gives contrasting snapshots of Australia’s people and 

demographics in 1900 and 2000. Its last chapter is a retrospective view that 

systematically summarises the key changes throughout the entire period of European 

occupation. Between these bookends lies the enormous substance of this book, eleven 

chapters that provide a chronological account and analysis of the transformation of 

white and British Australia into one of the most culturally heterogenous countries in 

the world. While inevitably traversing some of the same ground as James Jupp’s 

From White Australia to Woomera (2002) and Gwenda Tavan’s The long, slow death 

of White Australia (2005), Eric Richards’ Destination Australia does not have the 

personal slant of Jupp’s book or the polemical stance of Tavan’s. It is more measured 

in its apportioning of the decades and in its engaging narrative style. It is, from first to 

last, an authoritative account by an historian who has worked in the field of migration 

history, particularly British emigration history, for over two decades. 

 

Richards identifies two extended periods in Australia’s immigration history in the 

twentieth century with three crucial shifts in policy. The century started with 

Federation and the unanimous agreement amongst the States in passing the 

Immigration Restriction Act of 1901. Australia was a monocultural society that had 

drawn the majority of its immigrants, both assisted and non-assisted, from the British 
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Isles and was determined to keep it that way. In the long period from 1901 to 1973 

which was dominated by the White Australia policy, the over-riding concern was to 

exclude immigrants who were non-white, particularly those from Asian and African 

countries. Within this period, Richards identifies the second major shift in national 

policy in 1947 to include Europeans in the catchment, when insufficient numbers of 

Britons were immigrating to fill Australia’s postwar industrial needs. Arthur Calwell, 

Minister for Immigration in the Chifley government, was the architect of this crucial 

change and Richards devotes a lively chapter to Calwell’s strategies and development 

of a ‘New Australia’. Even then, distinctions were made between the Nordic ‘races’ 

and the darker skinned southern Europeans with a strong preference for the former. A 

parallel change was the shift from the obsession with attracting British immigrants to 

develop the land and expand the rural population to the employment of immigrants in 

industrial development. 

 

For Richards, 1947 was a linchpin year, the first step needed in expanding the 

horizons of insular Australians so they became accustomed to living and working with 

people whose primary language was not English and who were proud of their own 

(non-British) cultural heritage. Immigrants brought links with the wider world with 

them. The 1950s and 1960s were the heroic years of ‘the great diversification’ of the 

population. Between 1947 and 1971 ‘2.5 million people from all over Europe were 

persuaded, assisted and conveyed to Australia’ (p. 204). In 1973 the Whitlam 

government dismantled the White Australia policy by removing any element of racial 

discrimination from the basis of the selection of immigrants. Australia thus entered 

the second overarching phase of immigration and third major shift in policy when it 

opened its doors to immigrants from every part of the world and introduced 

multiculturalism. The arrival of thousands of Indo-Chinese refugees along Australia’s 

coastline after the end of the war in Vietnam put this new policy severely to the test, 

but was ultimately decisive in moving Australia away from White Australia.  

 

Within the overarching context of these two periods of White Australia for the first 

three quarters of the century and the more liberated multicultural one since then, 

Richards weaves together the many strands that make Australia’s immigration history 

into an absorbing narrative. Personal stories of success and tragedy in the lives of 

some of the immigrants through each decade, the policy-makers as well as their 
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policies, influential demographers and their thinking, and even key bureaucrats, are 

the actors in this mammoth-scale drama. Equally absorbing and informative are the 

accounts of the controversies that various policies, proposals and some new arrivals 

provoked and the author’s sympathetic descriptions of the unfortunates who were 

excluded at different times by Australia’s rigid thinking about who and how many 

would be allowed in. He highlights the importance of control to planners and policy-

makers throughout the century. Yet what also emerges from placing Australia within 

the wider international context of immigration is an acknowledgement of the 

surprisingly generous scale of Australia’s humanitarian response. Surprising because 

the draconian measures of detention exercised by the Howard government are still 

very much part of public memory.  

 

Richards emphasises that the historian’s task is to take the longer view, which he duly 

does in the final and retrospective chapter. It is a piece that could stand alone and 

equally serve as an introduction to the topic. It will be well-used by students in the 

future. But it is the vignettes of contemporary lives and thoughts that stay with the 

reader long after closing the book. From the period of the White Australia policy, take 

for example the influence of the writer Rider Haggard who visited Australia in 1913 

and was a great advocate of “a global British nation” to stem the tides threatened by 

the Yellow and Jewish perils’. He reported that ‘fifty million people might well find a 

home in Australia … The great need of the Empire today is population’ (p. 73). There 

were frequent expressions of anti-Semitism and a quota of 5100 was imposed by 

Cabinet in 1938 when faced by the large number of applications from refugees from 

Nazism. There was even an extraordinary proposal to create a Jewish settlement near 

the Ord River in the north so as to remove the Jews to a safe distance from the 

southern cities and populate the north at the same time. The misguided obsession with 

the possibilities of rural expansion found its saddest form in the attempt to settle 6000 

immigrants in group settlements on ‘land not fit for grazing let alone cultivation’ in 

Western Australia. By 1924, 30 per cent of immigrant British settlers and 42 per cent 

of Australians had walked away from their holdings with bitterness and ill-feeling 

(p.105). 

 

The dismantling of the White Australia policy in the 1970s and the settlement of large 

numbers of refugees by the Fraser government led to the introduction of the policy 
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and implementation of multiculturalism. Negative and conservative public attitudes to 

both the refugees and multiculturalism surfaced and found a powerful voice in the 

historian Geoffrey Blainey. Richards captures this prelude to what later became the 

‘History Wars’. The Hawke government responded with the Fitzgerald Committee’s 

inquiry into immigration policies. Instead of creating a bipartisan approach to 

immigration as in previous decades, the Committee’s report further divided the 

community and policy makers. For Richards this is yet another turning point. Never 

again would immigration policies receive the type of national consensus they had 

achieved in the past.  

 

Destination Australia combines a vast amount of information with a remarkable 

clarity of historical perspective. It seems churlish then to ask for more, yet I would 

have liked to have seen the 1995 Roach Report into the temporary entry of business 

and skilled people given some attention. The outcomes of that inquiry led to the 

introduction of the 457 temporary visas and a substantial change in migration patterns 

to Australia by reducing the dominance of permanent settlers in the annual intakes. 

The book is underpinned by the importance of statistics throughout, yet its author 

explains just how problematic collecting those statistics can be, particularly in recent 

years of increased global mobility. Richards points out that: ‘While the nation argued 

vociferously about the issue of immigration there was no agreed formula by which to 

calculate actual net migration. This was not by any means peculiar to Australia: the 

same confusions reigned in Britain and elsewhere’ (p. 322).  

 

Nevertheless, the statistics stand as indicators of the enormous changes that have been 

wrought in Australian society over the past century. The transformation of a mostly 

monocultural population of under four million into a culturally diverse population of 

over twenty million in just over a hundred years is an astonishing achievement, made 

more so by Australia’s remote location from its major sources of immigrants for the 

larger part of the century, and by the single-mindedness of successive governments in 

their pursuit of growth. Richards narrates, with some compassion, the human costs 

borne by immigrants and refugees in the long process of making modern Australia. 

His account avoids the pitfalls of E.P. Thompson’s ‘enormous condescension of 

posterity’. Given the views on race voiced by national leaders as the rationale for a 
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white Australia and subscribed to by most of the population for most of the century 

that is no mean achievement either.  

 

Christine Finnimore 
Migration Museum 

 


