
The Terms of Reference of the Inquiry ask submissions to consider issues facing diaspora 
communities in Australia, with particular reference to: 

 
support offered to diaspora community associations and similar organisations, 
including government grants and other funding; 
safety concerns among diaspora communities, and means for strengthening the 
protection and resilience of vulnerable groups; 
barriers to the full participation of diaspora communities in Australia's democratic 
and social institutions, and mechanisms for addressing these barriers; 
opportunities to strengthen communication and partnerships between government 
and diaspora communities in Australia; and 
any related matters 

 
This submission focuses particularly on the ‘related matters’, as it considers the question of 
what the term diaspora means, the various dimensions of diasporas including instrumental 
and affective engagements with home and host countries, size fluidity and diversity, social, 
cultural, political and economic aspects, and the need for more systematic research on 
ongoing transnational connections and settlement issues. While the ToR appear to collapse 
the term ‘diaspora’ to mean ‘migrant communities’, this overlooks the range of ways in 
which migrants engage with each other as collectives in the host country, as well as through 
international connections with other migrants, and with the home country or region 
through transnational relationships. While the bulk of our submission focusses on the 
question of diaspora, we offer a few comments towards the end addressing the other ToR. 

 
The ‘Diaspora Diaspora’? 
Diasporas, like nations, are constructed through language. Using the word ‘diaspora’ to 
describe a social phenomenon is not simply a description but an act of reality-building. 
Diaspora’s are characterised by dispersion, homeland orientation, and boundary 
maintenance (Brubaker, 2005). 

 
The proliferation of the term over the last two decades has led Brubaker (2005: 1) to coin 
the phrase ‘the diaspora diaspora’ to signify its many diverse uses. It is applied both quite 
broadly, and in quite limited ways. From the inquiry brief, it is unclear how the term is being 
used, but it is assumed it is being used as a generic description of migrant communities with 
a focus on their ongoing relationships to home countries or regions. The term originated in a 
limited and negative sense in Ancient Greece and the Bible and reappeared in the 20th 
century in relation to Jewish and black African diasporas, with the premise that the 
condition was an involuntary one, akin to banishment. 

 
Over time, the notion of ‘diaspora’ has expanded in scholarly and public discourse. Today, 
the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) defines diasporas as ‘migrants or 
descendants of migrants, whose identity and sense of belonging have been shaped by their 
migration experience and background’ (IOM, 2018: 305). This very general definition could 
include all migrants and their descendants. However, the scholarly literature sees diasporas 
as more than just collections of migrants from a given country, community, or region of the 
world. They have particular collective dimensions that may be political, economic, social and 
cultural, and which may be affective, and/or may function in more or less instrumental 
ways. 
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Instrumental Dimensions 
Many scholars see diasporas as shaped by underlying socio-economic and political 
imperatives and objectives, which can be internally defined or externally championed. As 
Esman (1986), in his classic definition, noted, diasporic engagements may include a range of 
actions taken by diasporas, diasporic organisations, and country of origin or host country 
governments, to influence the economic or political situation at home or abroad. Gamlen et 
al (2019) note that origin-state diaspora institutions maintain politically instrumental 
diasporic activities. Such institutions are found in over half the world’s countries, being used 
by origin states in ‘human geopolitics’, to ‘tap’ migrants for resources, to ‘embrace’ them for 
identity projects, and as leverage to ‘govern’ diaspora populations, with the latter function 
dominating (Gamlen et al, 2019: 492). Waldinger (2003: xii) suggests diasporas may be 
strategic for a range of reasons, with their formation encouraged by originating countries or 
regions: 

 
Diasporas are of interest to states seeking to organize emigrants (and their 
descendants) into a collectivity that can be controlled and from which resources 
can be extracted, and to emigrants (and their descendants) eager to use the 
advantages acquired from residence outside the home state in order to gain 
leverage within the home state. 

 
The African Union and some South American countries have named their diaspora 
communities as part of their own communities. 

 
Diaspora organisations share knowledge and assist local civil society groups in host 
countries, and support political systems in countries of origin, as well as contributing to 
national development, potentially positively impacting peace, security, economic 
development and integration. Remittances, in particular, are seen as an alternative to 
developing countries’ reliance on foreign aid and are a growing source of income. While 
some migrants send money back, others return to countries of origin themselves, 
contributing to the labour market of home countries, particularly using their greater 
technological knowledge, and maintaining ties with host countries for business and other 
benefits. Diasporas also contribute to tourism, with associated economic benefits. 

 
Diasporas are by no means, however, only politically or economically instrumental 
collectivities that are visible and active at the scale of the nation-state. They can operate in 
far more localised ways through families, clans, hometown associations, religious 
organisations, and other social networks which link home and host, spurring local 
development and having a modernizing effect. ‘Geo-ethnic’ diaspora organisations may 
maintain community more generally (Phillips 2013, Gamlen 2019). 

 
Affective Dimensions 
Recent scholarly definitions of diasporas also focus on the more affective dimensions of 
diasporic identities and activities. For example, McIntyre and Gamlen (2019) define 
diasporas as ‘dispersed migrant populations that retain a shared group identity and 
orientation towards a distant homeland’ (McIntyre and Gamlen, 2019), recognising that 
the connection is not simply politically or materially instrumental but relational and 
emotional. Like nations, diasporas are imagined communities. Ethnic and civic 
membership is an important element of diaspora engagement, and local organisations 
are significant in the development and maintenance of ethnic and diaspora identities 
and activities. Cohen (2008) argues that diasporas are characterized by ‘an idealised, 
collective memory and/or myth about the ancestral home’, ‘a strong group 
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consciousness sustained over time’, and ‘a sense of kinship with other diaspora 
members in other countries’, emphasising that diasporas are not simply collections of 
people sharing a country, region or community of origin. To be a diaspora they must 
also have a sense of collective and shared history, a practiced set of community 
relations, and an ongoing connection with the country of origin. 

 
Diasporas are also seen as having ‘transformative potential’ (Phillips, 2013), able to mobilise 
people around a shared identity. Thus a key feature of diasporas is emotion, particularly the 
emotion associated with a sense of collectivity, together with an ongoing orientation to an 
external homeland. But importantly, both instrumental and affective dimensions are 
generated through a constructive process based on naming the collective ‘a diaspora’. 

 
How this ongoing connection and identification relates to commitment to the host country, 
and interpersonal relationships, as well as structural engagements (political and economic) 
is under researched. Scholars have argued that it is possible to maintain joint affiliations and 
commitments, as well as cosmopolitan (or post-national) commitments to others beyond 
the nation of origin or host (Appiah, 2006). 

 

Size, fluidity and diversity 

While total numbers do not define a diaspora, the larger the number the greater the 
potential for diaspora consciousness. The term diaspora is increasingly being used to refer 
to a region, rather than a country (eg the African diaspora). When considering diasporas, it 
must be recognised that migrant populations are diverse in terms of visa category (which 
affects levels of education, opportunities, skills, ability to settle permanently and so on), 
gender, ethnic background, language, race, religion, employment, income levels, age, and so 
on. This diversity may undermine collective identification as a diaspora. This diversity affects 
whether people feel they are part of collective, as the term suggests, and their orientation 
to their homeland. Those coming from humanitarian backgrounds will have a special status 
in relation to the term diaspora. 

Diasporas are also fluid – there is significant return migration, and ongoing transnational 
engagement through return visits home, interaction through media, involvement in political 
organisation and so on. 

Strong ideological commitments and organisational structures may unite diverse migrants, 
despite internal diversity. Not enough research currently exists, however, to determine the 
extent to which such organisations exist, are active, and are inclusive of all from particular 
backgrounds, regardless of race, religion, generation, or country of origin, and the potential 
effects of internal schisms on the development of diaspora-consciousness. There are 
political, economic, social and cultural dimensions to diasporas. 

Political dimensions include civic organisations that both contribute to social and cultural 
engagement but also facilitate political and economic ties with home countries, as well as in 
some cases performing a representative function. Home countries may encourage political 
engagement from the diaspora to encourage development through remittances, or 
exchanges of skills. The Australian government is starting to recognise that active 
engagement of migrants, such as Africans living in Australia, can contribute to Australia’s 
foreign policy towards regions of origin, with people-to-people links particularly important 
in developing positive international relations (Phillips, 2013). They acknowledge host 
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governments in other countries have successfully engaged the diaspora community with 
programs in countries of origins, such as volunteering programs that enable diaspora 
professionals to volunteer in countries of origin. They also recognise that diaspora 
communities offer opportunities for peacebuilding and reconciliation in war torn countries. 
The Australian Foreign Minister’s Advisory Group on Australia-Africa Relations (AGAAR) 
released A Strategy for Australia’s Engagement with Africa which reflected on the potential 
role of the African diaspora in foreign policy endeavours and recommended how the 
Australian government could more effectively harness their contributions. However there is 
little existing research, and formal government mechanisms for engagement are poorly 
developed, with the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade often viewing diaspora 
communities as being within the remit of the Department of Home Affairs which focuses on 
settlement and internal affairs. 

Social and cultural dimensions include generative, imaginative and transformative diasporic 
engagements. Ongoing relationships through social media with family and friends back 
home, the development of organisations providing social support and local activities for 
migrants of all ages in Australia, the celebration of national days and other events, the 
provision of services (eg emergency support for community members during Covid 
lockdowns), informal and formal language schools and other traditional cultural training 
opportunities, the provision of leadership training and other personal development 
opportunities, and so on, all signal the maintenance of transnational identities and 
relationships. 

Personal relationships between the diaspora and those back home are important. 
Separation of migrants from their social, religious and cultural networks, especially kin, and 
the breakdown of traditional support mechanisms, have been identified as a major 
settlement challenge for some communities in Australia, particularly humanitarian entrants. 
Ongoing interpersonal relationships with those in countries of origin are important, 
extending the diasporic consciousness. Some migrants hope to return home if 
circumstances change, and for humanitarian entrants there is a constant orientation to 
home and concern for relatives and friends there. 

In terms of in-group/out-group relations, there are endogenous forces that pull people to 
identify with the diaspora as a community of similar cultural values and practices; and 
exogenous forces that push people into such identification through exclusion from the 
wider society. ‘Visibly different’ migrant groups experience the latter in Australia, as a 
large body of research shows. 

 

Dearth of research 

Research into migration and settlement has focused on demographics, humanitarian 
migrants and their settlement experiences, and issues of belonging and identity focused on 
Australian integration. There is some developing work on diaspora (eg see the work of 
Gamlen, Phillips and others). Scholars at the University of Western Australia (authors of this 
submission), in partnership with the Centre for Migration Studies, University of Ghana, are 
investigating the identities, activities, and orientations of the African diaspora in Australia 
using a small scale modified Delphi technique, with an additional focus on Ghana and Kenya. 
Their results should be available early 2021. 
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There are a number of questions which need to be addressed in relation to diasporas in 
Australia: what value is there in constructing migrant communities as a diaspora (both from 
the perspective of those communities and from that of Australia)? What tools (ideological, 
rhetorical, material) are used to construct diasporas, and by whom? And, if as Dufoix 
(2008:35) argues, ‘people can’t be dispersed without first being together’, in what sense 
were these communities previously ‘together’? Given the diversity of ethnic groups, 
countries, political systems, histories, colonial impacts, languages, religions and so on, were 
these migrants ever a collective in any sense other than simply sharing a country or 
continent? It is also vital to investigate how racial difference manifests in diaspora thinking. 
In terms of identity and action, how are the political and personal dimensions of diaspora 
related? And how do return migration and temporary migration factor into the mix? 

Some general responses to the ToR 

Support offered to diaspora community associations and similar organisations, including 
government grants and other funding is somewhat patchy, with differences depending on 
State support, and little in the way of Federal support. Resourcing is crucial, but so is 
positive recognition. The question of whose remit these communities fall under is unclear, 
since the dedicated Federal department removed the term ‘multicultural’ from its title, and 
then even ‘citizenship’, and ‘immigration’, such that it now resides under ‘Home Affairs’; a 
far more securitised framing of responsibility towards Australia’s migrants. Rather than a 
celebratory and inclusive approach, the tenor of this department is around security. The 
blurb on its website makes this clear “Home Affairs brings together Australia's federal law 
enforcement, national and transport security, criminal justice, emergency management, 
multicultural affairs, settlement services and immigration and border-related functions, 
working together to keep Australia safe.” – the focus is on law enforcement, security, crime, 
emergencies, border control and keeping Australia safe. The clear implication is that 
migrants are some sort of challenge to that safety. It is interesting to see that this inquiry is 
from the Department of Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, which shifts the focus slightly 
towards international relations and trade, but also defence, again emphasising the apparent 
security risk of migrants. A key signal that migrants are not seen as a threat to Australia, nor 
simply an economic resource, would be the provision of a separate dedicated government 
department tasked with dealing with the issues raised by this inquiry, and other settlement 
issues. 

In terms of safety concerns among diaspora communities, and means for strengthening the 
protection and resilience of vulnerable groups, a key issue is racism. A massive literature 
exists on racism in Australia, much of which leads to the conclusion that things will not 
improve until adequate leadership at the highest political levels is provided. Prof Ken Dunn’s 
Challenging Racism team at WSU and Prof Andrew Marcus’ Social Cohesion surveys, provide 
accessible and policy relevant information about the levels and types of racism and 
exclusion, and means for overcoming these. 

Barriers to the full participation of diaspora communities in Australia's democratic and social 
institutions, and mechanisms for addressing these barriers – see the following from the first 
author’s work - Austin and fozdar, 2018; Fozdar and Banki, 2017; Fozdar and Hartley, 2013a, 
b; Fozdar and Low, 2015; Fozdar and Spittles, 2010; Torezani et al, 2008; Colic-Peisker and 
Tilbury, 2007; Tilbury and Colic-Peisker, 2006. 
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Opportunities to strengthen communication and partnerships between government and 
diaspora communities in Australia exist in the provision of direct lines of communication with 
a range of communities and representative bodies (not assuming that a single body will 
represent all, and recognising the massive internal diversity of migrant communities); and 
setting up an independent think tank tasked with undertaking research into, and policy 
recommendations supporting, migrant communities’ successful settlement, would provide a 
valuable overview and also signal positively that the government is interested to support 
these communities. It should be noted that the provision of Covid information to 
communities through a range of media has been quite effective, but such approaches may 
miss those not internet-savvy. The use of existing networks of communication through 
community leaders may be worth considering, but again, internal diversity must be 
recognised. 

Thank you for the opportunity to participate in this important conversation. 

Submission authored by Associate Professor Farida Fozdar, Dr Sarah Prout Quicke, Dr David 
Mickler, Dr Dominic Dabganja, Dr Muhammad Dan Suleiman, The University of Western 
Australia. 
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